
 

 

(Re)Thinking the denominations of the migrant subject in “Black, Blanc, Beur” France 

 

Undocumented, foreigners, immigrants, suburbanites, visible minorities, people of color, 

"black", "beur": so many denominations to define individuals perceived as immigrants, if not 

foreigners of the French nation. Indeed, all these identifiable names are often attributed to these 

subjects by the media, political and, let us say, academic forces. However, the issue concerning 

the naming of migrants is crucial; in the sense that the purpose of naming is primarily to reveal 

the identity of the identified person as well as the perception of the identifier. For example, 

identifying a Frenchman whose parents, or grandparents, or even great-grandparents are from 

Africa, with an immigrant background assigns to him directly or indirectly an immigrant status. 

Consequently, the result of these bad qualifications causes ambivalences, ambiguities and 

amalgams on the immigrant subject in the French society. Inappropriately named means that it is 

not defined properly and therefore, we don't know them properly and following the ripple effect, 

it suggests that we don't treat them properly. In our communication, we will provide an overview 

of the identifiable denominations which, in our opinion, are problematic to the topic of 

immigration in France and we will analyze the reasons why we find these terms ambiguous, 

confusing and sometimes even derogatory. This will then allow us to introduce a term which, 

according to us, is more appropriate to this defined social category of immigrants or foreigners. 

Ambivalence, Ambiguity and Amalgamation of The Term Immigrant in The French 

Society 

The identity of the immigrant in France is confusing for many reasons. This very term 

"immigrant" is confusingly defined by everyone. In La crème des Beurs. De l’immigration à 

l’intégration, journalist Philipe Bernard highlights the following fact:  



 

 

School, delinquency, urbanism, terrorism, secularism - all these major societal debates 

are used to portray children with an immigrant background, at least implicitly, since the 

Republican France is reluctant to stigmatize them directly. Since the 1980s, a multitude 

of euphemisms have been invented to address the problems related to their "integration", 

from the "difficult suburbs" to "sensitive schools", through the lack of "social mix".1 

 

In Discriminez-moi : enquête sur nos inégalités, Karim Amellal, ironically asks the questions, 

"What is an immigrant today? (Good question). Is he/she an excluded person? A "foreigner"? An 

individual without roots?".2 He continues his reflection by mentioning that "the "immigrant" 

category, which is to say that of foreigners, are only considered by official statistics which are 

not "significant"; it does not designate anything specific".3 For the political scientist, the 

immigrant in France is one who lives in France but does not have the citizenship of the country. 

In "Législations et politiques migratoires en France", Blum Le Coat and Eberhard define 

immigrants in France as "individuals who, during the course of their life, left their place of 

residence in another country to come settle in France".4 

From an administrative point of view, Amellal, Blum Le Coat and Eberhard are not 

wrong. Nevertheless, other equally important aspects, such as legal, social, cultural, and even 

emotional factors, must not be brushed aside. Blum Le Coat and Eberhard also raise the fact that 

in public debates, certain populations of the French nation are "designated as "immigrants" but, 

in reality, have never migrated themselves".5 Lozès agrees to this:  

There is much to say about the terms, "second-generation immigrant", or "descendant of 

immigrants", which are often shortened to "immigrant". By using these terms, the 

concept of "immigration" is constantly associated with individuals who, for the most part, 

                                                 
1 Philipe Bernard, La crème des Beurs. De l’immigration à l’intégration, Paris : Seuil, 2004, p.17.  
2  Karim Amellal, Discriminez-Moi : enquête sur nos inégalités, Paris : Flammarion, 2005, p.131.    
3 Karim Amellal, Discriminez-Moi : enquête sur nos inégalités, Paris : Flammarion, 2005, 131 
4 Jean-Yves Blum Le Coat et Mireille Eberhard, « Législations et politiques migratoires en France », dans Les 

immigrés en France. Sous la direction de Jean-Yves Blum Le Coat et Mireille Eberhard, Paris : La documentation 

française, 2014, p.9. 
5 Jean-Yves Blum Le Coat et Mireille Eberhard, « Législations et politiques migratoires en France », dans Les 

immigrés en France. Sous la direction de Jean-Yves Blum Le Coat et Mireille Eberhard, Paris : La documentation 

française, 2014, p.9 



 

 

were born in France and never actually migrated! I naively thought that an immigrant was 

someone who had migrated which is the dictionary definition! By what miracle did we 

start speaking about "second-generation immigrant"...? This title (designation) is 

completely contrary to the republican spirit.6 

 

In fact, the term "immigrant" nowadays seems to be overused: it has become a term for some 

visible minorities. For Amellal, the word "immigrant" mainly targets the descendants of 

Francophones postcolonial countries: "to be honest, when we use this expression, it's not for the 

Spanish, Portuguese or Italians, we think about postcolonial immigrants, and postcolonial 

Africans",7 he expresses. We will even go so far as to say that in the French collective 

imagination the "immigrant" refers to all those who have a dark complexion. Lozès mentions an 

anecdote to refer to this amalgam of identity: 

My interlocutor sees me as a black person and he thinks that because I'm black I cannot 

be from here, not from France. Not me. He would not ask the same question to a white 

person of foreign origin, unless he had a foreign accent.8  

 

For Lozès, it is obvious that, in France, the color of brown skin automatically determines a place 

of origin distant from the country. 

