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ABSTRACT 
 

Dissertation Title: “Immigration and Sexual Citizenship: Gender, Sexuality and Ethnicity in 
Contemporary France” 

 
Mehammed Amadeus Mack 

 
 

This dissertation considers discourses bearing on the social dynamics of immigration 

and postcolonial diversity in contemporary France in light of their interconnections with 

issues of sexuality and assimilation. Synthesizing and building on recent work by 

anthropologists, sociologists and cultural theorists it explores the current debate over French 

identity--a debate that has to a considerable extent revolved around the impact of recent 

postwar immigration to France and the "integration" of immigrants on the cultural level, and 

of which a recent symptom has been the Sarkozy government's launch of a public national 

debate about "l'identité nationale" (national identity). Overall, my project focuses on the 

intermingling of the cultural and the political in cultural representations of immigrants and 

their descendants.  Specifically, I consider the highly charged terrain of the representation of 

sexuality. In the discourse on laïcité (secularism) and integration, gender norms and tolerance 

of homosexuality have emerged as key components and are now often employed to highlight 

immigrants' "un-French" attitudes. I argue that, as French and immigrant identities have been 

called into question, sexuality has constituted a favored prism through which to establish the 

existence of difference. Through the study of cultural representations of immigration, I will 

explain how the potential of immigrants and their descendants to assimilate is often judged 

according to the "fitness" of their attitudes about sexuality. I will further argue that the 

successful assimilation of immigrants often follows a "required" phase of sexualization, in 

which the sexuality of the immigrant becomes his or her main marker, the primary factor 

through which the immigrant is intelligible, beyond other possibly relevant criteria.



 

 

 

i 

TABLE OF CONTENTS: 

 
Introduction: “Sexagon”………………………………………………………………………………1 
 
Chapter One: Activists and Competing Visions of Sexual Diversity…………………………………35 
 
Chapter Two: Pathologizing Sexuality: Psychoanalysts and Ethnopsychiatrists Comment on the 
Immigration Debate…………………………………………………………………………………..129 
 
Chapter Three: Collaborations and Inter-ethnic Relationships in Literature…………………………198 
 
Chapter Four: Cinema and the Surveillance of Minorities……………………………………...……261 
 
Epilogue and Conclusion…………………………………………………………………………….318 
 
Bibliography……………………………………………………...…………………………………..366 



 

 

 

ii 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

For my immigrant parents, Mark and Faiza 



 

 

1 
 

INTRODUCTION: “Sexagon” 
 
 

Among the sensitive questions involving Muslims living in the West, and in Europe most singularly, 
there is the position of Islam on homosexuality. In certain contexts, this question would be the sole and 
unique key to the possible “integration” of Muslims in Western Culture. As if European cultures and 
values could be reduced to the acceptance or rejection of homosexuality. 1  
 
 

  —Tariq Ramadan, Professor of Contemporary Islamic Studies, University of Oxford. 
 
 

In May 2009, the theologian Tariq Ramadan addressed what he felt to be a polemic 

taking shape in the Western European media. 2  Attitudes about sexuality, he argued, were 

increasingly being politicized and tied to the question of Muslim integration in Europe. 

Himself a proponent of a “French” and more largely a “European Islam,” Ramadan has been a 

prominent chronicler of the formation of European Muslim identity. He has stressed its roots 

in post-immigration European society and posited that it exists independently of influences 

from immigrants’ countries of origin. A telegenic polyglot, Ramadan enjoys a 

demographically significant following among Muslim youth in Europe and beyond. 

Advocating for women’s right to wear the Islamic veil, he has been subject to criticism by 

journalists and politicians invoking the need to protect laïcité or France’s form of secularism. 

These exchanges culminated in a televised debate with then presidential-candidate Nicolas 

Sarkozy, in which the politician aggressively presented himself as a defender of women’s 

freedoms against Ramadan, whom he alleged to be misogynistic in reality and a proponent of 

women’s rights only publicly. 4 Le Monde columnist and former President of Paris’ Gay and 

Lesbian Center Caroline Fourest devoted a book-length study5 to unpacking what she called 

                                                
1 Ramadan, Tariq. “Islam et homosexualité”. www.tariqramadan.com. 28 May 2009. 
http://www.tariqramadan.com/Islam-et-Homosexualite,10682.html?lang=fr. Consulted 3/22/2012. 
2 Unless otherwise noted, all translations from French are my own. 
4 Ramadan launched an international call for a moratorium on corporeal punishment, stoning, and the death 
penalty in the Islamic world, and has elsewhere been instrumental in stressing the existence of “Islamic 
Feminism,” a conjunction of terms that many staunch secularists and some feminists still refuse to accept. 
Ramadan, Tariq. "An International call for Moratorium on corporal punishment, stoning and the death penalty in 
the Islamic World". www.tariqramadan.com. http://www.tariqramadan.com/An-International-call-for,264.html. 
Consulted 4/11/2012.  
5 Fourest, Caroline. Frère Tariq: Discours, stratégie, et méthode de Tariq Ramadan. Grasset et Fasquelle, 2004. 



 

 

2 
 

Ramadan’s “double-speak,” or his supposed tendency to say one palatable thing to a French 

or English-language audience and another, “unpalatable” thing to a Muslim one. Ramadan’s 

article attests to the fact that the issue of homophobia has been recognized as a significant 

flashpoint in the debate about Muslim immigration and its influence on European societies. It 

more particularly demonstrates awareness of what can be called “sexual vilification”: the 

deployment of an otherwise progressive feminist and LGBT-rights agenda for the purpose of 

xenophobic Othering.  

Ramadan’s characterization of the Islamic stance(s) on homosexuality is an important 

element in this debate. Ramadan states that homosexuality is religiously “condemned and 

forbidden,” and that this is “largely, the majority opinion of all spiritualities and of all 

religions, to which Islam is no exception,” a claim for which he cites a third party.7 But is that 

which Ramadan calls forbidden the same thing that his Western secular critics accuse him of 

condemning? 9  Why doesn't a theologian who has previously called for interpretation instead 

of dogmatism when it comes to women’s status attempt to do the same for sexual orientation, 

an issue his young constituents in Europe are ceaselessly confronted with? And what is the 

                                                
7 Lévy, Isabelle. Soins et croyances: Guide pratique des rites, cultures et religions à l’usage des personnels de 
santé et des acteurs sociaux. Editions Estem, 2002, p.149. 
9 It is nonetheless semantically problematic to assert that the word “homosexual” appears in the Koran, a claim 
for which I refer back to other scholars (see below). Ramadan, importantly, does not cite specific passages to 
make his case. Anything resembling the word’s referent—exclusive and identitarian sexual preference for the 
same sex—is even harder if not impossible to find in Koranic passages, without running into obstacles of 
anachronism. At the very least, the question involves a high-degree of undecidability. 
 In one of the only non-sensationalist works on the topic, Khaled El-Rouayheb looks at Islamic legal 
traditions in the Arab-Islamic world between 1500 and 1800, and states that sodomy and homosexuality cannot 
be easily confused. He adds that "the relevant passages of the (Koran) do not specify which sexual acts had been 
committed by the people of Lot... ," and that, rather than employing a term like "homosexuality," jurists 
"operated instead with a set of concepts" like liwat, or sodomitic relations, and ubnah, men who desire anal 
intercourse (6). Taken together, these concepts still do not match up to "instances of one overaching 
phenomenon" (6). In this, El-Rouayheb does not differ so much from Michel Foucault and his distinction 
between "sodomites," as practitioners of sexual acts, and "homosexuals," a term which is much more extensive 
(and historically recent) in that it derives identity from acts. Here, the assertion that homosexuals didn't exist in 
the Arab-Islamic word paradoxically serves to demonstrate that male-male sexual relations were tolerated, in that 
"homosexuality" was not a legal category to be targeted.  
El-Rouayheb, Khaled. Before Homosexuality in the Arab-Islamic World, 1500-1800. University of Chicago 
Press, 2005. 
Colvin, Tina  and Savannah Stephenson. "Sex, Love, and Sin: Investigating Islamic Conceptions of 
Homosexuality in Response to The Kite Runner". www.uwf.edu. http://uwf.edu/bookclub/sexlovesin.html. 
Consulted 3/27/2012. 
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role of the “double phantasm,” which occurs when a subject or group is falsely represented, 

and then defines itself in counterpoint to that false representation, creating a third 

representation that may have little to do with the “truth”? Would such a situation arise when, 

for instance, Muslim thinkers re-historicize Arab-Islamic culture so that all elements of same-

sex desire are erased, in response to Western representations which place disproportionate 

stress on the existence of these desires?  

 This anecdote about Ramadan sheds light on the difficulty, faced by the media and 

researchers alike, of assessing and judging various intolerances: Muslims’ supposed 

intolerance of homosexuality, as well as the “intolerance of intolerance” associated with their 

critics. Though some have portrayed Ramadan as intolerant of sexual diversity, he has 

consistently stressed (to the dismay of other prominent theologians), that one can be 

“homosexual and Muslim” at the same time: “a person who pronounces the attestation of 

Islamic faith (shehada) becomes Muslim and if, besides this, they practice homosexuality, no 

one has the right to reject them from the faith. A behavior considered reprehensible according 

to moral rules does not suffice to excommunicate an individual.” While this stance remains 

distant from the inclusivity demanded by most gay rights activists, it is a far cry from the 

“death sentence” rhetoric commonly bandied about in conversations about Islam and 

homosexuality. European Muslims who practice homosexuality or embrace homosexual 

identity find themselves in a most difficult and solitary position, and not just for “obvious” 

reasons. They often find themselves alienated by an LGBT mainstream that seems hostile to 

conjugating religious and sexual identities, which calls for exiting religion and community as 

rites of passage toward a mature practice of homosexuality. Emergent groups like the 

Homosexuels Musulmans de France (HM2F) have tried to articulate visions of inclusivity and 

hybrid identity: the group condemns islamophobia, homonationalism, homophobia, and 
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sexism equally.10 One of Ramadan’s main criticisms of political rhetoric emphasizing Muslim 

“homophobia” is that it has over-reached into private Muslim space and privately held 

opinions: “What we behold today are sick (malsain) and ideologically-oriented campaigns. 

Affirming one’s convictions while respecting other persons does not suffice: it becomes 

necessary for Muslims to condemn the Koran, to accept and promote homosexuality: the 

proof of their modernity would come at this price.”  

The perception that Islam maintains “un-modern” attitudes about sexuality, that there 

are certain steps Muslims must take on this front in order to come into the fold of 

“modernity,” is one of the central questions of this dissertation. This study examines the 

politicization of sexuality in French immigration debates since the 1980s, and how that 

politicization is reflected in and also created by French cultural productions. Surveying 

representations of communities of immigration origin, as well as discourses circulating within 

them, I focus on literature, film, ethnopsychiatric theory and feminist and LGBT activist 

rhetoric to examine where sexualized representations take a political turn. I draw attention to 

an economy of gender in which the masculinity of men of North African and African descent 

is portrayed as dangerous, perverse and resistant to modernity, while women of the same 

background are variously depicted as vulnerable and subordinate or defiant and modern. 

These characterizations are informed by the perception of women’s greater assimilability to 

French values and to norms of European modernity, a perception arguably inherited from the 

colonial period.  

As France’s media and political parties have debated whether postwar immigration 

from the former colonies has entailed the erosion of French identity, sexuality has become a 

flashpoint. Over the last two decades, longstanding concerns about religious or ethnic 

diversity have increasingly been accompanied by a sexualized rhetoric that accuses Muslim 
                                                
10 Homosexuels Musulmans de France. http://www.homosexuels-musulmans.org/websitemap.html. Consulted 
4/1/2012.  
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immigrants of advocating rigid gender norms and intolerance of homosexuality. Building on 

recent work by French anthropologists and sociologists including Nacira Guénif-Souilamas 

and Eric Fassin, I argue that as identities have been called into question, sexuality has 

constituted a favored prism through which to establish the existence of “non-European” 

difference. The integration of descendants of immigrants within the national fabric has 

increasingly been defined, as well as represented, according to correspondence with a recently 

assembled set of “appropriate” attitudes that must be adopted in regard to gender and 

sexuality, attitudes then officialized with the status of longstanding French values.  

The sexualization of immigration is illustrated in a number of immigration 

“controversies” that include a sexual component. These include: the polygamous marriage 

practices (real and alleged) of Muslim and especially West African Muslim immigrants; rape 

and sexual violence in the multi-ethnic suburbs or banlieues; the perceived homophobia of 

immigrants and banlieue youth; arranged marriages; custody battles over children hailing 

from mixed-nationality marriages; prostitution both male and female; “machismo”; 

perceptions of repressed homosexuality and clandestine bisexuality; “Islamic patriarchy”; and 

suggestions that France is evolving at an “alarming” pace due to inter-marriage, racial mixing, 

and softly “coercive” religious conversion. Parallel to this, in the cultural realm, we can trace 

the exotification and fetishization of previously condemned virilities in cinema, sports, music 

(especially hip-hop), and erotica both heterosexual and homosexual, which shows that what is 

in one place condemned can elsewhere be in demand.   

The choice of the term “virility” over that of “masculinity” is deliberate. In my 

perhaps non-traditional usage, virility variably includes elements of vigor, assertiveness, 

combativity, ambition, and spirit that “masculinity” might not. Though “virility” does contain 

the latin root “vir” referring to “man,” I wish to point out the ways in which “virility” can be 

understood in a sex-neutral way, by showing how women have in many cases independently 
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produced the sub-components of virility outlined above, going beyond the mere appropriation 

of something “unique” to man. This does not necessarily entail a sacrifice of “femininity,” as I 

document portrayals of women with “virile” linguistic and sartorial qualities, who maintain a 

physical investment in feminine gendering and in heterosexual courtship: this is visible for 

instances in hybrid figures like the ultra-femme gang-member. While “virile” women have 

often been the subject of negative criticism, they have found increasing acceptance in 

banlieue spaces, according to various sociological and documentary sources examined here. 

These gender performances have in recent times been subject to the most intense debate when 

they are seen as a coefficient of banlieue social “disorders.” Virility has etymologically and 

historically been associated with masculinity, something I don’t wish to minimize: on the 

other hand, I am interested in how the pejorative connotation of virility is manipulated or 

displaced, as well as how a supposedly “heterosexist” virility is adopted for strategic or 

pragmatic reasons by sexual minorities purported to be victims of heterosexism. The larger 

issue, in this examination of virility, is how characteristics and epithets are deployed by 

various actors to contest or reinforce gender boundaries. 

There is in addition a strong tendency—in this corpus bearing on the sexualization of 

immigration— to produce the concept of gender from either a heterosexual or homosexual 

dynamic. This issues from the fact that many of the controversies invoking sexuality in 

immigration debates have had to do with such dynamics (sexual violence, polygamy, gang 

rapes, intermarriage, prostitution). Less often examined, in the formation of gender 

awareness, are vertical or inter-generational relationships (between parents and children), 

reflexive relationships (self-image), or horizontal, non-sexual relations (with siblings, peer 

groups, entourages, colleagues). Though I focus on configurations of the first order, I also 

include many examples of the second order (as in the sections of my analysis about family 

relationships and psychoanalysis, about body image, and collective notions of identity).  
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As in any study dealing with successive “waves” or “generations” of immigration, the 

terminology used to refer to these subjects is always in flux. Nomenclature shifts according to 

whether it is informed by self-nomination (what the subjects call themselves) or nomination 

from without (what they are called by politicians, journalists, sociologists, etc.). From the pre-

colonial era to the post-colonial situation of multi-ethnic France, peoples hailing ancestrally or 

in light of residence from North Africa, to take only this example, have variously been called: 

indigenous, French, Arab, Berber, Kabyle, pied noir11, European (Italian, Spanish, Maltese...), 

Muslim or French Muslim, Jewish, Sephardic, Christian, Maghrebi, North African, Franco-

Arab, beur12, rebeu13, visible minority, racial minority, or been named according to 

nationality (Algerian, Moroccan, Tunisian), to name just the most prominent categories. This 

leaves out the panoply of pejorative or other argotic terms used to refer to the same set of 

subjects. The choice of one term over another is politically-informed: as each shift in 

terminology comes up, I will supply as far as is possible the historical and political context for 

such a move. Rather than employ only one umbrella term to refer to populations living in 

France today whose descent can be traced back to the former French colonies, I have opted 

for a shifting vocabulary that is sensitive to self-nomination, nomination from without, as well 

as transatlantic differences and controversies over how to name this set of subjects. The terms 

“race relations,” prominent in the British context, or “racial diversity” (as opposed to just 

“diversity”), prominent in the American context, cannot easily be inserted and re-employed 

verbatim in a French context. At a not-so-distant point in French history the word “race” 

signified differently and was emphatically not mobilized for the purpose (as one might 

understand it transatlantically) of increasing visibility, diversity, or representation of various 

races: Vichy France or colonial-era political rhetoric being representative examples. 

 It will be observed, however, that one term appears more than others in this analysis to 
                                                
11 The French population descended from the European settlers of colonial Algeria.  
12 Backslang for “Arab.” 
13 Another backslang variant of “arab” that post-dates “beur.” 
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describe the French subjects of North African descent studied here, specifically during the 

contemporary moment: “Franco-Arab.” Before giving a rationale for my more frequent usage 

of this term, it is helpful to historicize and evaluate the myriad other words used to describe 

the same set of subjects. While the term "Maghrebi" casts a wide net over Northern African 

countries, its usage is not very reflexive compared with other terms, and is limited by certain 

linguistic and also political considerations. "Maghreb," which in Arabic means "west" or 

alternatively "sunset" in reference to the sun's location at day's end, is used in the Arabic 

context to refer to Morocco ("Al-Maghreb") as the westernmost of Arabic-speaking countries. 

Calling citizens of Tunisia and Algeria "Maghrebi" is thus inaccurate, even though common 

in those countries as well as France. 

