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How has France become so diverse?

There are about 65 million people in France today, and nearly five million of them are Muslim. How did so many Muslim immigrants come to France?
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Most of the Muslim immigrants came to France from North Africa right after World War II. The war had devastated France, and there were tons of jobs for ‘guest workers’ available in the 1950s and 1960s to help build the country back up. Many of the immigrants were mostly welcomed to France because they were doing jobs that few French wanted to do. The French also expected the immigrants to leave after their work was completed. 

However, the immigrants stayed and more Muslim immigrants kept coming to France. The French government worked to exclude these immigrants by moving them and their families to the outer parts of France’s big cities. They built small and crowded apartments in housing projects. These neighborhoods, known as banlieues, or suburban ghettos, have become known for crime, dissatisfaction and unemployment (about 40 percent of people who live in the suburbs can’t find jobs, compared to 7 percent of people in the rest of the country). 

Many immigrants have faced anger and resentment from other Frenchmen and Frenchwomen. The French fear the Muslims will divide their country’s identity. They also fear the Muslims will have more nationalism for the Islamic community outside of France. This exclusion has caused an identity crisis for the descendants of the original Muslim immigrants – are they French, do they belong to the countries their parents come from, or are they somewhere in between?


Houria (no last name given) moved from Algeria to France when she was three months old. She is a Muslim who works and lives in Paris. She is not sure which country she belongs to:

“I soon faced the facts: no, I wasn’t French. Though I don’t feel Algerian anymore. And when I’m with French people I feel we haven’t much in common, either.  My future? I’ve no idea. I can’t see it clearly…. But do they exist – people without a country? Where do they go to? Personally, I need a country – but a country where they don’t ask about my family tree, where they don’t want to know where I’m from and why I’m dark-skinned.” 

1. How did the French react to the Muslim immigrants right after World War II? How have the French reacted to the Muslim immigrants more recently?

__________________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________________

2. Do countries have a responsibility to integrate “guest workers”? Why or why not? What about citizens whose parents were immigrants?

__________________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________________
3. Do you think the children of the immigrants are French? If so, why? How could you answer children of immigrants who ask, “How are we supposed to become integrated into France when we are French?”

__________________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________________
4. Have you been excluded because of your identity? What was the situation? What did you do about it?

__________________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________________