 

Immigrant or Foreigner; Foreigner or Immigrant: Are they the same? 

The ambivalence and ambiguity of the word "foreigner" also deserve to be emphasized. 

Janine Ponty points out that even at the beginning of the 20th century, this term does not connote 

a national distinction. She explains in L’immigration dans les textes : France 1789 -2002, that 

""foreigner" also applied to the inhabitant of the region as to the foreigners of the nation".9 

However, today, the concept of "foreigner" is closer to the definition of Lang and Le Bras: 
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There are two very different types of content under the common term "foreigner". This is 

not a unique case, but rather a general case concerning language. The words are used in 

two ways: with, first, their meaning being a dictionary definition which is very precise in 

the case of scientific terms and, secondly, with the sense that they obtain through time 

and use. In the second case, the foreigner is the Other. The term "foreigner" is thus 

divided between a scientific use [...], which is perfectly quantifiable, and a common or 

perceptual use for which its meanings are variable and relatively vague.10 

 

All these attempts at denominational designations at the immigrant and the foreigner often lead 

to definitional dead-ends, which imprison identity. The Carribeans and the 'Beurs', for example, 

although have been legally and administratively French for several generations already, they 

continue to be perceived socially as African immigrants having just put down their bags on the 

territory. In "Citoyenneté et immigration", Hachitni Alaoui and Elise Palomares reveal that in the 

early 1980s, a large majority of the so-called second generation wished to no longer be qualified 

and treated as immigrants like their parents: 

The demand for equality and recognition brought about by the mobilizations of 

immigrants in work places and places of residence has persisted in the claims of the 

descendants of migrants as well. When they first appeared in the public space in the 

1980s, the descendants of migrants have claimed to be recognized as full citizens.11 

 

They moved away from a fully separated French status to claim a fully integrated French status.  

A new concept called "migrationné" 

This is why we prefer to categorize these migrant subjects, who are often victims of 

facies crimes, as part of a concept we call "migrationné". That person is not necessarily an 

immigrant in the pure legal or administrative sense of the term. The main characteristic that 

defines the latter is that he/she is seen not as a citizen in the society in which he/she resides, but 

as an immigrant. In this sense, some attributes such as national origin, social origin, racial 
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heritage, surname and accent, amongst others, may suggest that this person comes from another 

country than the one where he resides (in this case, France). 

This term seems more appropriate as compared to the expression "with an immigrant 

background". Firstly, because migration includes both the foreigner from a national point of view 

as well as an imaginary point of view. Thus, "with an immigrant background" is a slippery 

expression. What does this really mean? Does the immigrant from Eastern Europe not count as 

"with an immigrant background"? Does the first-generation immigrant not count as "with an 

immigrant background" as well? Yet neither of these two individuals fits into the content of this 

expression. Why limit this term only to French people whose parents are mainly from Africa? 

In addition, the term "with a culturally diverse background" is too vague; in that it 

encompasses all forms of diversity; and even if we specify that we are talking about ethnic 

diversity, it would be to omit the fact that a "white person" also has an ethnicity. As for the term 

"Diaspora", it does not correspond to the reality of the concept of "migrationné". "Diaspora" is 

thus a term not more precise, but, say, more specific. In "exile", Martin Baumann writes that 

"Since the 1905, with increasing transnational and global migrant movements, 'diaspora' was 

employed to denote a national, cultural or religious group living in a foreign land".12 Indeed, 

diasporic individuals are generally people who, of course, live outside their country of origin, but 

who, above all, claim a belonging to this geographical identity in some way (cultural, religious, 

etc...). For the "migrationné", on the other hand, it is possible that he/she embraces this part of 

heritage, but it is not decisive. Besides, most of the time, his/her ancestral identity is imposed on 

his/her person without his/her consent. 
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Finally, it is true that there is the Canadian term "visible minority" which seems to be 

able to solve this definitional problem. In many ways, it is similar to the concept of 

"migrationné". In the sense that it groups individuals identified by their physical profiles and 

other visible characteristics. Lang and Le Bras define this concept as "[...] a classification based 

on external appearance, skin color, hair shape, name".13 However, this notion is slippery as well. 