 There is another, more political reason why the term has been deemed problematic by 

some scholars. As Nacira Guénif-Souilamas explains in Des Beurettes, “Maghrebi” has has 

been used over the last few decades as a way to bypass racial self-designations (beur, rebeu, 

arabe), or to erase other designations as historically problematic (French Muslims, or the 

pejorative and rightfully outmoded epithets like bougnoule). In her argument, the word 

“Maghrebi” marks erasure and also self-effacement; as it is less particular in regards to race, it 

allows for those designated, and in another way, those designating, to remain “white” without 

being named as such. While the term “Franco-maghrebi” is useful for possible reference to a 

large class of subjects united in a post-colonial situation, to employ it is to situate oneself just 

as strongly as when employing the term “Arab”: neutrality is lost with the dismissal of terms 

used by the protagonists, a dismissal which exempts the majority group from acknowledging 

their possible demands. “Rebeu,” for example, presents a demand in a way that “Maghrebi” 

does not; it is also marked by creative argotic scrambling, or more accurately, a second, re-

appropriating scrambling after the first (“beur”) was co-opted by mainstream political and 

media organizations. Guénif-Souilamas concludes that “Maghrebi” is strongly connected to a 
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hegemonic, centralized, French Republican colorblindness.  

 Opting for "Franco-Arab" or "Arab-French" allows one to observe the frequency of 

self-designation as “Arab” (implicit in the terms “beur” and now “rebeu”): moreover, the 

terms derived from “Arab” arguably have a valence on the ground independent of an ethnic 

identity originating in the parents' emigrant countries (Berber, Kabyle, Andalusian heritage), 

and on the contrary refers back to a local branding, itself related to common experiences and 

performances produced in the specific time and place of post-empire metropolitain France. 

The epistemic violence involved in not using the term “Arab” appeared to me greater than that 

involved in using it. This being said, where the subjects of North African descent identified 

here choose to identify according to a non-Arab marker (usually Berber or Kabyle), that 

designation will be observed.  

 The hyphenation surfacing in “Franco-Arab” may appear to reflect an American 

tradition of nomenclature: this usage, it must be granted, does not conform with the most 

frequent patterns of self-designation; however, I still use it to mark the France-based 

specificity of the collective experience of French citizens and residents of North African 

descent, distinct from the collective experience of Arabs living elsewhere in the Middle East 

and/or outside of Europe. “North African,” finally, can refer to Libyans and Mauritanians, 

national groups that do not have as strong a tradition of immigration to France: neither is the 

term used in self-designation to the same extent as “Arab.” 

 Many of the examples presented in this study cover the representation of Franco-

Arabs: the Franco-Arab experience has been selected because of its demographic significance 

(immigrant populations hailing from North African countries taken together have long 

represented the largest block of foreigners living in France, apart from naturalizations and 

children born French), the extent of colonial engagement in this area and lingering legacies 

and exchanges post-independences, and the relevance of Orientalism in regard to North Africa 
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colonially and post-colonially to French cultural production. While the term “immigration” 

appears in the dissertation title, the object of representation most frequently studied here is the 

multi-ethnic population emerging from immigration on French soil. Recent or first-generation 

immigrants arriving in France in the 21st century are an important, though lesser focus, and 

distinctions will be made where relevant between generations (as in for example the 

comparison between argotically-named blédards—or recent immigrants conserving 

mannerisms of the home country—and subjects having grown up in France, both of which are 

groups of North African descent). I pay particular attention to “transnational” dimensions of 

the networks of writers, filmmakers, journalists, and psychoanalysts examined here. These are 

relationships that shatter an exclusively Hexagonal frame; the migratory aspect involved in 

sex tourism and prostitution in Europe (often perceived as an immigration issue in itself) also 

plays a significant role. This study does not significantly explore the conditions that North 

African immigrants faced upon arrival in 60s and 70s France, nor does it detail the dynamics 

between European settlers and indigenous populations during the colonial era; however, 

whenever cultural representations recycle tropes and images from these eras the latter will be 

contextualized. Beyond the Franco-Arab case, the conclusions of this dissertation often 

pertain to descendants of other immigrant groups, West African especially, as well as to 

“visible minority” citizens from overseas territories like Martinique and Guadeloupe. This is 

especially the case when analyzing the mediatic themes of multi-ethnic France, “urban 

youth,” schools, lack of security, or youth unemployment, to name just a few topics, in which 

populations of West African, Antillean, and North African descent are often brought together. 

A shared Islamic faith also aligns subjects of North African and West African background in 

many representations. Beyond the question of the regional or national origin of emigrant 

ascendants, the dissertation reflects on what can be termed banlieusard14  experience: the 

                                                
14 Hailing from the banlieues. 
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milieu of the pluri-ethnic, usually working-class city suburb, physically removed from the city 

center, an environment that has generated its own sartorial, verbal, and social codes. 

  The term “banlieusards” can also include individuals to whom, in a North American 

context, we might more easily designate as “white” or “Caucasian,” epithets which have not 

been employed to the same extent in recent French discourses, academic or layman. However, 

a growing community of French activists, scholars, and minority populations has now 

resorted to these terms, often in opposition to officialized French Republican color-blindness. 

My usage of hyphenation to refer to Franco-Arab experience might imply as an alternative the 

relevance of the category “Franco-French.” This term, however, does not neutrally refer to 

populations that might in other contexts be called “white” or “Caucasian.” Parallel to the rise 

of the extreme-right National Front party in the last few decades—long headed by Jean-Marie 

Le Pen and now his daughter Marine—the term “Franco-French” was increasingly employed 

to mark an often tenuous difference between people descended from one of the “original” 

French peoples long-implanted within the borders of the Hexagon, and the more “recent” 

waves of immigration, which count many more Muslims. A series of factors trouble this 

attempted distinction. Without getting into too much historical detail, the “original” peoples 

invoked above were themselves issued from a melting pot. Even if one leaves out post-

decolonization immigration from North and West Africa for a moment, the long French 

history of population shifts, annexations, occupations, intermarriage, settlement of colonies, 

and the “repatriation” of French citizens concurrent with decolonization have yielded a 

singular demographic situation, in which the isolated “French stock” (français de souche, also 

a term with a far-right valence) could potentially be made up of any combination of 

Germanic, Roman, Gallic, as well as Spanish, Italian, Portuguese, Armenian, Polish, Jewish 

(Sephardic or Ashkenazi), or Lebanese elements, to name only some of the most often 

discussed. This patchwork of origins makes up what is an essentially un-categorizable object 



 

 

12 
 

called “multi-ethnic France,” elucidated to what is perhaps the fullest extent possible in 

historian Gérard Noiriel’s The French Melting Pot.15 One of Noiriel’s most revelatory 

statistics discloses that one fourth of respondents in a nationwide poll (at the time of 

publication) counted a foreign grandparent.  

  It must also be said that the term “white” is not satisfactory to connote this population 

group which I have hypothetically, for the sake of this thought experiment, isolated from 

people originating in North and West Africa after decolonization. As many testimonials, 

memoirs, and anecdotal experiences attest, French citizens with, for example Spanish, Italian, 

Portuguese, or Armenian surnames—as well as the “European” populations hailing from 

formerly French Algeria—have viscerally recalled experiences of discrimination based on 

epidermic difference as well as aspersions of “being less French.” Yet in other instances, such 

population strands have not had their “French-ness” questioned, and have managed to to 

“pass” in a way that those West African, Antillean, and North African populations more often 

perceived as “visible minorities” could not. In this dissertation, the term “white” will 

occasionally be used, not to reify an essentialist concept of “whiteness,” but rather to 

comment on representations in which racial difference is clearly stressed, and also to 

comment on situations in which “passing” is problematized.  

 Tracing the evolution of nomenclature in this fashion brings us to a consideration of 

the historical parameters within which I am working. The contemporary period that is the 

focus of this study stems from the early eighties until the 2010s. This period was encapsulated 

for a variety of reasons having to do with the emergence of anti-discrimination, anti-racist, 

and immigrant-rights movements. Over the course of this period, I argue, the politicization of 

sexuality within immigration debates also reached a critical mass in France. The 1980s bore 

witness to the “March for Equality and Against Racism” (also dubbed the “March of the 

                                                
15 Noiriel, Gérard. Le Creuset français. Seuil, 2006. 
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Beurs,” during which populations of North African descent made demands in their own 

name), the creation of the state-sponsored anti-discrimination group SOS Racisme, and 

important reforms regarding immigrant residency papers under a Socialist government. The 

1990s gave rise to the “sans papiers” (or “undocumented”) movement—in which West 

African immigrants played a more prominent role—triggering a national conversation, under 

a right-wing presidency, about the notion of hospitality and the evolving status of France as a 

“Land of Asylum.” During the 2000s and 2010s, riots gripped the multi-ethnic suburbs, 

launching a debate about “lack of security” and what to do about it; organizations advocating 

for increased minority visibility in the media and at the workplace—like the CRAN—were 

formed and achieved significant gains; bans on Islamic veils in public schools, as well as a 

total ban on the full face veil, were legislatively approved, after a re-examination of laïcité (or 

French secularism) against the backdrop of a national conversation about “national identity,” 

first engaged with Nicolas Sarkozy’s rightist presidency.  

Methodologically, this study is anchored in the analysis of cultural forms and 

discourses rather than in the anthropological examination of society. The project's perspective 

is distinguished from a cultural anthropology approach in its focus on cultural media and the 

ways in which they convey messages about sexuality, gender, race, nationality, and class. My 

analysis is broadly aligned with the methods of Cultural Studies to the extent that it looks at 

representations and debates unfolding across different media as manifestations of a single set 

of anxieties about immigrant sexuality. Since its inception in the work of the Birmingham 

School, Cultural Studies have been distinguished by attentiveness to different "levels" of 

culture. My project will in a similar way juxtapose interpretations of products of high culture 

(literature, academic discourse), and popular culture (fashion, pornography). Cultural Studies 

has its limitations, and of course many critics. Notably, reservations have been articulated 

with regard to the insistent preoccupation with the internalization of power structures in the 
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individual. My dissertation does not attempt a fully-fledged application of its methods. 

Rather, I draw on the aspects that are useful in bridging the problematic gap between 

narrowly textual readings that isolate literary works from sociological and anthropological 

arguments.  

Much of my analysis targets “debates,” “discourses,” and “rhetoric,” in keeping with 

the Cultural Studies approach of using a textual and linguistic bridge to unify commentary 

about a multi-faceted phenomenon with disparate components stretching across disciplinary 

boundaries. When employing the term “discourse,” I mean both the repeating and 

recognizable representational patterns that come together in the shape of a theme of social 

relevance, as well as that which Michel Foucault referred to in coining the expression 

“incitement to discourse,” since I in many instances document the coalescing of voices, at a 

particular moment and for particular reasons, around matters of sexuality in talk about 

immigration. I opt to look at “debates” because many of the flashpoints in this corpus are 

controversies that take a dialectical form, with counter-representations and also counter-

essentialisms—not necessarily symmetrical—that struggle over the image of immigration-

issued or banlieue subjects. While such a breakdown perhaps entails that there is no space, at 

the level of cultural production, outside of controversy, no space outside of politics, I do 

discuss several examples that withdraw from the explicitly political, which seek evasion from 

the repetitive tropes of social anomie, violence, and poverty by changing the subject. Other 

examples effect this through a “killing off of psychology,” of the complexes which can be 

instilled when the same regimen of bleak representations is ingested everday. It might be 

suggested that such withdrawals from politics are themselves political, a kind of blank vote or 

message of non-participation, a statement I am in agreement with, but to which I would like to 

add a possible distinction at the level of political engagement: counter-representations differ 

from alternative representations in that one more explicitly reacts to and is therefore informed 
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by an original representation. Moreover, I do not suppose that only politics politicizes culture, 

as I show that several films, books, and documentaries—somewhere in between the fiction 

and non-fiction genres—have themselves launched national debates about the issues 

represented.  

 My project also engages with queer theory, that purposefully enigmatic and difficult-

to-define intellectual and activist production. I employ the Franco-Arab context and its set of 

particularities to test the line between its shifting status between non-theory and theory. This 

matter is especially germane to the corpus at hand, in which sexual liberation activists are 

shown to be alternatively prescriptive of “appropriate” attitudes toward sexuality and then 

later resolutely against all forms of prescription. With roots in the work of Michael Warner, 

Eve Sedgwick, Judith Butler, and Gayle Rubin—to name only some of the most prominent 

thinkers—queer theory has, been subject to definitions, re-definitions, and refusals to define. 

Rather than offer a once-and-for-all meaning, I volunteer a multiplicity of epithets that have 

characterized this discourse over time: transgressive, context-shifting, subversive, 

strangeness-producing, willing to re-imagine, in touch with frontiers of sexuality and gender, 

engaged with difference, resistant to sedimentation, non-canonical, liberatory, conscious of 

hierarchies of power (yet willing to play with them), non-dogmatic, humorous. While queer 

theory is relatively young, beginning with Teresa de Lauretis’ introduction of the term in 

1990, it has been consistently challenged and pushed into new directions, something which its 

proponents salute as the mark of its success, the realization of its purpose. “Queering queer 

theory”—to borrow an expression from Jarrod Hayes—is a way of reminding us that “the 

queer” is also in danger of sedimenting itself, and that it must take into account the differing 

sexual practices and notions of the Other in the continuous elaboration of what is “queer.” In 

his book Queer Nations, Hayes demonstrated how practices and conceptions of sexuality 

located in a non-Western culture (that of the “Maghreb”) put pressure on the unarticulated but 
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implied notion that sexual alterity and dissidence were products of Euro-American culture. 18 

Queering, despite encouragements to the contrary, has often been unidirectional, that is, 

radiating from Euro-America outward: more rare are representations of the “West” learning a 

queer lesson from an outside party, as in Hayes’ examples. While this study does not aim to 

locate exclusively within the “outside” the practices of immigration-issued European 

populations, we can observe that such populations have been cast as essentially “non-queer” 

(that is, the potential of queerness stands outside their reach), even by thinkers in the 

ostensible service of sexual liberation. I indicate, with many examples in the various chapters, 

why such a casting is misleading, incomplete, or even anti-queer (operating on the idea that 

queer thought, however defined, does not prescribe appropriate sexual behaviour or identity). 

Some counter-examples indicating a reversal of the direction of queering could entail, for 

instance, reinterpreting the recourse to ostensibly traditional gender expressions in post-

immigration generations as a form of non-normative performance. “Queering” has often 

sought to destabilize “essentialist” identity politics: I maintain however that the identitarian 

assertions of the sexual and ethnic minorities studied here aim for a solidity that shed its 

normativity in light of the circumstances of immigration, post-immigration, and living as a 

minority in France. This brings attention to the differences between “queer” as verb, versus 

adjective or noun: its usage as a verb garners most of the attention in this study, in particular 

those instances in which a prescriptive, and uni-directional “queering” (queer only in name) is 

deployed against immigration-issued subjects to achieve a (falsely) liberatory or dissident 

outcome. The deployment, for instance, of “hyper-virility” by homosexual banlieue subjects 

(male or female) and the virilities exhibited in traditional or patriarchal societies signify quite 

differently; queering one as opposed to the other would entail consequences disproportionate 

in terms of power relations. The same can be said about decisions to wear the veil in a post-

                                                
18 Hayes, Jarrod. Queer Nations. University of Chicago Press, 2000. 
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colonial European context as opposed to within a society where the majority of women wear 

it. The traditional, when surfacing in contemporary contexts, is rarely just traditional, as seen 

in the highly heterogenous mixtures of the traditional and modern—informed by a host of 

social and economic factors—evident in phenomena like Islamic internet dating or gay 

marriage. The “transgressive” also factors into this critique of a top-down queering: much 

scholarship has focused insistently on the “transgressive” within Islamic or Arab cultures, as 

though these cultures were only recoverable or worthwhile if they contained transgressive 

elements (with transgression usually defined according to a Eurocentric vantage point). The 

potential for queer scholarship to examine what happens when norms are inhabited, engaged 

or played with—often with unexpected outcomes (cf. the work of Judith Butler)—has rarely 

been examined in the case of immigration-issued subjects.  

 In the last decade, a nascent community of scholars has begun to theorize the way that 

sexuality has been tied to modernity and more largely European “identity.” Nilüfer Göle has 

theorized how the presence of Muslims in Europe has been negatively perceived as a 

sexualized invasion or even rape. In France this has been visible in the rhetoric of the far-right 

Front National party and more expansively in the recurrent mediatic images of a feminized 

Republic—in the form of a veiled Marianne or Joan of Arc—threatened by Muslim 

patriarchy. From the post-decolonization period to the 2000s, Western European countries 

saw the increased institutionalization of women’s rights concurrent with the homogenization 

of the European Union, paving the way for European laws on gender equality and later sexual 

rights equality. Göle alludes to the proliferation of contact zones “which crystallize a 

constellation of problems and conflicted conversations between Islam and Europe,” as she 

introduces the notion of “interpenetrations.”19 Speaking of perceptions of Islam within 

Europe, she says that interpenetrations exist “(in the biological sense but also in the sense 

                                                
19 Göle, Nilüfer. Interpénétrations. Islam et l'Europe. Galaade Editions, 2005. 
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attributed to this term by Niklas Luhmann) because there is a corporeal, sexed, and also 

forced, even violent aspect in this communicational encounter. Muslims are forcing their 

presence onto Europe.” 21 Göle concludes that “the candidacy of Turkey and its desire for 

Europe are perceived by Europeans not only as suspect, but also as an intrusion within the 

geographic, historic, and religious borders of Europe” (28). Within this imagery, the “desire 

for Europe,”— whether felt by pro-accession Turks or by harragas22 traversing the 

Mediterranean in search of livelihood—is perceived by the protectors of “Fortress Europe” 

with the suspicion that normally greets men too eager for sexual relations.  

