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Assimilate or Else 

Introduction 

Le Journal Du Dimanche polled French people and found that one third thought that 

actions of racism could be justified and they’d respond badly if their children married a Muslim 

(Europe 1 le Jdd). You might think that having the largest Muslim minority of all European 

nations would mean more tolerance. But, it doesn’t. 

The government’s National Consultative Commission on Human rights gaged if racism 

and intolerance rose in relation to the increased immigration-- 35% of French people said they 

were “quite” or “a little” racist (McPartland). These similar results represent the renewed 

intolerance towards ethnic minorities and Muslims.  

This intolerance would be better understood in looking at how the government may 

perpetuate the increased nature of discrimination among French society.  

The Government of the French Republic is an unorthodox example of the sacred in its 

strict adherence to secularity and belief that loyalty to government is supreme. The French 

government enables violence based on race and religion under the veil of secularity and 

feminism. 
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Background 

French Secularism 

The concept of French secularism, laïcité, is purposed on separating religion and 

government as well as public life. French identity is defined by a republican secular identity that 

strives to keep matters such as religious expression in the private sphere. It arose out of the 

French Revolution, where the French government escaped the Catholic Church's authority and its 

foundations of reason and science trace back to the Enlightenment (Doyle 485). Defying the 

conventions of religious authority illustrates why the French government has maintained a 

secular standpoint and continue to revere this notion. 

You might think French secularism is progressive beyond other governments that grapple 

with issues such as corruptness and lack of tolerance. The core of French secularism promotes 

freedom for and freedom from religion by the means of government which is powerful because 

of the people's participation.  

However, secularism doesn’t necessarily equal tolerance or equality for all, as it 

proclaims. The nature of secularism isn’t inherently unequal, but it is dependent on how its 

principles are interpreted. Secularism, itself, can become a political religion that is regarded as 

superior to all else and demands loyalty to country above a person’s religious obligations.  

Case in point: France.  

Demands of Citizenship  

French republicanism is demanding.  

Their strong commitment to secularism is evident in their citizenship process. The 2008 

French Council of State ruled that a burqa-wearing Moroccan woman didn’t qualify for 
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citizenship because civil codes state that they can deny citizenship if a person doesn’t meet “the 

criterion of having assimilated into French society”. The government reported that she behaved 

subordinately towards her husband, possessed no financial independency and that her “radical” 

interpretation of Islam was incompatible with being French. So, she was denied citizenship 

(Doyle 477). 

The government upholds not just political loyalty, but cultural assimilation as a 

component of their commitment to secularism.  

Isolating government from religion is integral to French reassurance that the people 

control the government (Nilsson 105). This reassurance is premised on the logic that the 

government will represent the best interest of the French people. French republicanism may be 

more demanding because they have higher expectations as seen in their relatively high 

participation in government. Pew Research Center reports that 67.9% of France’s voting-age 

population votes and 74.6% of registered voters vote (Desilver).  

Generally, the French believe in freedom through government. So because of this high 

participation, the institution is upheld as eternal and divine which can overshadow any exclusion. 

This sentiment may be why it’s generally more accepted to be racist or religiously discriminatory 

on the streets of France, especially towards those who are publicly religious.  

Secularism as a Front for Violence? 

Before exploring how the government exploits secularism, other factors must be 

addressed. A brutal colonial history, anti-Semitism, Islamophobia and precedents set by other 

nations. France’s violent past is a factor in racism and religious hatred today. There’s this desire 

to return to a homogenous society, but unlike nations such as Japan, France had a colonial past 
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and will face repercussions of trying to make this return. The atrocities committed during French 

imperialism may give the French an incentive to regard themselves as superior, while other 

research points to the precedent set by the US in its response to 9/11-- declaring war on terror 

(Silverstein 26). However, we must also consider the current religious climate in France because 

of the violence being directed towards Muslims.  

Economists Benmelech and Klor found that “the more homogenous the host country is, 

the greater difficulty immigrants such as Muslims from the Middle East experience in 

assimilating… isolation induces some of them to become radicalized” (11). This relationship 

helps to explain why some Western European countries like France have disproportionately high 

numbers of ISIS foreign fighters. A country’s unwelcoming attitude contributing to 

radicalization is just one reason as to why it’s imperative that a government’s attitude towards 

different religious and ethnic groups needs a closer look.  