Admittedly, these individuals are identifiable through physical characteristics. However, why is a 

disabled person not part of it? On the other hand, why would a native French woman wearing the 

headscarf be part of this classification? Another ambiguity lies in the fact that these so-called 

visible minorities are invisible in some parts of France. In "Des ‘minorités visibles’ aux 

néostéréotypes," Éric Macé notes that the lack of visibility of the "migrationnés" in the television 

sector: 

It is precisely this feeling of under-representation, of occultation and of systematic 

stereotypical treatment of non-white minorities that was expressed in 1998 by the Égalité 

collective, composed of black artists and intellectuals and animated by the writer Calixte 

Beyala. Through public manifestations intended to create the event (for example the 

disruption of the Cannes Festival), the collective denounced explicitly the prejudice of a 

French "white" television. Therefore, a television which was blind to the transformations 

of an increasingly diverse French society because of postcolonial migrations and a 

growing presence of non-white French descendants of African or Carribean migrants.14 

 

It is true that this quote dates back twenty years, but it is clear that, even today, the situation 

persists. In "La ‘France noire’ dans les médias: du déni à l’affirmation," Rokhaya Diallo analyzes 

the problem of the visibility of minorities in the French media: 

However, the almost orchestrated visibility of some non-white figures should not mask 

this majority which remains absent from the French audiovisual landscape. The few non-

white faces noticed here and there are, at best, limited to certain expected areas such as 
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sport or music, even the various facts and negative information where their speeches are 

reduced to a few often caricatural interventions.15 

 

This ghost identity experienced by "migrationnés" in the television or media sphere 

applies to almost all areas of French society. 

Moreover, a semantic deconstruction can very well be established around the term 

"minorities". It is intended to point out that people in this group are in few in numbers16 

compared to the dominant group in the society in which they live. This, knowingly or 

unknowingly, gives a form of legitimate inferiority in the national sentiment of these individuals. 

It is not surprising to hear Lozès exclaim loud and clear that, "the West Indians have been French 

for nearly four centuries. My parents were French well before those of Nicolas Sarkozy." 17 

Moreover, the most important, in our opinion, is that the concept of 'visible minority' 

obscures the fact that beyond the skin color, these identifiers refer to a country other than France. 

By extension, they do not fall within the citizenship of the state. In "Discriminer pour mieux 

régner", Vincent Geisser and El Yamine Soum perceive that "the heirs of postcolonial 

migrations" are "ethnicized" groups.18 It is true that every human being has an ethnicity. 

However, the social reality of France is that when the media or political speeches talk about 

ethnicity or diversity, it is rarely to refer to the French perceived as "native". Lang and Le Bras 

go even assert that this kind of rhetorics "[...] is always to send the Other and the 'diverse' (the 
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Black, the Muslim, the suburbanites...) to its assumed cultural and ethnic particularism, 

reproducing in this the binary view of Them and Us".19 

On the other hand, the concept of "migrationné" makes explicit reference to a place 

which predominates over skin color. For example, it would be misleading to believe that in 

Canada, a Jamaican-Canadian from Toronto, a Haitian-Quebecer from Montreal or even an 

"Africadian" from Nova Scotia are only identified by their skin. The skin color of these persons 

refers above all to the Other as a foreigner 20: not only because of its difference, but also because 

of its distance. That said, the Native American of Canada and United States or the Aborigines in 

Australia do not refer to a spatio-geographic region in the country in which they live: they refer 

to the Other as the foreigner. As a result, although visible minorities, they do not fit into the 

notion of "migrationné". 

Therefore, it should be emphasized that the concept of "migrationné" does not focus on a 

particular skin color. The Békés, in the French Carribean, should be considered as "migrationné", 

although they possess a hegemonic power, because in the collective imagination of these 

territories, they come from metropolitan France. However, a black Caribbean who lives in 

Guadeloupe or Martinique, although it is not his land of origin in this overseas space, does not fit 

into the concept of "migrationné" because in the imagination and the national and patriotic 

narrative, it is his/her homeland. He/She falls into this category of "migrationné" once that he/she 

leaves his/her island to go to France. This is the reason why a caucasian Eastern European 

immigrant living in France does not fit into this notion of "migrationné". Therefore, it is 

important to emphasize that the classification of this category remains close to the policy and the 

spatio-temporal condition of the society in which it applies. 
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Conclusion 

In this communication, our goal was first to introduce some terms used to describe the 

migrant subject in France. This allowed us to point out some confusions, paradoxes and 

ambiguities in these expressions and then to present ours, which is called "migrationné". It was 

created in order to define and identify, with greater accuracy and justice, who is it when the 

migrant subject is mentioned in France. In fact, this concept makes it possible to encompass not 

necessarily the migrant at the legal, administrative or even at the lifestyle level, but rather at the 

visual recognition level. 
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