 The tying together of nationalist, xenophobic politics with a feminist or LGBT agenda 

has been termed “sexual nationalism” and “homo-nationalism” respectively. This 

convergence between agendas that are usually discrete if not opposed has been the object of 

several books and a high-profile 2010 conference in Amsterdam, which called attention to an 

international trend by which upwardly mobile sexual minorities were increasingly expressing 

nationalist, militaristic, or anti-immigration politics and being recruited by right-wing 

parties.24 

 The conceptual foundation for the criticism of sexual nationalism is grounded in 

reflections on “imperial feminism” that took place in preceding decades. Jasbir Puar and 

others have called attention to how the plight of Afghan women under the Taliban was often 

cited as a justification for the 2001 invasion. Eric Fassin, one of the organizers of the Sexual 

Nationalisms conference, alludes to how the believers in a so-called “clash of civilizations” 

have expanded the telos of irresistible neo-liberal democracy to include women’s rights. He 
                                                
21 Luhmann, Niklas. Politique et complexité. Les contributions de la théorie générale des systèmes. Transl. Jacob 
Schmutz. Ed. du Cerf, 1999. 
22 A term referring to North Africans who attempt to reach Europe by boat. 
24 The location of the conference in the Netherlands is revelatory given that it is a country where 
multiculturalism and sexual rights are often at odds in media and political rhetoric. In 2002, right-wing 
homosexual politician Pim Fortuyn was infamously murdered by Volkert van der Graaf, who, at trial, cited 
Fortuyn’s targeting of Muslims and “weaker members of society” as motives for the killing. 
Amsterdam Institute for Social Science Research. "Sexual Nationalisms: First International Conference".  
http://www.aissr.uva.nl/sexualnationalisms/home.cfm. Consulted 3/29/2012. 
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writes that: “The (clash) thesis by Samuel Huntington in 1993 that caused a big stir after the 

Cold War, was recast ten years later, after September 11, by Ronald Inglehart and Pippa 

Norris, as a ‘sexual conflict of civilizations,’ a war of values where the status of women is the 

main issue and Islamism, the main enemy.”25 Puar offers a definition of the term 

“homonationalism” that coincides with these more familiar imperialisms27: 

At work in this dynamic is a form of sexual exceptionalism—the emergence of national homosexuality, 
what I term “homonationalism”—that corresponds with the coming out of the exceptionalism of 
American empire. Further, this brand of homosexuality operates as a regulatory script not only of 
normative gayness, queerness, or homosexuality, but also of the racial and national norms that reinforce 
these sexual subjects….The fleeting sanctioning of a national homosexual subject is possible, not only 
through the proliferation of sexual–racial subjects who invariably fall out of its narrow terms of 
acceptability, as others have argued, but more significantly, through the simultaneous engendering and 
disavowal of populations of sexual-racial others who need not apply. (2)  

 
Applied to the context of African immigration to France, a country where imperialism is at 

least officially part of the past, a version of nationalist homosexuality has been visible in the 

mobilization of several guardians of Culture: writers, philosophers, and journalists, who have 

associated the defense of French letters, values, and identity to an agenda that reinforces the 

contribution of homosexuality and homosexuals to French culture. The writer Renaud Camus 

and the journalist Caroline Fourest, for example, have evidenced this. They indicate the 

simultaneous menace of Muslim immigrants to both sexual diversity and to French culture. 

Puar’s idea of a normative force that can absorb and xenophobically redeploy the “queer,” 

usually thought to be incompatible with normativity in its very foundations, is one that my 

research echoes. Like her, I focus on how certain encouragements to queer can be 

incorporated within a national agenda that finds in (a distorted) queering a useful weapon 

against minority or Muslim assertions of identity politics.  

Both Nick Rees-Roberts and Maxime Cervulle have written about the “sanctioning of 

a national homosexual subject,” and how tolerance of homosexuality has coincided with the 

                                                
25 Fassin, Eric. “Homosexual City, Homophobic Banlieue?”. Transl. by Mitrakos, Christina. 
www.metropolitiques.eu. 9 March 2011. http://www.metropolitiques.eu/Homosexual-City-Homophobic.html. 
Consulted 3/29/2012. 
27 Puar, Jasbir. Terrorist Assemblages: Homo-nationalism in Queer Times. Duke University Press, 2007. 
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rejection of other figures, like the veiled woman or the male immigrant: “sexual-racial others” 

banished from sexual modernity. 29 Puar illustrates how such figures can be othered not just in 

light of cultural or ethnic difference, but also in light of a sexual difference informed by 

stereotypes inherited from the imperialist or colonial period: 

By underscoring circuits of homosexual nationalism, I note that some homosexual subjects are 
complicit with heterosexual nationalist formations rather than inherently or automatically excluded 
from or opposed to them. Further, a more pernicious inhabitation of homosexual sexual exceptionalism 
occurs through stagings of U. S. nationalism via a praxis of sexual othering, one that exceptionalizes the 
identities of U.S. homosexualities vis-à-vis Orientalist constructions of “Muslim sexuality.” This 
discourse functions through transnational displacements that suture spaces of cultural citizenship in the 
United States for homosexual subjects as they concurrently secure nationalist interests globally… (4) 

 
She traces the movement of certain gay communities away from a counter-cultural position 

toward an accepted if still peripheral position within the “heterosexual” and heterosexist 

nation. She points to cases of homosexual appeals for acceptance that employ militaristic 

imagery to convince heterosexual America of their worth and right to equality (in the era of 

laws like “Don’t Ask Don’t Tell”). This military mobilization of homosexuality is then 

deployed against Orientalist visions of the “enemy’s” sexuality that emphasize its despotic, 

inegalitarian nature. Puar has also been instrumental in popularizing the term “pink-washing,” 

which refers to the promotion of a country’s pro-LGBT measures for the purposes of drawing 

attention away from wartime “collateral damage” and infractions of national sovereignty. 

Accusations of “pinkwashing” have especially targeted the Israeli Defense Forces, a body that 

touts its gay membership in public relations.31  

 This is all deeply ironic, given the history of queer theory, because it has been 

suggested, most famously by Eve Sedgwick, that in the West of the last century, the figure of 

the homosexual was used as a model against which “all modern Western identity and social 

                                                
29 Cervulle, Maxime et Rees-Roberts, Nick. Homo Exoticus : race, classe et critique queer. Armand Colin 
(Editions INA), 2010. 
31 The discussion of Israeli “pinkwashing” eventually showed up in the pages of Time magazine: 

Kaufman, David. “Is Israel Using Gay Rights to Excuse its Policy on Palestine?” Time Magazine (World) 13 
May 2011. http://www.time.com/time/world/article/0,8599,2070415,00.html#ixzz1qXYtEyLg. Consulted 
3/29/2012.  
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organization” could be defined. Attempts to define cultural and civilizational institutions and 

figures were faulty, she suggested, if they failed to pass through the homo/hetero binary 

(11).32 But critics like Joseph Massad have explained that a certain branch of queer theory 

processes its understanding of non-Western sexualities through the same binary without 

regard for its relevance in the culture at hand. 33 He writes that some queer theorists have 

maintained that: 

contemporary human subjectivity is constituted through a repudiation of what is lesbian and gay, which 
are therefore banished beyond the perimeter of the human. While this may be arguably true in certain 
Western contexts, it has no bearing on contexts in which lesbianness and gayness, let alone 
homosexuality as configured in the normalized West, are not the other against whom the self is 
constituted. In calling for the internationalization of Western sexual ontology, Butler is risking another 
subjective repudiation, a banishing of another other, in the formation of the Western human that is 
inclusive of the homosexual, namely, those cultural formations whose ontological structure is not based 
on the homo-hetero binary. The universalist moment here is the assimilationist moment which 
guarantees that the sexual subjectivity of the Western purveyors of international lesbian and gay politics 
itself is universal while its racial/national/class constitution is carried out through a repudiation of the 
subjectivities of those unfit to defend themselves by the fittest subjectivity of all. (40) 
 

Judith Butler, it should be added, has since become one of the loudest adversaries of “sexual 

nationalism,” famously refusing a prize bestowed on her by the organizers of 2011 Berlin Gay 

Pride. During her “refusal” speech, she detailed her homo-nationalist charges, critiqued the 

organizers’ proximity to military and nationalist interests, and highlighted the anti-

immigration rhetoric surrounding the event.35 Returning to Massad’s argument, it is a crisis at 

the level of sexual ontology, and I would add, the perception of sexualities, that makes 

unintelligible the sexual practices of the Other, or in my research, the immigrant or 

banlieusard in so far as these are found to deviate from sexual normativity. It is particularly 

visible in situations in which the sexual fluidity of immigrants who prefer to keep their sexual 

lives clandestine is called hypocritical, or when veiled women speaking plainly about sexual 

pleasure are deemed aberrant. This repudiation happens in the name of sexual liberation, or as 

I argue, because of the imperative of sexual disclosure required in “progressive” sexual 

                                                
32 Sedgwick, Eve. Epistemology of the Closet. University of California Press, 1990. 
33 Massad, Joseph. Desiring Arabs. University of Chicago Press, 2007. 
35 Butler, Judith. "I must distance myself from this complicity with racism, including anti-Muslim racism." Civil 
Courage Prize Refusal Speech. Christopher Street Day. 19 June 2010. http://www.egs.edu/faculty/judith-
butler/articles/i-must-distance-myself/. Consulted 3/29/2012. 
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politics. The use of the word “assimilation” is especially pertinent for the French context: 

prominent books on the subject of homosexuality and the multi-ethnic banlieues have 

deemed, in their very titles, banlieue sexual minorities to be the unassimilated “clandestines 

of the Republic.”36  

Speaking of sexual repudiations under the banner of what he calls the “Gay 

International,” Massad explores how it is not just the homosexual category that falls apart 

when faced with behavior that refuses its contours, but the category of the heterosexual as 

well: 

Rex Wockner, the author of an acutely othering article on “gays and lesbians” in the Arab world and 
Iran, which was reprinted in a large number of gay publications in the United States and Britain, 
wonders in bafflement about Arab and Iranian men who practice both “insertive” same-sex and 
different-sex contact and refuse the West’s identification of gayness: “Is this hypocritical? Or a 
different world?” he marvels. 38 “Are these ‘straight’ men really ‘gays’ who are overdue for liberation? 
Or are humans by nature bisexual, with Arab and Moslem men better tuned into reality than 
Westerners? Probably all the above.” It is precisely this perceived instability in the desires of Arab and 
Muslim men that the Gay International seeks to stabilize, as their polymorphousness confounds gay 
(and straight) sexual expistemology. (164) 

 
In French just as in American articles—and this is not restricted to the gay press—one notices 

a certain glee in identifying or exposing the sexual “hypocrisy” of Muslims, no matter the 

consequences for those who want to keep their sexuality private. When exposing Muslim or 

Arab sexuality, commentators justify the gesture by pointing to the “patriarchy” suffusing 

Arab or Muslim cultures: flimsy analogies are made to situations of outing conservative 

closeted politicians in light of their patriarchal beliefs. When exposing, for instance, 

homosexuality practiced by Arab/Muslim men for the purpose of critiquing patriarchy, that 

homosexuality is implicitly suggested to be pejoratively effeminate. Femininity would 

supposedly be the “worst fear” of Arab/Muslim men, explaining its use as a “weapon” by 

homosexual and heterosexual-ally commentators who would otherwise criticize such an 

amalgam of homosexuality and effeminacy.  

                                                
36 Chaumont, Franck. Homo-Ghetto: Gays et lesbiennes dans les cités: les clandestins de la République. Le 
Cherche Midi, 2009. 
38 Wockner, Rex. “Homosexuality in the Arab and Moslem World”. Coming Out: an Anthology of International 
Gay and Lesbian Writings. Ed. Stephen Likosky. Pantheon Books, 1992.   
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The encounter with different sexual practices and attitudes is found not just in touristic 

relations between Westerners and Arabs, but also, I argue, in relations between immigrant or 

multi-ethnic banlieue subjects and white, “European” subjects. The difficulty of this 

encounter is exacerbated by the expectation that immigrants and their descendants should 

have assimilated French (sexual) values, considering the length of time spent in France. In 

this context it is helpful to apply the theories of David Halperin, a scholar who has theorized 

difficulties at the level of perceiving sexual Otherness. Halperin critiques contemporary 

homosexuals who identify with the example of the Greeks in a transhistorical way. Those 

homosexuals nostalgic for the Hellenic “respect” for homosexuality emphasize some elements 

while forgetting many other points of significant difference (we forget the Greeks’ 

“weirdness” he says), such hierarchical structures modern-day homosexuals might think twice 

about reproducing. In his schema, it is not just that Greeks are “weird” but also the society of 

today that has a particular organization of sexual and social life, particularly among men and 

women of the professional classes. This prevents such classes from understanding sex/gender 

systems of foreign cultures. Halperin explains that most of all, we can’t understand why we 

can’t understand other cultures, or what isn’t universal about our own experience. What if 

Greeks were not exotic but simply Greek, he wonders in the introduction (pertinently titled: 

“In defense of historicism”).40 What historians do, Halperin says, when they reduce what they 

uncover to an existing model is “behave like tourists in the archive.” A better approach, in his 

view, is to recover the terms by which past or Other sexual forms were articulated “locally,” 

before comparing them with more contemporary forms.  

By invoking this historiography of Greek homosexuality, I don’t mean to suggest that 

immigrant and banlieusard sexualities are so different and far removed from “Western” 

sexualities that they inhibit comparison. I want to point to tensions at the level of the 

                                                
40 Halperin, David. How to Do the History of Homosexuality. University of Chicago Press, 2004. 
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cognition of sexuality, and especially Other sexualities that sometimes express themselves 

with a degree of emphatic cultural difference. Often, the gap between immigrant sexual 

practices and practices of a supposedly “universalist” nature is seized upon by critics, at the 

expense of listening to a sexual vocabulary that presents a free-standing particularity. This is 

visible, for instance, in Chapter One, where we look at how mainstream gay activists and 

journalists find the differing homosexual practices and rhetoric of banlieusard men to be 

disconcerting, disconnected from recognizable and recommended patterns. These practices 

are “impossible” to assimilate into an agreed-upon brand of sexual progressivism, and 

therefore must be rejected. Sometimes, this involves assimilating the immigrant or 

banlieusard practices rejected to regressive models of patriarchy in the French past. For 

example, critics sometimes allude to a timeless continuum between the virilism of banlieue 

youth and the patriarchy of an older, Catholic France, in order to stress the “regression” 

inherent in such virilism.  

 The sociologist Nacira Guénif-Souilamas has spoken of the enduring quality of the 

“sexual instability” (evoked by Massad) among North Africans and their subsequent 

generations in France today. She provides a bridge between understandings of North African 

sexuality prior to, during, and after immigration. The sexualization of immigration, she 

argues, shows up very acutely in cultural production before being perceived at the political or 

mediatic level. She uses the example of the controversial early 20th century writer Louis-

Ferdinand Céline to underline the initial, “disgusted” reception of North African immigrants 

and their sexualities. In a memorable scene from his Voyage au bout de la nuit,41 Céline 

depicted a working-class café (which doubled as a brothel) where Polish and North African 

immigrants congregated: while Poles were prone to alcoholism, he suggested, North African 

men loved sodomy and were “vicious.” Such sexual vilification, in her description, continues 

                                                
41 Céline, Louis-Ferdinand. Voyage au bout de la nuit. Gallimard, 1972.  
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unabated in contemporary times, despite the longstanding presence of North Africans (or in 

her usage “Arabs”) in France: 

Almost three generations later, nothing has changed, or at least, very little: Arabs in France, condemned 
to youth, are always perverse and sodomitic, they have become rapists, serially and in groups if 
possible. They are destined to incarnate without faltering the similarly murky role of the thief within a 
double regime of breaking and entering: that of bodies and that of places. These recidivist transgressors 
of civilized mores are the dignified inheritors of the Arabs of the colonies… (61-62) 

 
 Guénif-Souilamas goes on to underline an irony existing in today’s France: the only people 

these youth would share the “religion of virilist heterosexuality” with are male politicians, the 

men who routinely accuse those same youth of society’s ills. They represent two ends of an 

inegalitarian virilist regime: 

In the face of virility as social survival, poor and thus reprehensible, what do we see in fact, over there, 
out of reach but well in sight, but phallus men? They are erected as chiefs, to the credit of their verbal 
ejaculations (tout à leur éjaculation verbale), insufficient tribunes that summarize all the ill they think 
of the little guys (note: banlieue boys), who wrongly think of themselves as having a place there. They 
(the politicians) signify to them that, all in all, they can’t carry their weight, that they are weaklings 
compared to the exorbitant power granted by the verdict of the voting booth. (61-62)  

 
In this dystopian state of affairs, with media images pushed to their extreme, what results is an 

echo chamber of virilities provoking each other, an assymetrical warfare, albeit one in which 

both sides use similar language. Grandstanding politicians often underline the juvenile nature 

of adolescent delinquents in their security proposals for a pacified banlieue. Politicians show 

a juvenile side by engaging in “manhood” competitions. Such competitive, juvenile 

enthusiasm has been visible in the pep rallies (characterized by a tenor more appropriate to 

sporting events) convened by security-minded politicians when making promises to “clean 

up” the banlieues. French male politicians have often been reproached by feminist critics for 

forming an exclusive “boy’s club”: in this they resemble the reviled grands frères (big 

brothers) of the banlieues, consolidating patriarchal power and surveiling residents. However, 

as Guénif -Souilamas notes, these two virilities do not stand on equal footing. There is a 

difference between virility as instrument of survival, as a perhaps compromised method of 

coping or resistance, and that flaunted by politicians already enjoying money and power. Yet 
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in this comparison of perceptions, that which is “necessary” becomes reprehensible and that 

which is chosen gets celebrated. 