Furthermore, the French government’s devotion to secularism is evident in their laws and 

in the way the government responds to different racial and religious discrimination. As will be 

shown in this paper, loyalty to state reigns supreme to be French. The nature of French 

secularism is relevant because, with the rampant Islamophobia and racism, the government 

response under the veil of secularism is duplicitous. By addressing how the government handles 

situations, we will see if a top-down process enables French society to be more accepting of 

discrimination.  

Short answer? The government doesn’t help.  

French law prohibits the collection of any data based on race, ethnicity, or religion, 

so it’s hard to distinguish the most important factor for the renewed violence against 
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Islamophobia and Africans (Handel). Researchers such as Doyle argue that this “lack of public 

knowledge” allows “prejudiced fears” that Islam is incompatible with French republicanism 

(479). This belief encourages assimilation, which consequently overlooks religious minorities. 

France’s fundamental belief in secularity in the state counteracted with the renewal of 

people practicing Islam. This increased practice of Islam is representative of Islam’s rising 

ascension to being the second religion in France after Christianity (Doyle 485). Perhaps, the 

French perceive Islam’s rise as a threat, and this has led to them championing assimilation.  

The nature of the French equality is premised on assimilation into French culture. To be 

French, you must look and act the part. This entails conditions such as being religious in the 

private sphere.  

In those conditions exists racial and religious persecution. Racial persecution is mostly 

directed towards Africans and those of North African descent, while religious persecution is 

mostly directed towards Muslims. Though {there are} a lack of statistics, the Human Rights 

Report supports claims that France is increasingly more racist and intolerant (Pierre).  

A Few Examples of the Renewed Wave of Islamophobia and Racism in France 

Islamophobia Racism 

● 50-70% of prisoners are Muslim, yet 
only 8% of Muslims make up France’s 
population (Alexander; Fernando 43) 

● A 2009 study found Africans were 6-8 
times more likely to be stopped by 
police (Fernando 39-40). 

● Six-fold increase in Islamophobia after 
the Paris Attacks (“15 things”) 

● Racist rhetoric used by elected 
officials (Zaretsky) 

● Highest total number of foreign ISIS 
fighters come from France. Ranks 
highest of all Western European 
countries and is 6th highest of all 
countries with 1,700 fighters (Florida) 

● Related: Chinese community  
○ Chinese tailor beaten to death 

in 2016 (Ponniah). Inadequate 
government response to 
Chinese community outcry 

● Related: Anti-Semitism ● Related: Roma community 
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○ Maintains 400+ anti-Semitic 
acts every year (Reynié and 
Rodan-Benzaquen) 

○ Unwanted so they’re evicted, 
resulting in eventual 
deportation (Astier) 

 
Secularism and Racism 

Secularism may be a cover for religious discrimination and racism. But, the idea of being 

a Muslim and the different classifications is a whole other matter in itself. Being Muslim can be 

a religious identity, while for others, it may be a more racial and cultural identity. Beyond 

questions of identity, is the issue of assimilation being promoted.  

Many French people believe in equality by assimilation, but the French government has 

reinforced these sentiments in laws. As confirmed in public opinion polls, most French believe 

that assimilation is necessary to be considered French (Bleich 384). The French government has 

laws in place that force people to “choose between their faith and compliance with these laws” 

(Adrian 371). This either-or predicament has led Muslims, even those that are French citizens to 

feel like “foreigners” and experience “increasing discrimination” (Adrian 372).  

France’s legal dedication to separating church and state influencing cultural standards is 

the 2004 law that bans religious symbols in schools (Mondon 412-413). Such legal precedents 

have led to other laws such as one passed in 2010 that banned burqas in public spaces. 

Despite the French government’s increasing implementation of these legal restrictions, 

some researchers contend that ethnicity prevails as being more discriminated against than 

religion in France. According to Public Opinion Surveys conducted, French people have 

witnessed more racism/discrimination with ‘Arabs’ ‘Maghrebis’ ‘foreigners’ and ‘blacks’ than 

‘muslims’ (Bleich 395).  

https://www.huffingtonpost.com/author/dominique-reynie
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Though Bleich contends that the greatest disadvantage lies with being black, it is safer to 

assume that the greater disadvantage lies with the perception of different ethnicity. Skin color is 

visible and some Muslims aren’t visibly religious. A survey cannot holistically report if racial 

discrimination is stronger than religious discrimination. Bleich didn’t take into account the 

50-70% of Muslims that make up France’s prison population (Fernando 43; Alexander). We 

don’t know what percentage of the 50-70% are Arabs, Africans, Whites, etc.  