  Guénif-Souilamas describes the epistemic problems involved in isolating banlieue 

youth to a caricatural freeze frame of virilist violence. She underlines, furthermore, what 

political purpose it serves to restrict them to such images: 

Cut off from a rich and complex past (the young men of the banlieues) are here reduced to the grin of 
the vicious macho man, constrained to conform to an exacerbated sexuality which can only earn them 
opprobrium and serious legal problems. Virilism, that outrageous expression of masculinity contained 
within its strict sexual limits, offers the advantage of illustrating the ideological proximity already 
underlined by Foucault between perversion and delinquency, which, as is publicly notorious, the Arabs 
of the projects practice in equal measure. These accumulators of deviance are thus doubly reprehensible 
in light of the rules of civility, indexed upon those of sexual correctness… Delighting those who hold 
them in contempt, they would relay in a docile way the homophobic representation of the world that has 
long prevailed in the Catholic West, just as that representation is becoming politically incorrect. (This 
glosses over) the idea that this betrays their past and shuts them up into a present without a future. (74-
75)  

 
The “rich and complex past” she twice refers to would stand in polar opposition to the 

caricature of violent anti-sociality. She details, in a subsequent passage, the heritage of 

affectivity, tenderness, and warm accolades between men that is said to characterize North 

African sociality. These stood outside the homo-hetero binary, and managed to subsist in the 

first generations of immigration. She explains that these affectively rich homo-socialities have 

been to a certain extent lost (some would argue that they remain, but exclusively inside the 

community in question), and replaced with homo-social etiquette that ostensibly rejects 

affectivity in subsequent generations. This has been due to a combination of social factors: the 

less than warm welcome and occasional humiliations of their immigrant parents which has 

produced affective resentment; the embarrassment their fathers’ felt when performing these 

affective gestures in front of French colleagues and bosses sometimes quick to judge this 

affectivity as perverse; and finally, these particular youth’s failure to improve socio-

economically upon the previous generation (which would result in the adoption of a 

contrarian posture). Holding hands and kissing on the cheek, she explains, have been replaced 
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with the handshake of American minorities, less sexually suspect.42 When virility is isolated, 

in this description, to sexual violence and cut off from any practical or generous function (the 

virility of chivalry for instance), all that it can signify is criminality, streamlined into idealized 

fodder for political scapegoating. The Foucauldian idea of a recurrent association between  

virility and perversion, has not only been exploited by politicians, but by the producers of 

erotica as well, as I show in the conclusion. 

 The opposition Guénif-Souilamas illustrates between the masculinist “fortresses” of 

the banlieue and the political city-center has been echoed by Eric Fassin. A sociologist and 

Americanist who follows “l’actualite sexuelle”—or current events regarding sexuality—he 

documents the way that the border between these spaces has been constructed using sexual 

vocabularies.43 

From the sexist housing projects to the homophobic (‘hood), a landscape is being drawn where the 
border between the city and the banlieue separates “them” from “us:” it is being expressed mainly in 
terms of gender and sexuality, in the name of what I’ve suggested to call “sexual democracy.” The 
freedom of women and the equality of the sexes, and possibly (of) all kinds of sexuality, would be the 
defining trait of our identity, in contrast to the racialized “others,” culturally foreign to these values 
emblematic of modernity. 

 
Stressing the post-9/11 rhetoric involved in constructing an “us versus them” narrative, Fassin 

speaks of the way that certain political actors have, like the US neo-conservatives, articulated 

an “end-of-history” telos that terminates not just in liberal democracy, but especially “sexual 

democracy.” This democracy is distinctly non-inclusive, more closely resembling an elite 

Greek democracy; it rejects cultural and ethnic difference on the basis of culturalist 

attributions of sexual intolerance. Importantly, Fassin shows how this “end-of-history” telos 

joins with the rhetoric of modernity when it articulates “modern” European identity in the 

terms of sexual democracy. Conversely, un-assimilated minority identity is articulated 

through the terms of “anti-modernity.” Thus, the term “sexual modernity” becomes 

intelligible: it is an umbrella term, encompassing valorizations of sexual diversity and gender 
                                                
42 It is important to note that this analysis does not investigate the “bise,” or exchange of kisses, which remains a 
commonplace occurrence between French men already acquainted. 
43 Fassin, Eric. “Homosexual City, Homophobic Banlieue?” Op. cit.. 
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equality, as well as zero-tolerance of “exaggerated virilities” (multi-ethnic delinquents) and 

“self-censoring” femininities (veiled women).  

 In his research, Fassin shows how the criterion of sexual modernity has made it all the 

way into naturalization surveys and exams—or what he calls “citizenship tests”—in a variety 

of European countries.45 While around half the questions on these questionnaires survey 

attitudes about national security and terrorism, a significant number survey attitudes about 

sexuality, asking gendered questions along the lines of: “Would you reject your daughter if 

she married a man of a different religion?”, or, “If your son revealed his homosexuality, 

would you reject him?” When the general population of the countries in question was queried 

about the same issues, however, they “came out” as equally if not more intolerant of sexual 

diversity. This highlights the curious way in which immigrants are often expected to display a 

level of tolerance and progressivism above and beyond the level existing in the resident 

population, as a sign of their readiness to assimilate. It also echoes the way right-wing parties 

in a variety of countries have at times suddenly become defenders of women, and in some 

cases sexual minorities, when it comes to articulating anti-immigration or pro-war arguments. 

Fassin explores these intersecting issues of terrorism, immigration, borders, and attitudes 

about sexuality: 

Europe, however, puts forward a particular variation of this rhetoric: indeed, in a context marked by 
increasing immigration restrictions more than by a war on terror, it is not about exporting “our” values, 
but about preserving them. In other words, the dividing line between “them” and “us” on this side of the 
Atlantic appears like an inner border that divides the space of European nations according to cultural 
origins: sexual democracy would draw the limit between the city and the banlieue. Thus, let’s not 
confine the controversy around the Islamic veil or sexual violence to France, because of its Republican 
appeal: all over Europe today, the difference between “us” and “them” can be summed up by how 
people are believed to behave toward women. 

 
As opposed to the American situation elaborated by Puar, in which the sexualized relationship 

to the Other is defined within an international wartime context, in France this “fight” is 

                                                
45 Fassin, Eric. “National Identities and Transnational Intimacies: Sexual Democracy and the Politics of 
Immigration in Europe”. Public Culture. Volume 22, Number 3, 2010, p. 507-529. 
Fassin, Eric (co-signers: Daniel Borrillo, Noël Mamère and Caroline Mécary). “Homophobie = identité nationale 
?” Editorial in Le Monde 28  June 2008.  
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framed as war of “national defense,” about the protection of suddenly representative French 

values of “sexual modernity.” Longtime banlieusard citizens descended from immigrants are 

returned to foreign-ness in light of attitudes about sexuality which are deemed un-French, 

even though these supposed attitudes have arisen in the French “ghettoes” deemed vectors of 

sexism over the course of several generations spent in France.  

The loaded term “ghetto” is not accidental, as it is employed by Fassin to highlight its 

selective usage in politics and journalism: 

The figure of the “ghetto” can serve here as a point of reference. In the 1990s, the “gay ghetto” was 
denounced and the gay community was called on to be discreet. The Republican rhetoric, in the name of 
universalism, was opposed to any “American-style” communitarianism. In the 2000s we get a sense that 
the situation has reversed; we still criticize the “ghetto,” but it designates the projects and no longer the 
Marais.46 And now the banlieue is criticized for forcing homosexuals to remain discreet: these 
“stowaways of the Republic” should be freed from their home community in order to blossom in the 
gay community, which they’d be better off belonging to. 

 
Sexual and ethnic minorities are thus linked along this “ghetto” continuum. The “discreet” 

clandestinity once demanded of homosexuals in the Marais is now reprehensible when 

incarnated by residents of the banlieue, who may prefer communitarian insularity and 

intimacy. Fassin highlights the way one type of communitarianism (gay), once denigrated, is 

valorized if it becomes a sanctuary from a more “dangerous” type of communitarianism 

(ethnic). This sanctuary however is not so much a freely chosen destination but rather a club 

one is required to belong to, in the process cutting off family and social ties to the banlieue—

in order to be accepted into sexual modernity. Rather than join the hyper-visibility of gay life 

in the city center, sexual minorities in the banlieue may revel in a clandestinity that is not 

necessarily forced, an outcome the preceding perspective makes impossible.  

“Clandestinity” is a central focus of this dissertation, problematized differently in each 

chapter. Usually employed in the context of “clandestine” immigration as an underground 

phenomenon avoiding public space, “sexual clandestinity” branches from that meaning to 

include phenomena like: a rigorous adherence to the public/private distinction, the refusal by 

                                                
46 Paris’ gay center, or “gay ghetto.” 
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men who have sex with men and women—including the married men among them—of an 

“out” gay identity, or an eroticism based on the “secret” rather than the “exhibitionistic.” 

Fassin elaborates on the uses of the word “clandestine” when he speaks of the past imperative 

to remain “discreet,” imposed on the gay “ghetto” less than a decade before the era of sexual 

disclosure and visibility. Such a “forgetting” of a past clandestinity contributes to the 

separation of sexual and ethnic minorities, obfuscating their commonalities, Fassin argues: 

Still largely not thought of, is less the opposition between the two (ghettoes) than their relationship, in 
other words, between the “homo-ghetto,” these projects that are today portrayed as homophobic 
prisons, and the “ghetto homo,” that in no way escapes the racial logic (logiques raciales) that pervades 
society (and sexuality): they mirror each other. The culturalism ascribed to the banlieue thus contributes 
to the problem that it claims to describe and denounce. Thus, we ought not ignore homophobia in the 
projects, but describe it without reinforcing it, by avoiding the traps of a rhetoric that in opposing 
“them” to “us,” forces the former to define themselves in opposition to the latter, as if reacting to the 
clear conscience of a sexual democracy, not devoid of racism, where the expectation is alas, the most 
often, imposed only on the (Other). 
 

It is no accident that one of the primary sources analyzed in my study, Franck Chaumont’s 

Homo-ghetto, participates in its very title in the kind of amnesia regarding ghettos that Fassin 

describes. This amnesia or severing from history drives the once reproached gay community 

to also forget the stigmatizing ghetto rhetoric of which it was once victim, thus placing that 

community in danger of reproducing such rhetoric in regard to ethnic minorities. Dangerously 

opposed in this way, the ethnic ghetto’s homophobia and the sexual ghetto’s racism are 

destined for radicalization. 

 In Chapter One of this dissertation, I explore this opposition by paying attention to 

how the issue of immigration has been sexualized in activist rhetoric. This sexualization is 

traceable in processes which oppose an indeterminate “sexual modernity” residing in the 

metrosexuality of the city-center, to an ethnicized “sexual anti-modernity” emanating from 

the supposedly neo-traditional gender expressions of the banlieues, hubs of immigration, and 

other peripheries. Nationalist feelings have been wedded to values ostensibly encouraging 

sexual diversity (while repressing gender expressions that do not conform to these narrowly 

set values), producing novel sexual nationalisms or more recently “homonationalisms.” 
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Activist figures who have been invested with a responsibility to promote sexual diversity and 

tolerance have often shown themselves to be intolerant of a virility which they deem “too” 

communitarian and neo-traditional. In opposing the banlieues to the city center according to 

the criteria of sexual modernity, prominent activists such as Malik Boutih, Fadela Amara and 

Franck Chaumont neglect the contemporary socio-economic factors that have often bonded 

the expression of virility to working-class communities and minority groups. Virility, it will 

be shown, need not be attached to the male sex: the figure of the female thug or caillera type 

presents special challenges for feminist and LGBT-interventions in the banlieues. The activist 

critique of virility can include, for instance, an imperative to leave banlieue communities and 

seek a sexual freedom of an individualistic nature that is, on a secondary level, aligned with 

the mechanisms of the capitalist free market. In the activist rhetoric examined in Chapter One, 

virility is never admissible as a form of resistance however “useful” it may be: it must instead 

be editorialized into false consciousness. Such characterizations of banlieue gender 

expressions as always compensatory and somehow false have met resistance however. I 

profile a former LGBT-of-color activist turned nightclub entrepreneur, Fouad Zeraoui, who 

now criticizes what can be called “miserabilist” rhetoric deployed against banlieue subjects 

on the topic of sexual and affective fulfillment: through his own evolution, I examine the 

evolution of attitudes within this multi-form activist field.48 Zeraoui chooses not to contribute 

to the idea that banlieue sexual minorities are doubly oppressed: he highlights instead the 

upward mobility and visibility of such minorities in a French urban setting which favors 

androgyny and metrosexuality.49  

                                                
48 “Misérabilisme,” or in my usage “miserabilism,” denotes a representational trend that stresses inevitable 
(socio-economic) failure, an inescapable cycle of poverty on various levels, and an incapacity to improve upon 
previous generations. In this way it resembles the “culture of poverty” arguments often deployed against US 
minorities.  
49 Androgyny and metrosexuality are often distinguished. While androgyny can be associated with both men and 
women, metrosexuality is most often used to refer to men. The “metro” root offers an indication of how cities 
give rise to this marker, as it refers to a hyper-attentive care of the self, self-styling, and fashionable nature that 
reflect how they’ve tapped into a city’s pulse. Metrosexuals have often been called modern day “dandies.” 



 

 

32 
 

 The concept of false consciousness has been especially reinforced by psychoanalysts 

and mental health professionals, who, claiming an intimate knowledge of sexuality’s relation 

to culture and, importantly for our purposes, politics, have weighed in on the “menace” of 

immigration to the “sexual peace” of the social-symbolic order in France. In the business of 

prescribing appropriate sexual behaviour and gender expression, the media-friendly and 

somewhat conservative section of the psychoanalytical community—studied in Chapter 

Two— has at various times attributed false consciousness to prostitutes and homosexuals, and 

more recently transsexuals, veiled women, and excessively “virile” boys. The interventions of 

psychoanalysts and ethno-psychiatrists like Fethi Benslama, Michel Schneider, Jalil Bennani, 

Malek Chebel, Tahar Ben Jelloun, Tobie Nathan, and their critics—which span the political 

spectrum— will be analyzed, as well as colonial-era precedents in the sexualization of 

immigration inaugurated by the experimental Algiers school. In many psychoanalytical 

diagnoses, a “broken” family portrait emerges, made up of the delinquent youth, the self-

effacing mother, and the impotent immigrant father. In its tendency toward culturalist 

interpretations of sexuality, this psychoanalytic community exemplifies a process seen 

throughout this corpus, by which analytical modes slip into expressive modes, with scientific 

literature taking on tones of literary inspiration. This has been possible because 

psychoanalysis has channeled deep-seated social stereotypes and anxieties seizing the 

collective imagination, reframing them in the rhetoric of science. 

 The delinquent or “troublesome” Franco-Arab youth, that reappearing target of 

psychoanalysts, is a figure that has elsewhere been sexualized in literary production, 

examined in Chapter Three. This figure was once “domesticated” as an indigenous ephebe in 

travel literature of European writers such as Gide, Orton, Burroughs, Wilde, and more 

recently Frédéric Mitterrand and Roland Barthes (for whom cultural criticism, literary 

                                                                                                                                                   
Metrosexuality, like androgyny, is not a marker of orientation and does not necessarily line up with bisexuality, 
although when used as an insult “metrosexual” often codes for “homosexuality,” especially the closeted kind. 
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experimentation and homosexuality are aligned). The exploited “Arab boy” is seen to breach 

the borders of the Maghreb through immigration in the literature examined here, arriving 

“vengefully” in metropolitan lives as an un-knowable and threatening presence. Yet the 

represented “Arab boy” provides an elusive but also complementary model of masculinity, an 

orienting figure for minds accustomed to a self-fragmentation productive in the artistic sphere. 

In addition to Barthes and Mitterrand, the novelists Abdellah Taïa, Rachid O., Renaud Camus, 

Nina Bouraoui, and playwright Bernard-Marie Koltès have detailed the various peregrinations 

of this figure in and outside of France.  

 Cinema, finally, provides insight into how such “troublesome” figures are perceived, 

surveiled, and literally policed. A gender disposition normally characterized as “aggressive” is 

shown, on screen, to serve a protective or useful purpose for wayward characters in need of 

orientation, as I show in Chapter Four. Clandestinity, normally employed in a context of 

immigration and underground economies, becomes key to understanding how represented 

immigrant-issued sexualities negotiate and escape scrutiny. Protagonists are shown to adeptly 

navigate a public-private distinction, carefully controlling sexual disclosure. This form of 

representation takes on culturalist overtones when it is suggested that these figures adopt one 

persona in private, among family or lovers, and another when facing an open society 

expecting disclosure of sexuality. Select directors, evincing a kind of sympathy for minority 

subjectivities, show an appreciation for culturally Other sexualities that become “dissident” 

when relocated to Europe. These directors have set out to illustrate why such attitudes in 

relation to sexuality may go beyond mere hypocrisy and serve to instruct once judgmental 

observers in how to pass freely between communities sexual and ethnic, while not wearing 

sexual orientation on one’s sleeve. New families and new communities are borne, they 

suggest, of the “happy” meeting of sexual and ethnic minorities in urban space, meetings 

enabled by this malleable understanding of the public and the private. In the dissertation’s 
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conclusion, I finally explore the most unapologetically explicit medium for depicting the 

sexualization of immigration: pornography, both heterosexual and homosexual, which 

presents both a liberatory vantage point less vexed by controversies about representation as 

well as dangers having to do with the capitalist exploitation of bodies and image distortion.  
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CHAPTER ONE: Activists and Competing Visions of Sexual Diversity 
 

I for one give credit to the homosexual movement to have understood one thing very well. On this kind 
of question, we don’t progress millimeter by millimeter. There comes a time when you have to break all 
the taboos to push things forward… 
I think the fight against homophobia is a particular kind of fight in the banlieues. I recognize this… 
even if, according to cultural tradition, if I might say, we know that the Arab world did not have the 
same relation to the homosexual question as the Western world did…We have to have the courage and 
the honesty to admit that we are only at the first stage, at the stage where we have to unlock speech…50 
 
   — Malek Boutih, Former President of SOS Racisme, 2000. 
 

 
 
Introduction: “The banlieue is not queer":  
 

In September 2010, after one aborted attempt, the Arte channel screened a 

controversial documentary, La Cité du mâle.51 Directed by Cathy Guetta, the investigative 

report examines the allegedly widespread nature of banlieue sexual violence. Its title makes a 

play on the homonyms "mâle" (male) and "mal" (evil), suggesting a confusion between an 

overabundant masculinity in the projects (cités) and a tendency toward evil. Ostensibly 

returning to the Cité Balzac, where 17 year-old Sohane Benziane was horrifically burned alive 

in 2002 following a fight with her boyfriend, the filmmakers seek to expose the untenable 

living conditions of women and sexual minorities in the banlieues. I employ the term 

“ostensibly” because those interviewed did not hail from Balzac but from neighboring towns, 

as was later revealed. Before its scheduled airing, the film was engulfed in a controversy 

involving one of its production members. Nabila Laïb, who worked for Arte at the time, 

declared a wish to retract her name from the production credits because she disagreed strongly 

with the editing practices applied in the final cut, which in her view distorted the collected 

testimony while supporting an editorial perception of rampant sexual violence and 

victimization of women that was not necessarily in accord with the uncut footage. According 

to Daniel Leconte—the presenter who introduced the show and gave Arte's response to the 

                                                
50  Zeraoui, Fouad (int.). “Homophobie en banlieue: Interview avec Malik Boutih”. Kelma.org. 2000. 
www.kelma.org/PAGES/DOCUMENTS/malek_boutih.php. Consulted 2/14/2012. 
51 Sanchez, Cathy (dir.). La Cité du mâle. Arte Channel, 29 Sept. 2010. 
http://www.arte.tv/fr/3388100,CmC=3388108.html. Consulted 2/28/12.  
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controversy—consent forms had been collected, and all testimony had been recorded with 

cameras in plain sight. Leconte suggested that Laïb had wished to retract her name not out of 

editorial or ethical objection, but rather in light of threats she had received against her person. 

Laïb, in an interview with the journal Bakchich, denied this, citing that it would be illogical 

for interviewees to agree to recording and then issue threats without having seen an 

objectionable version of the film.  

La Cité du mâle has earned many afterlives: the various contested claims made in and 

about the film have been examined both in a media polemic gripping the blogosphere and on 

watchdog sites. A contre-enquête or counter-documentary project was launched, in order to 

revisit the full testimony of those who were interviewed and to document the editorializing of 

the filmmakers.52 Its title shifted Sanchez’s to La Cité du mal (“The City of Evil”), removing 

the gender component and focusing on a generalized vilification of the banlieues. The 

counter-investigation found that the journalist, Nabila Laïb, whose complaint had resulted in 

the film being pulled from the airwaves a first time, had been misrepresented as a "fixeuse," or 

someone who assists "real" journalists as an interpreter, informant, or guide, especially 

through "dangerous" areas. The counter-investigation claims that she was much more 

instrumental that that description allowed, being in fact the "journalist who had made the film 

possible." Laïb told Bakchich that she had "almost lost consciousness" when watching the 

final cut of the film because the director, Cathy Sanchez, "only chose the passages that 

corresponded to what she had already written in her report. She kept none of the passages in 

which the youth spoke about themselves. When I see the images, my stomach hurts. I'm very 

upset. It's out of the question that my name be associated with this type of shit."  

The counter-documentary was directed by Ladji Réal, a filmmaker and community 

organizer who uses theater and cinema to facilitate youth dialogue. The project originated, in 
                                                
52 Laïb’s interview, and an extract of the counter-investigation are available in the following online article: 
Verzaux, Anaëlle. "La Cité du mâle : la contre-enquête". Bakchich.tv. 17 Dec. 2010.  http://www.bakchich.tv/La-
Cite-du-male-la-contre-enquete.html. Consulted 1/31/12. 
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his words, with his shock at witnessing such sexism aired “without complexes” and his 

ensuing curiosity about how such attitudes could have taken shape. In one of La Cité du 

mâle’s more infamous scenes, two young men are shown strolling the streets of the projects, 

shaking hands with friends dubbed “patrol-men” by the off-camera narrator (because they 

comment on the attire of a passing young girl), who adds that the two “never get up before 

noon,” and live off of hustling and petty jobs. When re-interviewed by Réal, one of the two 

boys claims his image was distorted because he has held a steady job since 2005, requiring 

him to get up long before mid-day. One of the main subjects of Sanchez’ documentary, Okito, 

who uttered perhaps the most disturbing lines in the documentary, was presented as a 

Senegalese Muslim (with connections made between his sexism and his purported religion). 

Okito revealed in Réal's re-interview that he is actually Christian.  

Perhaps the greatest distortions occurred with the portrayal of Sohane Benziane's 

tragic death. Two girls in their early twenties, Imèle and Melissa, were supposedly asked by 

Sanchez to share their thoughts about Sohane. Sanchez’ question is actually not posed in the 

footage, but is rather rephrased off-screen by the narrator. The camera then cuts to Imèle and 

Melissa joking about "easy" girls who enjoy group sex and who hang out in cellars, without 

mentioning Sohane’s name. In Réal's interview, the girls say they were never asked directly 

about Sohane. They furthermore state that they were not well placed to speak to the subject, 

having never met her in light of their age difference (they were 12 year-olds at the time of her 

death) and residence in a different neighborhood. Réal, in a press conference for his counter-

documentary, discussed the serious ramifications of the film for interview subjects who had 

lost job opportunities since the airing, as well as the plight of several minors who had shown 

up together at Cathy Sanchez's office to demand a meeting, only to be arrested, placed in 

detention (garde à vue), and then brought before a tribunal.  

The counter-documentary seeks to establish a filmic rebuttal to stereotypical trends of 
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banlieue representation, and notably features an interview with Nacira Guénif-Souilamas, a 

sociologist who has written extensively about the concept of “sexual vilification.” This term 

refers to a process variously observable in media, politics, and even academia, by which 

minorities and immigrants are reproached for allegedly “regressive,” patriarchal, or anti-

modern attitudes about sexuality in a way that stigmatizes their neighborhoods explicitly and 

cultures of origin implicitly. The counter-documentary exercise is innovative, as it presents a 

creative reaction to “regret” about having engaged with the city-center media, which many 

banlieue interview subjects have cited as a reason for disengagement and hostility to film 

crews who seem to "land" out of nowhere in the banlieue. They point to the recurrent 

experience of having their testimonies distorted or conveniently edited, to practices of 

suggestive questioning, and to misleading descriptions by journalists of the media project at 

hand in order to obtain the subjects’ consent for filming.53  

 Though the documentary focuses on men in its depiction of sexual violence and 

territorialism, its portrayal of women, and in particular "virile" women, is also noteworthy. An 

announcer—whose voice calls to mind the over-dub of a horror film—describes how the 

aforementioned Imèle and Melissa have fallen, despite themselves, into a kind of “virility 

trap”: 

Imèle and Melissa are twenty years old. They know the projects by heart, they were born there. 
Sneakers, baggy jeans and sweatsuits. They dress in the manner of tomboys (à la bonhomme) as they 
say around here, to be at peace. Like most girls, Imèle and Melissa do better in school than the boys. 
Both have degrees and work. In short, they seem rather emancipated in the projects. But listen to their 
reactions when we ask them about men who lay hands on women. 

 
A confusing passage ensues, in which the camera cuts to the girls joking about how they 

would not want to be struck by any man or woman, but that if that were to transpire, they 

would probably "punch back." The narrator then brings up the subject of Sohane, off camera, 

before cutting back to the interview with Imèle and Melissa, who have suddenly shifted to the 

                                                
53 Cassaigne, Bertrand. "Les médias et la banlieue". Ceras. Revue, Projet n°302. January 2008. 
http://www.ceras-projet.com/index.php?id=2864. Consulted 3/1/2012. 
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topic of girls "who don't respect themselves," who shouldn't “provoke and then complain.” 

They conclude by saying "we're not here with knives under our throats, there's consent." Upon 

these words, the commentator concludes: 

Imèle and Melissa, without even being conscious of it, seem to have perfectly integrated the machismo 
laws of the 'hood. A good girl should “stick close to the walls,” stay self-effacing, not outgoing (ça rase 
les murs). A good girl does not look men in the eye, a good girl marries within the tradition. 

 
Imèle and Melissa never broach these topics on-camera. Marriage and the imperative to 

respect tradition, the concluding theme of the narrator's monologue, is never brought up in the 

interview questions.  

 Such editorializing fails many journalistic standards, as the critical news analysis site 

Mediapart and the magazine Les Inrockuptibles pointed out. 54 These include the imperative to 

film subjects within the same continuous exchange and to include the question asked by the 

narrator in the recorded response. But the most obvious violation of the “rights” of journalistic 

subjects involves the blatant disconnect between what is said and what is interpreted. A great 

irony emerges when we see that the girls, far from creeping along the shadows of walls, walk 

in the middle of the sidewalk filmed in public space by a film crew visible to all, eyes looking 

straight ahead into camera and not at the ground, greeting male and female neighbors.  

Sanchez and narrator Leconte pursue their investigation of how banlieue women have 

integrated virility with another interview subject, Habiba: 

Narrator (Leconte): Girls don't have it good (mal barrées les filles). Yet still, in the projects, there's 
another category of girl that doesn't get harrassed. But this tranquility has a price. Namely, erasing any 
trace of femininity, so as to resemble boys to the point that one can't tell boys and girls apart. This is the 
story of Habiba, 19 years old. In her neighborhood, Habiba... is the leader of a gang of boys. 
Habiba: I don't like it when people call me “tomboy” (bonhomme), I've already fought with several 
people about this. I have a name. 
Cathy Sanchez: Still (quand-même), we can agree that you kind of look like a tomboy... 
Habiba: (Smiling) Yeah, I guess. 

Sanchez shows particular persistence in trying to get Habiba to break down and admit to an 

                                                
54 In the article, the Addoc organization (Association des Cinéastes Documentaristes), a group made up of 
French documentarians, denounced an “exemplary abuse of public television” ("une dérive exemplaire de la 
télévision publique").  
Guédé, Emilie."La Cité du mâle: une contre-enquête pour dénoncer les dérives des médias". 
www.lesinrocks.com. 12 Dec. 2010. http://www.lesinrocks.com/actualite/actu-article/t/56797/date/2010-12-
16/article/la-cite-du-male-une-contre-enquete-pour-denoncer-les-derives-des-medias/. Consulted 3/1/2012. 
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elusive “feminine” vulnerability, to share an anecdote of suffering at the hands of boys. 

Unable to elicit such an admission, she attempts to categorize Habiba as homosexual, despite 

her assertions of heterosexuality. Instead of focusing on Habiba’s mastery of virility codes 

and her refusal to be categorized, the editorialists suggest that her social mobility is the mere 

result of not being an attractive target for men. In so doing, they display a startling adherence 

to gender conformity, calling “unfeminine” women back to femininity. 

 This media anecdote offers an illustration of how journalists ostensibly concerned 

about banlieue women can at the same time reify gender norms in newly oppressive ways. In 

this sense, La Cité du mâle offers an entry point into this chapter, which examines the various 

ways in which activists who purport to fight for sexual diversity have at times projected 

gender norms and sexual conformism, whether heterosexual or homosexual. In journalism, 

investigations, and interventions on the ground, commentators purporting to represent LGBT 

and feminist interests have produced an alternately villainized and eroticized banlieusard or 

immigrant-issued virility. This process fits into a larger, more familiar one, in which 

immigration from the former colonies has been sexualized, with concerns articulated around 

men’s machismo and women’s subjugation, though as my opening discussion of Cité du mâle 

illustrates, a “dangerous” machismo of sorts has been attributed to certain female subjects. 

Condemnations of the religious coercion possibly behind Muslim women wearing the veil 

have also attacked gender expressions that do not instantiate “traditional” femininity. In recent 

years, respect for sexual minorities has constituted a new frontier for campaigns targeting 

banlieue attitudes and behaviors. In this vein, some defense campaigns have taken the form of 

attacks. Rhetoric about “saving” banlieue women and gays has exoticized the banlieues as 

inhospitable and lawless zones worthy of human rights intervention, while deterministically 

prescribing the “appropriate” expression of homosexual identity or practices. As Western 

human rights groups have represented the Muslim world more generally as a place 
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inhospitable to women and sexual minorities, the banlieue, and attitudes there in regard to 

gender and sexuality, have more recently been presented as a microcosm of the Muslim world 

inside France.  

 In order to inaugurate this inquiry, virility will first be unmoored from its gender 

assignment in order to better comprehend it as a concept. In this vein, I pay attention to how 

"virile" banlieue women have been depicted by some of these same activist actors. Though 

the latter loudly state their "progressive," feminist credentials, I will argue that the 

representation of virile women poses particular problems for French LGBT and feminist 

activists who have elsewhere built up the alleged danger of immigrant-issued virilities for 

sexual diversity and tolerance. It would seem, upon analysis, that the condemnation of virility 

overshadows concern for women in general, repressing the diversity of gender expression, by 

contending that women adopting “virile” postures must necessarily be victims of false 

consciousness, having integrated, despite themselves, an overpowering and non-transgressive 

virility that conventionally fits the masculinist laws of the banlieue. Though the latin root of 

“virility”—“vir”—does denote “man,” my use of the term does not interpret these women’s 

practices as a mere reappropriation of a trait that fits men more “naturally.” In illustrations 

throughout this study, virility evolves from a gender essence to denote a concept that 

combines assertiveness, ambition, potency, and sometimes combativity. Though one kind of 

reading would find in these practices a projection of gender norms, I argue that these women 

(and in a different way, banlieue sexual minorities) remove the gender component of 

“virility” so that it slides toward a gender-neutral concept, one that reflects urban belonging 

rather than gender belonging. Missed in depictions like La Cité du mâle is a sensitivity to how 

virility might constitute a manipulable tool allowing women who master it to deal in the 

currency of the environments in which they reside, often achieving the respect of their peers 

and demonstrating implantation in the community at hand. Evidence for this is found, 
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paradoxically, in the very examples the studied activists use to dismiss banlieue virilities. 

What’s most startling, notwithstanding assertions of false consciousness, is the dismissal of a 

banlieue women’s resistance that breaks with patterns of miserabilism. Such resistance—

expressed in virile form—is deemed inadmissible or a “distraction” by those purportedly 

fighting, and arguably reifying, the victimized status of women and sexual minorities in the 

banlieue.  

 The activist movement that has perhaps most exemplified how defenses of sexual 

tolerance and can turn into attacks on diversity is Ni putes ni soumises. Translating to Neither 

Whores Nor Submissives, NPNS is the title of a book as well as the name of an organization 

advocating for better living conditions for women in the banlieues.55 The movement and 

book’s author, Fadela Amara, is now known for her appointment in President Sarkozy’s 

government as Minister to the City (2007-2010). Amara grew up in the working-class projects 

of Clermont-Ferrand, the child of Algerian immigrants. She has witnessed the hardships of 

banlieue life first-hand, and advocated for the rehabilitation of her neighborhood when it was 

slated to be razed. She experienced a disturbing episode of police negligence surrounding the 

death of her then 5 year-old brother hit by a drunk driver. Later on, another brother was 

condemned to prison time for robbery and murder. Showing much insight into issues of 

discrimination, educational segregation, and income inequality, she rose through the ranks of 

community activist groups, helping launch the historic 1983 “Marche des beurs” for equality, 

a movement she later abandoned, citing its macho currents. 56 Amara then worked with anti-

                                                
55 The group was formally founded in 2003. 
Amara, Fadela with Sylvia Zappi. Ni putes ni soumises. Éditions de la Découverte, 2004.  
56 Originally dubbed “The March for Equality and Against Racism,” the media later shifted the nomenclature to 
“The Beur March.” Inspired by civil rights marches in the United States, the marchers first gathered in Marseille 
after a particularly violent summer of skirmishes between police and the residents of the impoverished 
Minguettes projects, near Lyon. The march grew in numbers as it traveled through France, reaching 60 000 
persons at its Paris juncture. The activists secured a meeting with then President François Mitterrand, who 
eventually met one of their key demands by allowing foreigner residency cards (cartes de séjour) to be expanded 
to ten years.  
Bouamama, Saïd. Dix ans de marche des Beurs: Chronique d'un mouvement avorté. Paris: Desclée de Brouwer, 
collection  Épi-habiter, 1994. 
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discrimination organizations La Maison des Potes and the governmental SOS Racisme, 

founded after the second Beur March, “Convergences” (1984). Some of the organizers 

surrounding the first march complained that the original anti-racist agenda had been co-opted 

by Socialist Party forces and re-oriented in a depoliticized, less race-conscious direction.57 A 

march also inaugurated the NPNS organization: the “Neighborhood Women’s March for 

Equality and Against Ghettoization,”58 held in February 2003 in the wake of Sohane 

Benziane’s murder. When Amara joined the right-wing government of Nicolas Sarkozy as 

part of a hiring initiative that saw the entry of three female minority candidates to 

government—occupying high-level positions in unprecedented fashion—some critics from 

her former activist circles decried her move as assimilationist, indicating the danger of her 

otherwise “noble” intentions becoming vulnerable to co-optation. Many former colleagues 

have saluted the sincerity of her local activism while finding regrettable her entry into the 

center-right UMP’s national policy on urban affairs, seeing her as an upstanding social 

activist and take-no-prisoners feminist whose messages signify differently when attached to 

Sarkozy, who infamously declared an intention to clean out the banlieues with a “Kärcher,” or 

power hose.  

 Considering the positive assessments of her character as tenacious and "insoumise,"  

Amara’s views on assertive female “virility” are somewhat surprising.59 The first section of 

the Ni putes, ni soumises book, entitled “Social Breakdown of the Projects,” classifies 

banlieue women into groups such as “The submissive, the mannish, and the invisible,” 

“Those who wear the headscarf,” and finally “Those who offer daily resistance” (69-75). 61 

Though perhaps speaking in order to diagnose an alleged problem, and thus seeking the 

                                                
57 Juhem, Philippe. “La participation des journalistes à l'émergence des mouvements sociaux. Le cas de SOS-
Racisme”.  Revue Réseaux. Vol. 17, n°98, 1999, p. 119-152.  
58 “Marche des femmes des quartiers pour l'égalité et contre les ghettos.” 
59 “Insoumise translates to “non-submissive.” 
61 Amara, Fadela with Sylvia Zappi. Breaking the Silence: French Women’s Voices from the Ghetto. Transl. 
Helen Harden Chenut. University of California Press, 2006. 
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explanatory power of categories, Amara reproduces an anthropological enthusiasm for types 

prevalent in the colonial era, reproduced in recent novels that introduce the unseasoned 

observer to the banlieue via a cartography of social types. In this schema, the categories of 

“aggressive boy” and “vulnerable girl” become mutually constitutive and limiting of each 

other, and the stated diversity of types represents not so much diversity as a closed system, a 

limited horizon of possible gender expressions:  

Young women reacted rapidly to the increase in hypermasculinity and male violence. Isolated, each 
woman reacted differently or adapted her behaviour to the new situation…. 
One type of behaviour applies to young women who have internalized the return to reactionary 
patriarchal traditions and accepted masculine control over their lives… 

A second type of behaviour involves young women who want to resemble men and force 
others to respect them. They adopt mannish attitudes, tactics, and gear. There are all-girl gangs in the 
projects, using violence as a means of expression, dressing in jogging clothes and sneakers, all-purpose 
unisex clothes that hide their femininity. These young women are violent in their language and 
behaviour: they use extortion, they pick fights—even with young men—and they are quick to use 
insults or their fists. No tender gestures that might be perceived as a sign of weakness. They are 
sometimes worse than the young men, because they can be tougher or more sadistic than males. They 
think and live like the worst machos, they act as if they were “putting their balls on the line.” In order to 
exist and earn respect, they believe they’ve got to hit harder than the guys around them.  
The third type of behaviour is invisibility… (69-75) 

 
Amara posits three types of reactions to the “virilization” of banlieue life: acceptance of 

patriarchal laws, reproduction of these laws, and withdrawal from them. In response she calls 

for the right to dress as one wishes, to self-present according to a chosen gender expression. 