These poll results agree with the evidence that “anti-Muslim sentiment surges following 

high-profile events” (Bleich 398). Muslim discrimination goes up and down, whilst racism is an 

ongoing matter.  

Whether religion or race is the predominant form of discrimination or racism, both exist 

and possess scary implications. Juliette Galonnier, a post-doctoral fellow in Paris, interviewed 

white converts to Islam and found that their conversion, especially coupled with identifiable 

religious symbols like headscarves and how they’re treated by family and friends, transcended 

the color barrier to a new level of discrimination they’d never experienced before (578-579). 

Converting to Islam can incur similar levels of hatred, but the acceptance of discrimination by 

the French government against religious minorities has enabled local cases of discrimination to 

go without consequences.  

Several cases of discrimination and alarming statistics of racism have been able to 

continue because of the government’s enabling legal precedents. In the cases of targeting 

Muslims, a woman in an Opera House was kicked out a niqab-wearing woman because she made 

the performers uncomfortable (Allen). Public fear and justification of this fear at the government 

level in forms of discriminatory laws and precedents set in their response have given society 
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leeway to allow cases such as these to occur. 

Attacking what Muslim women wear can be traced back to the headscarf and related 

bannings. The law’s biases are related to the increasing Islamophobia in French society.  

Targeting face coverings and being forced to abide by the state’s laws instead of their 

religious obligations have led Muslim communities to feel alienated. “Being Muslim (in private) 

isn’t the issue, but acting Muslim (in public) is (Adrian 376).  

The verdict: Justification at individual-level from the state’s commitment to secularism.  

A Word: Feminism  

Another semblance for the intolerance of the minority religion is feminism. Most Muslim 

males are targeted by the police, whereas Muslim women are often victimized by legal 

Islamophobia. So, Muslim women are especially integral to feminism. Tensions exist when 

Muslim women try to unite with feminists under one message. They differ on key issues such as 

same-sex marriage, contraception, and abortion. So, French Muslims are excluded from the 

movement.  

This exclusion further alienates young Muslims from France. The effect is evident in 

individual cases mentioned earlier. The Moroccan woman being denied citizenship supports 

France’s blanket belief that Islam subscribes “a conception of gender roles” was “totally 

incompatible with European values” (Doyle 480). Viewing these women as submissive helps to 

justify the denial of citizenship. The niqab-wearing woman being kicked out of the opera house 

because the performers were afraid of her is an example of how Muslims are discriminated 

against (Allen). The logic used is simple. A devout Muslim can’t be a feminist.  
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Despite these ideas that Islam isn’t compatible with feminism nor equality, Islamic 

feminists have used the Quran to show that they can be devout and feminists (Fernando 38-40).  

Thus, we’re back to the same issue: How does the government and how movements 

interpret ideas such as feminism, like secularism, being used as a cover for racism and 

discrimination? Well, both fall victim to an absolute approach to equality and feminism that 

alienate groups of society. 

Conclusion  

The French government's response to renewed hatred against Muslims and Africans has 

only sustained French people to think that to be French, a person must assimilate and adopt 

views that are non-threatening and homogeneous. Though the French may champion equality, 

their equality is conditional-- based on sameness. France’s absolutist approach stems from the 

go-ahead they receive from the government being regarded as a sacred entity, as it demands 

primary loyalty.  

As a result, the French government has responded with insensitivity. They justify their 

discriminatory actions against race and religion with the logic that Muslims and Africans don’t 

uphold the same French values in feminism or equality. The government unfairly treats these 

minorities as second-class citizens who are stereotyped as being economically lower in status, 

responsible for economic depressions and are typically blamed for societal problems.  

Championing an absolute devotion to secularism as the answer doesn’t mean that the 

government is progressive beyond scrutiny. Governments can use the very things we regard as 

good and beyond being tainted for their agenda.   
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