What is striking, however, is that she in fact denies this liberty to “virile women,” whose 

choices are, in her view, informed by a desire for patriarchal assimilation that expresses itself 

though imitation and compensates for a lack. Amara also posits isolation between the 

different types of women she describes. Yet sociologists like Guénif-Souilamas have shown 

that solidarities can exist between boys and girls, and more particularly between practicing 

and non-practicing Muslim women, between studious and non-studious and/or “delinquent” 

girls, within the same family, school, or neighborhood (12).62 What's reluctantly 

acknowledged in Amara’s description is the degree to which women could set a standard for 

virility, independently of men. The objective of “earning respect” is in Amara possible only in 

                                                
62 Guénif-Souilamas, Nacira. Des Beurettes. Paris: Hachette Pluriel, 2003. 
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the masculine, since, in this arrangement, women who earn respect do not do so in their own 

name but rather through victimized imitation. “Respect” would no longer be the quotidian 

goal of any and every individual, irrespective of gender, who seeks to stake out an 

advantageous position in a highly dense urban environment. The creativity of these women, in 

terms of sartorial choice and gender expression, also goes unnoticed, collapsed as it is with 

violence directed at both themselves and others. Though androgyny is considered desirable in 

banlieue men (according to norms of the new “sexual modernity” discussed in the 

introduction), it becomes undesirable in banlieue women. Androgyny can allow for a great 

social versatility, according to which subjects adopt shifting postures of gender that are 

comfortable, practical, or desirable in different contexts, all taking place in a contemporary 

society wherein gender mixing is already frequent. But when transposed to the banlieue 

feminine, androgyny is rid of its practical aspect and reduced to a lesser purpose: in virile 

women, androgyny is not the positive, voluntary expression of an Other gender but rather 

serves only to conceal feminine gender. This breakdown neglects the fact that in 

contemporary culture many sartorial elements from the “masculine” athletic sphere have been 

reappropriated by women and "feminized": tank tops, sweat pants, flak jackets or fluorescent 

sneakers. It also neglects the notion that athletic women could be considered attractive.  

In Amara’s discussion of resistance to masculine domination, it becomes clear that 

some modes are preferred above others. Though she proposes the category of "Those who 

resist," androgynous, virile, assertive women of the type mentioned above are patently not 

included. The only type of resistance that can be qualified as truly resistant—which 

successfully escape false consciousness—is that of the women she calls "make-up" warriors, 

women who adopt conventional postures of feminine gender expression. Amara salutes the 

behavior of these girls even if she mentions in passing that they are far removed from her 

generation's days of burning bras in public: 
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I could not round off this typology of young women’s behaviour without talking about those who resist 
and in fact represent the majority… For young women of my generation, the fight for equality was the 
way we asserted ourselves, but these girls do not fight. They try to resist by being themselves, by 
continuing to wear revealing clothing, by dressing in fashion, by using makeup, sometimes 
outrageously…” (69-75)  
 

Amara is quick to salute the agency of women involved in processes that might be interpreted 

as “queer”: re-creation (make-up), passing (strategic donnings and removals of traditional 

clothing according to social environment), and re-attributions of tradition and religion ("God 

gave me a beautiful body and so I'll show it off," says one respondent). Yet Amara dismisses 

the agency of gender performance that emphasizes masculine rather than feminine traits. The 

passage could also be read as a striking, Rousseauian naturalization of femininity. While the 

dismissal of virile women’s resistance might be justified in light of the destructive tactic of 

violence sometimes adopted by girl gangs, the fact that these gangs have targeted men in itself 

deserves commentary. Though Amara may be justified in criticizing violence, she 

problematically assumes its mimetic nature, and fails to comment on the fact that in this 

scenario, girls assume a role other than that of victim, the position she most often assigns to 

them. 

Pascal Duret—a sociologist of sports, youth, and the body—echoes Amara when he 

explains how virile and combative banlieue women incorporate a norm rather than create it 

themselves. In the passage cited below he describes a fight among teenage girls that started 

when one criticized the other for dancing suggestively at a party:  

...In the projects, the norm of virility is so urgent (pressante) that it can very well be coveted by girls. 
Thus, what changes in the projects is that, despite the spectacular domination of boys over girls, 
violence also becomes a girl's affair. Nora, the most manly of all the girls in her neighborhood, explains 
how in her class, she's the caïd63... Nora strikes without hesitation. The hits delivered have nothing to do 
with traditional catfights or hair-pulling (crêpages de chignons). The confrontation occurred in a 
masculine mode of impact. Roughed up, the party-pooper had to abandon combat, not without 
unleashing a broadside of insults (also virile: "slut,” “enculée”64). This altercation is in total conformity 
with the heavily codified model of masculine brawls. They stage virility in order to claim it. After 
announcing herself in this way, she leaves no room for concilation... 
Nora is not the only one to incorporate these warrior values, she tells us how one of her friends, Salima, 
is even “harder” than she is... (65-66) 65 
 

                                                
63 The leader of a gang. 
64 Someone who gets anally penetrated. 
65 Duret, Pascal. Les Jeunes et l’identité masculine. Presses universitaires de France, 1999. 
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Duret reveals, in his comment about “catfights,” surprise at women’s forcefulness that betrays 

a certain respect for gender conformity, and also gives men exclusive ownership of violence. 

In another reading, girl gangs could be said to participate in setting the standard for a non-

gendered virility; for Duret and Amara however, unmooring virility from masculinity is 

strangely read as a pathological disturbance of gender. 

The condemnation of female recourse to combativity is not limited to girl gangs in this 

type of discourse. Here is what Amara says about the wearing of the hijab: 

…As someone who is very attached to fundamental freedoms, I think religious practice is 
legitimate when it is a personal choice, without pressure or constraint, but above all when it 
respects the norms of a secular society.  

It is possible, in fact, to distinguish different categories of young women who wear the 
headscarf. First of all, there are those who wear it because they believe that the fact that they 
practice their religion affords them a legitimate existence…  

But there are many young women who, forbidden any outward display of femininity, 
wear the headscarf above all as armor, supposed to protect them from male aggression… 
 Finally the third category of women who wear the headscarf includes those whom I call 
“soldiers of green fascism.” In general these are women who attended university and who, behind 
this emblematic headscarf, fight for a social project that is dangerous for our democracy. These are 
not disturbed kids, troubled or searching for an identity… No these are real (activists)! They often 
begin their justification of wearing the headscarf by explaining that, in their view, it is part of a 
process of emancipation. It bothers me to hear them talk about freedom of expression because 
behind this symbol is a project for a different society than our own: a fascist-like society that has 
nothing to do with democracy… (69-75) 
 

Though Amara begins by declaring religious practice to be a legitimate expression of liberty 

she proceeds to outline a series of limitations on that liberty, starting with an open-ended and 

somewhat cryptic injunction to respect secularism or else. In a previous section, she declares 

the veil incompatible with freedom, rendering the religious practice of a great number of the 

women seemingly included in her previous affirmation of religious liberty, illegitimate. 

Constructed in Amara's perspective on women who opt for the veil (in its protective “armor” 

role) is a virilization of the veil. That sartorial item would repress an essentialized, internal 

femininity that is declared to be incompatible with Islamic practice. In such a view, there is no 

room for freedom of gender expression: women who might accent their hijab styling with 

make-up, who play with textile color, draping and transparency while respecting the laws they 
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believe to be religiously mandated.66  

 The choice of the term "armor" contributes to the vilification of women who make the 

choice to be actively combative. Though Amara’s use of armor evokes a defensive passivity, 

much testimony of proudly veiled women, when interviewed by newspapers, has built up the 

positive and active connotation of their sartorial choice, which they declare to afford them 

self-confidence and an increase in social mobility. The assertiveness of women, valued when 

they are unveiled and feminine, is dismissed when that assertiveness gets expressed through 

religious means. In much mediatic testimony by veiled women, the gendering of the veil via 

the question of a male gaze (alluded to in portrayals of the veil as patriarchal body censorship) 

is often rendered irrelevant, as these women state that they wear the veil in modesty before an 

ungendered, unitary God, not men. Amara designated these women as soldiers with a sardonic 

tone, participating in the transatlantic promotion of the concept of "Islamo-fascism," or green 

fascism (green being the symbolic color of Islam). The routine insult of “ninja,” designating 

Muslim women who wear the full body veil, is not far-removed from such rhetoric. Having 

passed several emancipation “tests” (higher education degrees, active community 

engagement, leaving home confinement), these women fail crucially in Amara’s 

understanding because their combat is of the "wrong" nature, all the more dangerous for 

having the appearance of being “sane.”  

 In the representational economy of La Cité du mâle as in the NPNS book, female 

virility is reduced to an impoverished imitation of patriarchy. It loses its capacity to express 

the non-essentialist nature of virility, to divorce virility from the male sex. It is useful here to 

recall the words of Judith Halberstam, from the introduction to her pioneering work, Female 

Masculinity67: 

                                                
66 This masculinization of the veil clashes with feminizations of the veil that have been carried out by 
psychoanalysts, like Fethi Benslama, who deduces the symbolic ramifications of the veil ban in a text examined 
in Chapter Two.  
67 Halberstam, Judith. Female Masculinity. Duke University Press, 1998.  
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 I claim in this book that far from being an imitation of maleness, female masculinity actually affords us 
a glimpse of how masculinity is constructed as masculinity. In other words, female masculinities are 
framed as the rejected scraps of dominant masculinity in order that male masculinity may appear to be 
the real thing… I detail the many ways in which female masculinity has been blatantly ignored both in 
the culture at large and within academic studies of masculinity. This widespread indifference to female 
masculinity, I suggest, has clearly ideological motivations and has sustained the complex social 
structures that wed masculinity to maleness and to power and domination (my emphasis)…If what we 
call “dominant masculinity” appears to be a naturalized relation between maleness and power, then it 
makes little sense to examine men for the contours of that masculinity’s social construction. 
Masculinity, this book will claim, becomes legible as masculinity where and when it leaves the white 
male middle-class body… My book refuses the futility long associated with the tomboy narrative and 
instead seizes on the opportunity to recognize and ratify differently gendered bodies and subjectivities. 
(1-8) 
 

Halberstam aims to restore agency to unconventional women deprived of consciousness by 

commentators who are unable to imagine them in a leadership role. She also introduces a 

crucial race and class component, which shows how recourse to virility, and the very 

construction of virility, can be associated with factors other than gender. Virility surfacing in 

banlieue subjects, and especially female banlieue subjects, makes virility “legible” as a 

neutral, freestanding concept, one that is contructed rather than naturalized. Ethnic and class 

background in this case would constitute a more important factor than sex in explaining the 

prevalence of virility. Halberstam rejects the futility of bonhommes (seen by Sanchez as odd 

and confused persons) and highlights their case in elucidating how power works. She shows, 

furthermore, how the dismissal of female “virility” reinforces male masculine domination, the 

very thing Sanchez and company purported to combat.  

 

Ethnographic obfuscation in the Homo-ghetto: 
 

Combative virility has also been condemned, in mainstream activist discourse, when 

adopted as a mode of resistance or coping by sexual minorities. In 2009, a colleague of Fadela 

Amara’s at NPNS—the former BeurFM69 editor-in-chief Franck Chaumont70—published 

                                                
69 Speaking of a radio experience that convinced him of the necessity to write the book, Chaumont referred back 
to a BeurFM broadcast on attitudes toward homosexuality. It was this episode that led to his work with NPNS: 
"Without a doubt, that was the day I became conscious for the first time of the lag between the city-center 
population and that of the projects on the homosexual question. The listeners' commentaries were terribly 
violent. The mere fact of organizing a show on the theme of homosexuality passed for a scandal... I had had to 
take up the communication helm of the association NPNS in order to realize this... to flip the switch that led to 
the writing of this book" (8-9). 
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Homo-Ghetto, an investigative report on homosexual life in the banlieue.71 It featured a cover 

image almost as grim as its content: focusing at an upward angle on a housing project façade 

in the bleak Brutalist style, the shot dwells on a single window, similar to all the gray others 

except for a vivid pink blind which shields the inside from outside scrutiny. The immediate 

symbolism suggests pink to be the color of gay liberation but also privacy: the singular 

window provides an individualist spark against a crushing and monochromatic 

communautarisme.72 In the book’s accompanying jacket blurb, Chaumont describes his 

respondents, most of whom requested anonymity, as being “hauts en couleur,” an expression 

that figuratively means “of strong and memorable personality.” More literally, just as the pink 

window cell on the upper floors suggests, it translates to “high in color.” An alternative 

reading, however, might find this fluorescent hue—superimposed onto the black-and-white 

book cover via color manipulation—to be an almost artificial addition, an out-of-place burst 

of character that would seem unnaturally grafted onto the banlieue, despite the homosexual 

respondents’ longstanding roots there. The pink enhancement affirms homosexuality in 

working-class areas to be a kind of post-modern supplement—post-modern in the 

architectural sense of associating esoteric or anachronistic elements. Furthermore, the fleshy 

connotations of pink evoke a raw vulnerability that elicits the viewer’s protective instincts.  

Two readings of this image—parallels to which can be found in various forms 

throughout our corpus—underscore a “beleaguered” status of homosexuality in the banlieue. 

The first reading does so in order to recover homosexuality from a hostile (yet native) 

environment, and the second to stigmatize it as foreign for the purposes of expulsion. Neither 

interpretation examines the extent to which sexual marginality has been “indigenously” 
                                                                                                                                                   
70 Marteau, Stéphanie. "Ni putes ni soumises : un appareil idéologique d’Etat".www.mouvements.info. Extract 
from Marteau, Stéphanie and Pascale Tounier. Black, Blanc, Beur.... Albin Michel, 2006.  
http://www.mouvements.info/Ni-Putes-Ni-Soumises-un-appareil.html. Accessed 2/1/12. 
71 Op. cit.. 
72 This word, which often carries a negative connotation, translates to “communitarianism” and refers to the 
tendency of minority groups (sexual, ethnic, or religious) to stick together and thus form somewhat segregated or 
uniform communities, an outcome which (apart from the sexual minority case) can also be the result of decisions 
regarding the concentration of the urban poor in designated areas. 
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produced in the banlieue, nor the possibility of a “queer” banlieue influence on the city 

center. Such a dichotomous antagonism between structurally similar perspectives on 

homosexuality recalls Joseph Massad’s contention in Desiring Arabs that LGBT international 

rights organization and Islamist groups in Egypt resembled each other insofar as they each 

sought to identify (and more importantly make visible) homosexuals, the first for the purposes 

of “saving” them and justifying their “contentious” presence, and the second for the purposes 

of stigmatization and the condemnation of western influence on local mores. Forging a 

parallel: in the banlieue as in Egypt, such readings reduce and revise a heritage of sexual 

diversity according to the intelligibility of the visible and public alone. These approaches 

neglect the less tangible, private, and communitarian ways in which sexual marginality has 

strategically presented itself in periurban areas of immigrant working classes where visible 

individualization might not be viable or might function in a non-emancipatory way. 

While the book jacket’s rhetoric seems to support a resistant sexual individuality when 

it comes to being visibly gay, it is ironic that Chaumont is less tolerant of other, perhaps more 

discreet forms of sexual droit à la difference, as the title’s alarmist sub-heading (“les 

clandestins de la République”) makes clear.73 It is this very clandestine sexuality that is 

deprived the droit de cité (or the right to stake out a position of citizenship) in Chaumont’s 

restrictive sexual liberation. The desire to melt into the (sexual) Republican fabric is assumed, 

and desires for sexual non-assimilation are thus never entertained.  

In this section, I examine how LGBT activists employ the figure of the clandestine, 

proudly banlieusard, male homosexual to warn of the dangerous monopoly of a culturally-

informed sexism over homosexual life in the banlieues. Though an element of sexism is 

traceable in the speech of Homo-ghetto’s interviewees, an even stronger element of both 

heterosexism and homonormativity is evidenced by Chaumont’s attempts to discount the 

                                                
73 “Le droit à la difference” translates to “the right to difference.” 
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legitimacy of homosexuals “happy” to reside in the banlieues. The “sexism” and 

“intolerance” of banlieusard homosexuals who have not yet made the escape to the city 

center, I argue, are employed by homonormative activists to wash their hands clean of the 

LGBT mainstream’s own communitarianism, cultural intolerance, and failure to achieve 

comprehensive gay rights.  

In Homo-ghetto, one portrait in particular stands out for its intolerance of Other 

homosexualities, a chapter entitled “Madjid: Faggot and Thug?” (“Madjid: pédé et 

racaille?”). The punctuating question mark places a strong ambivalence on the conjunction 

“and,” as if to point out the mutual exclusivity of being gay, physically virile, and an exhibitor 

of the sartorial codes of male homo-social banlieue youth in France. While never announcing 

the type of homosexual expression it actually does support, Chaumont’s account vaguely 

sketches an undefined universalist and normative homosexuality that the reader has to flesh 

out as the opposite or “photo-negative” of the condemned banlieue homosexuality. The 

chapter is remarkable for its attempt to counteract the contents of Madjid’s speech through 

aggressive editorializing—contents that threaten to put pressure on the homo-normativity 

(disguised as sexual liberation) that some activists have deployed to stamp out virile 

masculinity as “non-progressive.” As the first character portrait in the series of interviews 

making up Homo-ghetto, Madjid’s sets a tone consistently heard in Chaumont’s speech. He 

evidences a rhetorical desire to puncture banlieue subjects’ “false” strategies of self-

valorization—recalling the earlier, dismissive portrayals of virile women—strategies created 

in difficult circumstances that would seem to require an “unacceptable” compromise on the 

sexual liberation vaguely defined by Chaumont. Especially for those banlieue subjects who 

lead embattled but nevertheless contented lives (by their own proclamation), this rhetorical 

repression targets strategies of self-preservation, resistance, and negotiations of libertés 

tempérées (“tempered liberties,” to borrow a term from Guénif-Souilamas). In Chaumont’s 
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book, this puncturing of the vigor, jubilation, and even humor involved in strategies of staking 

out an advantageous position in urban settings does not target only the “usual suspects” 

(virilist male youth of Afro/Caribbean or North African background), but also banlieue 

lesbians who, as we have seen, have adopted a strategic virility with a visible measure of 

integration in their neighborhoods. It also targets the proudly effeminate “white” and visibly 

minority young boys who, despite encountering a very real homophobia where and when it 

does occur, have mastered “talking back.” They impose themselves physically, avoid 

miserabilism, and declare themselves, to Chaumont’s shock, content in the banlieue. At each 

juncture, Chaumont treats with skepticism assertions of “happiness” by these subjects, who 

display forms of sexual dissidence (in terms of reappropriation and redefinition of gender 

norms) yet are altogether integrated in their neighborhoods in so far as they have appropriated 

and mastered the tools of banlieue distinction that are supposedly the domain of heterosexual 

men alone.  

I cite at length Chaumont’s writing-over of Madjid’s words to show that, while 

Chaumont aims to do the work of the investigative journalist who owes it to his reading 

public to be critically vigilant at all times—in order to assure impartiality and bring in context 

and perspective—he goes beyond this “call of duty” to deform the speech of his interlocutors 

until he can draw forth a gaffe that would confirm his pre-established thesis of sexual anti-

modernity: 

Homosexual and homophobic, sometimes a thug, sometimes a faggot; hostage of the projects, 
Madjid incarnates the disarray of an idle (désoeuvrée) and disoriented youth generation, living 
within a closed jar… Very relaxed, yet hyperactive (he can’t stay still), he is very attentive to his 
looks and plays himself off as a “hottie,” as he says (se la joue “gossbo”). Our interview opened 
with one of his questions: “Did you see my Lacoste?” Such is Madjid: beneath his airs of a 
rouleur de mécaniques,we see that he is still but a child…74 (17-27) 
 

Reading Homo-Ghetto’s impressionistic investigation (often footnoted as a source in 

subsequent journalistic articles on homosexuality in the banlieues), one cannot help but 

                                                
74 “Rouleur de mécaniques” is an idiomatic expression that loosely translates to: someone with powerful but 
exaggerated gestures designed to impress the impressionable. 
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imagine ethnographers ready to pounce on faulty methodology, so inflected are Chaumont’s 

analyses with an uninterrogated class and cultural slant. Such an investigation would explore, 

without excusing or justifying what is objectionable in Madjid’s speech, the conditions which 

lead virilism to be read as juvenile and anti-modern, rather than as an instrument formed by 

contemporary socio-economic circumstances. The speech of virile sexual minorities has rarely 

(save for the outer reaches of queer theory) been read as anything other than the reification of 

a timeless patriarchy. Even more rarely has it been interpreted as the possible response to the 

gendered humiliation of their immigrant parents’ generation, as these youth might perceive 

it75. In the gay mainstream press, commentators have often depoliticized virile homosexual 

identity by calling it juvenile or a compensation technique, but few have interpreted virilism 

as a highly politicized gender reaction to class and race conformism in the gay community. 

Such is the lens through which one can begin a critique of Chaumont’s analyses, not to excuse 

or look charitably on virilist abuses where they do occur, but rather to consider the 

condemnation of virility in relation to a homonormativity rapidly consolidating around 

particular class, culture and race determinants.  

 Seen as a prisoner of his banlieue environs, what nevertheless transpires through 

Madjid and his tales (adjusted for the histrionic exagerration youths are sometimes prone to) 

is a capacity for urban mobility and cross-class interactions, evident in his later anecdotes 

about meeting other men in the city center. Chaumont’s one-way focus on Madjid’s 

contradictions sheds light on how contradiction in Homo-ghetto is criticized when committed 

by others but elided when committed by the author. The way Chaumont recurrently evokes 

contradiction in Madjid ironically echoes the debilitating gestures of 19th century Western 

European medicine, which, as recounted by Foucault, was in the habit of diagnosing 

homosexuals as alienated, their “performances” and coping mechanisms laughably 

                                                
75 See section three of Chapter Two, on the “Impotent Father,” p. 175-176. 
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transparent, greeted with non-applause by peremptory doctors.76 In a similar sense, Chaumont 

refuses to allow the figure of the “homo-thug” to get away with “passing” through more than 

one community (heterosexual, homosexual, banlieue, or centre-ville), an ease of movement 

across borders facilitated by that figure’s successful performance of virility.77 Thus, an 

activist who describes himself as an enemy of communitarianism (Chaumont) is shown to 

oppose strategies that would seek to break out of communitarian restrictions through 

“passing.” This double standard is possible because some communitarianisms (those of sexual 

minorities) are more desirable than others (those of ethnic minorities) in Chaumont’s 

hierarchy. Chaumont’s place within a community never faces the same scrutiny that Madjid’s 

does. The vocabulary of performance—employed to opposing ends by both Madjid and 

Chaumont—places Madjid’s behaviour into a decidedly “queer” register, while a suprisingly 

essentialist Chaumont seems to attach more importance to authenticity and falseness. With his 

techniques of convincing, of passing, of getting what he wants by other means, of adapting 

according to shifting contexts, of turning a stigmatized element (lower-class dress, swagger, 

aggressive posture) into one valorized and even eroticized, Madjid threatens to destabilize the 

interview with “queer” material. Chaumont’s inability to resist describing Madjid’s looks 

shows that the attention paid to gesture and body language performance has obtained a 

reluctant audience. Madjid’s reappropriation of country-club attire (he has turned up the collar 

of his polo shirt, imitating a popular street fashion) must be dismissed as a mistake of 

youthfulness rather than acknowledged as a class-defiant gesture. His queer potential must be 

                                                
76 Chaumont’s dismissive rhetoric recalls this passage from Kenneth Lewes’ history of the psycho-analytical 
treatment of male homosexuality. Here he describes the early analyst Bergler and his views, alienating to the 
point of being humorous: 
"What is so extraordinary about Bergler's work on homosexuality is the intemperate and abusive tone he adopted 
when describing his patients. He was frequently annoyed and exasperated by their behaviour, by their 'unique... 
megalomaniacal superciliousness' and their 'amazing degree of unreliability... There are no happy homosexuals,' 
he claimed denying his patients' assertions to the contrary… Claims of bisexual potency are spurious: 'Nobody 
can dance at two weddings at the same time, not even the wizard of a homosexual.' "  
Lewes, Kenneth. Psychoanalysis and Male Homosexuality (20th anniversary edition). Jason Aronson Inc., 1999.  
77 Though homosexuals exhibiting a “virile” appearance may pass unnoticed in the banlieues, thus benefiting 
from increased mobility, the noticeability of “virile” banlieue men in gay centers however has less often been 
conceived as a limitation on mobility, or conceived as an inconvenience for those subjects “noticed.” 
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defused, passed off as yet another performance, something which one “plays at” (se la joue 

goss-bo). The interviewer is humorless in the face of Madjid’s refusal to greet the 

circumstances of his sexual and social life with anything other than a laughter that shirks 

miserabilism.  

These alienating views, ostensibly in the service of gay liberation, are further in 

evidence here: 

Madjid prefers boys to girls, but hates faggots (pédés). That’s how he artlessly admitted to me that 
he had organized a punitive expedition to throw cans of beer at homosexuals, on l’île du Ramier, 
one of Toulouse’s main cruising grounds. Like a real (security) guard from the projects, he 
violently rejects the social representation of homosexuality. In his hierarchy of values, the passive 
homosexual, is inexcusable… That’s the homosexual par excellence, the one who gets fucked, 
who is submissive… In contrast, the active homosexual can be “pardoned” because his sexual 
practices remain dominant, he does not chip away at the sacrosanct myth of virility: “The passive 
homosexual, is a feeble guy. An active guy, that’s power, he is very much solicited. I am both of 
those, but I feel more active. If I am passive with someone and it doesn’t go well, I would feel 
swindled or tricked (roulé). Imagine that tonight, I meet a guy and have sexual intercourse, well 
the guy, if he wants to fuck me, I would fuck him first. I would have been the dominant one and 
not the submissive. That’s how it is with guys from the hood (des quartiers). When you’re active, 
you dominate, you’re stronger!”... Active or passive, Madjid is not proud of his homosexuality.  
 

Madjid’s punitive expedition, while never recounted in his own words, is appropriately 

condemned and its gravity noted. Beyond this, however, what surfaces in Chaumont’s 

description is a disavowal of multiple ways of being homosexual. From the perspective of 

sexual diversity activists, such a pluralism might be considered welcome, if it weren’t for the 

regrettable fact, in this case, that differentiation relative to gay identity becomes evident 

through the outbreak of violence. Considering the vexed history of the argotic term “pédé” — 

linked at its origin to paedophilia, then evolving to include “faggot,” and more recently being 

reappropriated as a term of unapologetic gay self-definition—the word’s pejorative charge 

still stings, its self-referential uses quite narrow even today. The term, however, stands as 

code in Madjid’s argotic lexicon for a mainstream form of homosexual identitarian expression 

that he, as a declaredly different kind of homosexual, rejects, or at least doesn’t recognize 

himself in. This hinges, of course, on whether one accepts that there may be different ways of 

being gay, an idea inadmissible in gay universalist rhetoric. Could Madjid’s framing of 

homosexual differences, behind its exclusionary violence, mask an internecine conflict in the 
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gay community, in which a working-class, multi-ethnic homosexual group (for which 

Madjid’s “homothug” figure might be a representative) has become estranged from the 

mainstream to the point of coining vocabularies to differentiate one “type” of homosexual 

from another? Or are these self-declared “homothugs” merely reiterating a conventional 

hetero-normativity and patriarchy? When such inter-homosexual acts are subsumed under a 

general homophobia, and not a specific sexual intolerance according to which one section of 

the gay community rejects another, this dimension of class and race-based differentation is 

lost.  

  Chaumont ascribes various roles to Madjid, none of which seem to stick. By referring 

to Madjid as a security guard, he takes Madjid’s rejection of public identitarian homosexuality 

and frames it as a form of policing.78 In so doing, he reduces Madjid to a status of social and 

professional immobility: the dead-end security guard jobs that many (often educated) youth of 

minority background interpret as the glass ceiling of their upward mobility.79 Instead of 

attributing Madjid’s rejectionism to a dispute about homosexual self-presentation, Chaumont 

provides a flimsy explanation reflecting the superficiality of many neo-Orientalist “gay travel 

guides” to sexuality in the Middle East: in Arab sexual mores, only the passive homosexual 

would be punished, while the active party would be valorized.80 Continuing with this tourism 

guide trope, a recurrent feature of Chaumont’s writing is a self-imposed obligation to provide 

explanatory footnotes, sometimes even for neologisms and argotic terms that have been 

integrated within popular speech for some time, something which reveals a certain 

estrangement from youth culture. The recurrence of footnotes, in passages describing 

Madjid’s sexual practices and beliefs about orientation, suggests an underlying notion that the 

                                                
78 The trope of the Franco-Arab man who polices sexuality is explored in André Téchiné’s Les Témoins. See the 
portrait of the character Mehdi in Chapter Four, p. 265-267. 
79 Benguigui, Yamina (dir.). Le Plafond de verre. Bandits Productions, 2006.  
80 For instance, the offerings of Jehoeda Sofer and Michael Luongo. 
Luongo, Michael. Gay Travels in the Muslim World. Haworth Press, 2007. 
Soefer, Jehoeda and Arno Schmitt. Sexuality and Eroticism among Males in Moslem Societies. Haworth Press 
1992. 
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“abnormality” of his point of view has to be ceaselessly explained away. Chaumont positions 

himself as an ethnographic guide for territories that are blatantly domestic, unconsciously 

reproducing the originally self-reflexive gesture of works like Passagers du Roissy Express.81 

In that photo-essay, the banlieues at a 10-minute distance from Paris are exoticized to the 

point of travel literature, in order to provide social commentary on their isolation from the city 

center. Unlike the authors of Passagers, who arguably sought to be unsettled by the people 

and situations they encountered, Chaumont as ethnographer maintains an ambivalent relation 

to his informant, whose “truth value” changes according to the utility of Madjid’s speech to 

his argument: Madjid’s testimony “counts” when it validates misérabiliste self-estrangement, 

but doesn’t count when it threatens homo-normative strictures, becoming false consciousness. 

  The very principle that Chaumont declares to be at the foundation of Madjid’s 

internalized homophobia—that only the passive partner in intercourse would be 

homosexual—is clearly rejected by Madjid in his very next phrase. Chaumont does not 

register the fact that Madjid engages in insertive as well as receptive sexual relations, in this 

case within the same session. Glossing over the shifting strategy of self-presentation Madjid 

engages in, Chaumont seems to abhor the erotic philosophy at the core of Madjid’s rhetoric. 

Madjid’s understanding posits that the “bout” to determine the passive partner is itself erotic: 

such negotiations between two apparent “tops” erotically conceal the possibility (which might 

have reassured Chaumont if explicitly disclosed) that both partners could “bottom.” In 

contrast, Chaumont’s dismissal would seem to recommend a philosophy of imperative sexual 

versatility and almost contractual exchange, a top-down enforcement of similitude. In this 

latter version, self-presentation is not distinguished from sexual practice. Madjid states, firstly, 

that he mostly pursues other like-minded Franco-Arab sexual partners, and secondly, that his 

sexual relations involve penetration for both partners. Thus Chaumont’s fears of the 

                                                
81 Maspéro, François and Anaïk Frantz. Passagers du Roissy Express. Seuil, 2004. 
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banishment of sexual passivity (the supposed condition of homosexual “pride”) from the 

practices of the Franco-Arabs MSM’s under study cannot be logically considered.82  

  Selective disclosures about one’s sexual preferences, as well as negotiations about 

roles, are of course not the exclusive domain of Franco-Arab MSM’s, although it would seem 

so upon reading this text. Madjid even represents himself to a journalist as someone who 

partakes in passive homosexual sex as an identitarian choice, by saying “I am both.” This is 

not the speech of someone wishing to conceal his sexual versatility. Madjid plays with 

representation on a level Chaumont glosses over, suggesting that the appearance of opting for 

active homosexuality is what he finds attractive, a fully separate consideration from what may 

or may not happen in the bedroom. Madjid’s point of view is echoed across web forums and 

personal ad sites (like those of the Franco-Arab gay social network Kelma.org) in a preference 

for “virile passives”: a sexual “type” that has all the appearance of being a “top” (in so far as 

there are essentialist stereotypes of a “top” physique or persona), but who will “bottom” in the 

privacy of a negotiated sexual union.83 The possibility of sexual practice differing from 

outward appearance supplies its own excitement, a situation contrasting with wearing one’s 

(sexual role) identity on one’s sleeve. Implicit in Chaumont’s omission is the falsely 

progressive and intolerant sexual doctrine of “imperative versatility.” He speaks of a 

“hierarchy of values” but not that unspoken and uninterrogated hierarchy by which anything 

other than a universalist versatility of non-differentiated sexual roles is to be condemned: sex, 

within these limitations, must never involve an erotics of difference, not even on the level of 

fantasy.  

                                                
82 “MSM,” a term borrowed from the disciplines of sociology and public health, stands for “Men who have sex 
with men” and is useful for describing homosexual patterns of practice that are not necessarily identitarian or 
exclusively homosexual. Not normally used for self-designation, the term has sometimes been criticized for 
reifying an identitarian understanding of homosexuality (since it remains a designation of types of persons), 
despite being coined to avoid this. Terms of self-designation used to describe such clandestine, non-identitarian 
sexual behaviour include, in the French context, “discret,” its backslang equivalent “scred,” or even “hors 
milieu,” which translate to “discreet” or “outside the gay community.” 
83 More crudely, the approximate American terminology for this disposition would be “butch on the streets, 
bottom in the sheets.” 



 

 

60 
 

 An aversion to celebrating virility thus emerges in Homo-ghetto’s culturalist analysis 

of sexual roles among Franco-Arab MSMs. Such an aversion seems inconsistent with the 

images circulating in the gay mass media, which valorize virility on the esthetic level yet 

condemn it when asserted in identitarian fashion by Franco-Arab MSMs. Madjid goes beyond 

the limits of the MSM category, adopting an identitarian understanding of homosexuality (“Je 

suis les deux… actif et passif”), in a way that would put to rest objections accusing Franco-

Arab MSMs of abrogating homosexual identitarian “responsibilities” (Ils ne s’assument pas: 

they don’t “assume” themselves, or are not open about their sexuality). When speaking of that 

night’s hypothetical sexual encounter, instead of telling a story about unilaterally imposing his 

exclusively active sexuality on a passive recipient, Madjid acknowledges that he could very 

well be perceived as someone who might attract active partners (“if he wants to fuck me…”), 

and thus that his self-presentation suggests a possible separation between stated role and 

actual role. In addition, he acknowledges that whatever sexual relations transpire would be the 

result of negotiation (and not imposition), as are any of the everyday sexual relations 

contracted by “ordinary” people to the point of being absolutely banal, unrepresentative of 

anything suggesting a disconnect between banlieue and city-center sexualities. Speaking of 

his hypothetical sexual encounter, Madjid has evidently “amped himself up” in anticipation of 

a consensual sporting match in which winning or losing is not as important as the competition 

of formidable opponents. Chaumont glosses over Madjid’s clear, almost chest-thumping 

“pride” in a particular form of virile homosexual praxis. This “gay pride” however differs 

from the undefined kind Madjid is accused of lacking, to the point that Madjid’s practices are 

expelled from accepted and recognizable homosexual practice.  

 A rich illustration of exactly this clash of perspectives—on whether virilism 

constitutes internalized homophobia or is just a particular form of homosexual desire—can be 

found in the world of graphic novels. In the series Momosexuel—which combines the 
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diminutive of the name “Mohammed” and the word “homosexual”—illustrator Kim Roselier 

chronicles the life of a “homo-thug” who passes freely between the projects and the Marais 

(the gay center of Paris).84 Momosexuel captures the eroticization of homosexual sex as virile 

combat, while humorously mocking the protagonist’s nausea before what he considers to be 

the “female.” In a strip entitled “Momosexual: Lesson Two,” the bearded and athletic Momo 

glares at the reader and proclaims in capital letters: “Making love to a woman is based on 

worthless kisses and caresses (à deux balles), it's a ladyboy thing (femmelette), when I fuck 

with a guy, it's a kind of brawl (baston) except that we use our dicks, you see what I mean? I 

can tell you right now it's not something for faggots.” Though the illustrator derides Momo’s 

homosexual aversion of the feminine as irrational and comically extreme, he also seems to 

take great pleasure in having Momo speak provocatively, constantly casting him in flattering 

situations in which he appears to be sexist and physically threatening, only to have him “come 

out” in the last frame as a sensitive and misunderstood “homo-thug” with a big mouth but also 

a sentimental heart. A similarly illustrative vignette is “Raquéquette" (a play on “raquet” and 

the slang diminutive of “penis”), in which Momo demands an effeminate homosexual 

teenager’s phone as if to steal it. When the boy nervously relinquishes the device, Momo says, 

“I want your phone number you idiot!” The startled teenager stutters an answer, and Momo 

leaves him standing there disoriented, walking away with an over-the-shoulder “I’ll call you.” 

Hearts appear in the teenager’s eyes as he mutters to himself: “What a crazy guy… .” In the 

vignette “Boulette,” the illustrator depicts Momo with a banlieusard friend who has just been 

seriously roughed up. The friend begins to complain about having been mugged by a bunch of 

“faggots.” Momo glares at him with the promise of an even worse beating and the friend 

quickly changes the designation to “enculés… I mean bastards! I mean bastards!”85 The 

pejorative “pédé” or “faggot” is highly variable and unstable in Momosexuel’s usage, 
                                                
84 Roselier, Kim. "Momosexuel: L'Histoire de momo, le lascar homosexuel".  http://momosexuel.blogspot.com/. 
Consulted 2/5/2012. 
85 The plural of a person who gets anally penetrated.  
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employed in one instance to underline an almost cultural difference in regard to the exhibition 

of sexual orientation, only to be grasped self-referentially in a later instance, embraced 

combatively as the word “bitch” has been by some alternative feminists. The Momosexuel 

strips, beside bringing humor to a humorless subject, evidence the same extolling of 

combativity visible in the portraits of female gang members and virile banlieue girls seen 

earlier. 

 Despite the editorial suffocation in Homo-ghetto, Madjid can still expand upon this 

preference for men and situations which epitomize the expression “you can’t judge a book by 

its cover,” this time in regards to the intersection between religion, cultural origins and 

attitudes toward sexuality: 

Ignorant in terms of knowledge of the Koran like many youth his age, he is persuaded that his 
homosexuality places him in contravention of his religion: “Homosexuality is not normal, it’s not in 
Nature, it’s not in the Koran. I’m a believer but non-practicing because I don’t see myself planning a 
hook-up between two prayers, I won’t pray as long as I’m homosexual; if I have to wait 70 years to 
pray, so be it…” 
The liberated relationship the Gauls have with their own homosexuality shocks him: “At first, I had 
relationships with Europeans, but I didn’t like it because they are too frank, they tell you they liked the 
fucking they got and they want to do it again.”86 For him, what with homosexuality being a form of 
deviance, it is inseparable from the secret, from clandestinity, from guilt. Which is exactly what excites 
him: “The Maghrebis, they are more embarrassed (gêné), they have a sense of vice and that’s what I 
prefer…” 
 

Just as Chaumont reproaches Madjid for being too categorical in regard to what his religion 

dictates about homosexuality, Chaumont categorically declares Madjid ignorant of theology. 

Whether the Koran employs the term “homosexuality” at all is in actuality a matter of 

considerable debate, Madjid would find at least some support in his view that “homosexuality 

is not in the Koran,” which can be ambivalently interpreted to mean “it’s not legislated upon” 

just as well as “it’s not part of the behaviour condoned by religion.”87 The dismissal of 

Madjid’s theological knowledge channels the commonplace assumption about banlieue youth 

being unable to read Arabic and retaining only the deformed ahadith (sayings of the Prophet) 

and suras (Koranic “chapters”) which serve their “phallocentric” lifestyle. While he points out 
                                                
86 “Gauls” loosely translates to being one of the original French peoples or Gaulois. 
Chaumont’s note: surname given to those of French “Caucasian” stock in the projects. 
87 See Introduction, p. 2-3. 
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that “guilt-ridden sex” is hypocritical and regressive, Chaumont does not take note of the non-

normativity involved in, among other things, Madjid’s selective religious observance, his 

willing adoption of a practice that he calls un-Islamic, the self-fragmentation involved in 

dividing one’s sexual life into various phases, the malleability of sexual identity, the 

separation of sex from marriage, the longest of longviews taken in regard to a spiritual goal 

(praying), and the novelty of being religious at all in a time of estrangement between sexual 

minorities and religious organizations. This estrangement is part of a cold divorce culminating 

in a mainstream gay secular agenda that has mostly abandoned spiritual “citizenship” as a 

relevant avenue for its activism.  

Overall, Chaumont reserves the epithet “liberated” for a type of homosexual 

comportment that engages in the public disclosure of one’s orientation, and suggests in 

contrast that a homosexuality of willing clandestinity cannot be emancipated. Madjid 

describes an eroticism of discretion that engages playfully with a concept of sinfulness and 

prudishness: a heterosexual equivalent could be the popular erotica playing on the modesty of 

nuns, teachers, or, very prominent in the French heterosexual erotica, veiled women.88 

Chaumont however finds this schizophrenic when incarnated by Madjid. He rejects the erotic 

restraint involved in a “striptease” both of the body and the self, that of revealing oneself 

gradually, an element that is the cornerstone of many seduction schemes in non-pathologized 

sexualities. The best-selling gay pornography studio in Europe, Citébeur—whose DVDs are 

massively purchased by Franco-Arab as well as “white” French men—has reaped handsome 

rewards for depicting exactly these kinds of clandestine scenarios.89 Their videos echo the 

game of self-representation Madjid describes: “bottoms” who look like “tops”, cops who 

enjoy submission, “thugs” who fall for effeminate boys. The studio’s popularity shows that a 

significant consumer class has playfully engaged with representation and reality in a way that 

                                                
88 See the Conclusion of the dissertation, p. 339-340. 
89 See the Conclusion of the dissertation, p. 327-330.  
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Chaumont hasn’t.  

Branching from the discussion of inter-religious relations, the interviewer elaborates 

further on Madjid’s attitude toward inter-racial relations:  

Even while confirming that yes, logicially, he only goes out with other Maghrebi guys (‘rebeus’), 
Madjid still maintains an ambiguous relationship with “whites.” Although he’s very conscious about 
representing an exotic sexual curiosity to them as a “street thug” (“racaille”), his disgust about this only 
goes so far and he is not averse to taking advantage of the situation… “In my case, when a European 
flirts with me in a bar, I milk him for whatever he’s got (‘je le gratte’). The guy had better go up to the 
cash register and pay for some drinks. For some, we are their fantasy, they dream of being ‘gang-
banged’… What I’ve got, see, is not a wine cellar but a cellar full of old sneakers90!”, he concludes, 
bursting out laughing.  
 If Madjid is to be believed, it’s quite frequent for homos from the projects to sell their bodies. 
On the telephone personals networks, the formula for this purpose is “Arab hood guy for rent” (rebeu à 
louer). “You have to hook them on the phone by using a deep voice,” he explained to me. “You have to 
say stuff like: ‘Arab hoodlum, hot, well-hung, top for rent…’ ” 

 
Underlining the exclusionary logic of only going out with men of one’s own ethnic 

background, Chaumonts depicts as racial intolerance what could derive from other exclusions, 

based on class differences for instance or feelings of unbelonging relative to 

homonormativity. That clandestinity and the tendency to limit oneself to a known community 

are preferred, even when not required in the era of gay liberation (a telos expected to make 

such “limitations” irrelevant), is what particularly unnerves the interviewer. He sees in such 

voluntary community stricture the romanticization of “regressive” homosexual living 

conditions. A charitable reading of Chaumont finds in his condemnation of clandestinity a 

critique of a youth generation that fails to appreciate the accomplishments of gay activists in 

removing obstacles to gay emancipation that formerly seemed implacable. Chaumont’s 

condemnations however seem to misrecognize their target. He calls an erotic passéisme what 

is really a contemporary erotic “ideology” of virility appreciation that emanates from street 

cultures of minority-inhabited neighborhoods. The fear often articulated in the gay press is 

that such an “ideology” would hearken back to an Arab “past” of supposed masculine 

                                                
90 Note: Madjid then recounts an anecdote about a man who wanted him to bring dirty sneakers to their rendez-
vous so he could smell them, better known as a plan sket. The cellars of housing projects are often the location 
for the fantasized gang-bangs.  
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domination, but if it does, it is only in so far as this ideology’s young actors selectively 

emphasize aspects of heritage that serve their contemporary identities. Franco-Arab MSMs 

and homosexuals like Madjid may eroticize and essentialize a historically “potent” Arab 

masculinity, choosing only those stereotypical elements they find useful in their “modern” 

circumstances, doing a kind of history of the present in regard to their heritage of mores. Thus 

Madjid appreciates and isolates a classical “Arab” morality he finds erotic (as in his phrase 

about having a sense of “vice”) while discarding tradition in other situations, showing that this 

heritage, far from dominating him, is partly manipulated by him. 

Madjid’s “ambivalent” and vacillating relationship with “whites” is added to the list of 

contradictions that undermine the legitimacy of Madjid’s speech.92 Chaumont inserts the 

innuendo that Madjid engages in prostitution and that his convictions are not held any more 

powerfully than his attachment to money. What is a routine occurrence in any heterosexual 

danceclub or bar—the approacher buys the approached a drink, hoping for but in no way 

justified in expecting sexual relations as a form of “payment”—becomes in this cross-class, 

cross-ethnic dynamic an undeniable form of prostitution. Receiving no comment is Madjid’s 

transformation of an exploitative erotics of class tourism into an opportunity for auto-

eroticism. Madjid’s conceptualization of the eroticized group to which he belongs, and his 

navigation within it, points to an ability to co-opt and manipulate the terms of objectification, 

a playfulness evidenced by Madjid’s many joking asides. 94 He notably addresses the class 

tension in the air by transposing the upper-class wine cellar to the housing project cellars. 

Madjid sexualizes his own body in way that brings it better within his control. Responding to 

objectification with economic hostility does not constitute a legitimate form of resistance to 

class tourism, however, in Chaumont’s view. The fact that Madjid makes light of being 

                                                
92 This racial designation emerges from Chaumont’s mouth, and not Madjid’s, who uses national designations 
that only secondarily have a racial component. 
94 Or, to use Maxime Cervulle and Nick Rees-Roberts’ expression,  “an erotics of poverty.”  
Cervulle, Maxime et Rees-Roberts, Nick. Homo Exoticus : Race, classe et critique queer. Armand Colin 
Editions INA, 2010. 
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literally reduced to a fetish object (through sneakers representing the sartorial, sporty virility 

of rebeus) subverts his own exploitation by turning the “strangeness” of fetishization into a 

platform for comedy.95  

Madjid’s portrait does not include a description of his educational or professional 

ambitions. This omission makes the assumption of prostitution as a form of subsistence only 

minimally probable, and still ungrounded. Nowhere does Madjid admit prostituting himself, 

although he refers to others doing so. For Chaumont, however, knowledge of the profession 

supplies enough proof. The general “you” in “you have to hook them” becomes the personal 

“you,” since Madjid, as a supposedly uniform representative of MSMs in the banlieues, must 

be indistinguishable from them. While the hostile terms of exchange present in the recorded 

phone ads are regrettable from the point of view of human estrangement, they nevertheless 

contribute to a relative agency for sexualized youth wishing to take advantage of the limited 

place for them in the racialized homonormative imaginary. This produces an exploitation of 

the exploitation so to speak. Madjid’s maps out the marketability of a certain fantasy, corners 

it, and finds humor in what is to most a bleak transaction, turning the fantasizer into the butt 

of the joke. This does not translate, in Homo-ghetto, to a behavioural “art” but rather further 

evidences Madjid’s subjugation to an economy of virility:  

 
Homosexual and a prostitute on occasion, Madjid has nevertheless so well “internalized” homophobia 
that he is able to deny his own homosexuality, just as many youth from the “hood” have. How many are 
there, around him, living within this permanent contradiction? “Often, with my buddies, we squat an 
apartment, we watch porno movies, we jerk off and watch each other, we stare from the corner of our 
eyes without daring to say anything,” he tells me. “Because it’s a group, nothing should happen. 
Sometimes it goes off-script because of alcohol or a joint. One evening, with one of my best friends, we 
were watching a hetero porn, we were alone in my room and we kissed. And then he pushed me away, 
saying he was bi. He kept his distance.” Homosexual, homophobic, bisexual? From one phrase to the 
next, Madjid never stops contradicting himself.  
 Madjid ends up admitting it: if he envisions getting together with a girl and marrying her, it 
would only be for the purposes of creating a family. To save face. “Afterwards, if I can boot her off (la 
gicler), I’ll do it,” he explains, displaying a misogyny without hang-ups… Unless he could keep her for 

                                                
95 One of the most pertinent illustrations of this occurs in a famous scene from the film Change moi ma vie. 
Roschdy Zem, playing a transvestite prostitute, meets the fantasy demand of a client by sensuously separating 
grains of couscous with his fingers, while dressed in traditional attire reminiscent of the berber rif, as the client 
masturbates furiously.  
Begeja, Liria (dir.). Change-moi ma vie. Pan Européenne Edition, 2001. 
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times less glorious: “I don’t see myself as an old homo, 50 years old, obliged to give 50 euros to a guy 
to hit it,” he says with a grimace. “Because you know, when you have passed the expiration date, you 
have to let it go/let go of (euros).” And Madjid speaks from experience… 

 
Here, Chaumont presents evidence of a non-imagined misogyny, offered in direct citation and 

not paraphrase. The startling outburst about a marriage of convenience overshadows a 

pressing issue that necessarily takes second stage to Madjid’s violent declaration, namely the 

impossibility in France for partners of the same sex to marry, and especially to adopt or 

conceive children, as observed through the political controversies over homoparentalité 

(homosexual parenthood).  

Although the desire for procreative liberty affects the gay community as a whole, 

individuals who have opted, in light of this impossibility, to compose families using 

heterosexual means (and who in many cases consider themselves bisexual) are often labelled 

hypocrites in a certain high-minded gay press, rather than understood as individuals trying to 

circumvent barriers to family planning. The ranks of existing gay parents are composed in 

their majority (we can assume, despite some statistical obstacles) of non-Arab men and 

women who have previously been involved in "heterosexual marriages," many of whom 

contracted such marriages in order to conceive of legally and socially respected families. 

Individuals of North African background would not be the first to opt for marriages of 

convenience96. Perhaps one could accept that the difference between Madjid’s situation and 

the that of other homosexual biological parents relates to intent: Madjid states at the outset 

what others have resolved to do after years of soul-searching and interrogation in regard to 

sexuality, divorcing reluctantly and “discovering” their orientation after marriage.  

Madjid—and elsewhere bisexual or “down-low” men as represented in the mainstream 

                                                
96 Emmanuel Gratton. L'homoparentalité au masculin : Le Désir d'enfant contre l'ordre social. PUF/Le Monde 
"Partage des savoirs", 2008. 
Cadoret, Anne and Martine Gross, Caroline Mécary, Bruno Perreau (ed.). Homoparentalité. Approches 
scientifiques et politiques. PUF, 2006. 
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gay press—play a role as representatives of "regressive" desires for family. 97 They are 

unwilling to be patient for hypothetical and utopian reconfigurations of the family at the slow 

and uncertain pace of legal reform. In France, gay marriage was voted down as recently as 

June 2011 by the General Assembly, the Constitutional Council confirming in February 2011 

that its prohibition was constitutional.98 As of 2012 however, gay marriage has become a 

legislative aim of the incoming Socialist government of François Hollande. This is to say 

nothing of homoparentalité, or gay adoption, even further down the agenda. Polls have 

underlined an opposition to homoparentalité that are remarkable for a Western European 

country, although these numbers have evolved in recent years. Conservative psychoanalytic 

commentators have especially argued against it, as a perilous “consequence” of the PACS 

(civil union) endangering the symbolic ordering of families, a logical next step after marriage; 

their symbolically-centered arguments have also targeted mères porteuses, or surrogate 

mothers assisting infertile or gay male couples, although opposition in this area has also come 

from opponents of genetic manipulation and organ trafficking. In this way, Chaumont and that 

segment of the gay mainstream he echoes can wash their hands clean of heteronormativity. 

Yet this heteronormativity has in general been embraced with open arms in the French gay 

mainstream, as demonstrated by Scott Gunther in his historical survey of post-war 

homosexuality in France, The Elastic Closet.99 Gunther importantly suggests that the 

influence of French republican universalism has "stymied French homosexuals from 

mobilizing politically around sexual identities" in communitarian fashion, encouraging in turn 

                                                
97 The “down low” phenomenon originally refers to American bisexual men, usually of black or Latino descent, 
who keep their homosexual activities “on the down low.” A polemic surfaced in the African-American press 
over the effect of the “down low” on spouses and girlfriends, especially regarding exposure to STDs.  
King, J.L.. On the Down Low: A Journey into the Lives of “Straight” Black Men Who Sleep with Men. Three 
Rivers Press, 2005. 
98 Ga, A. "Mariage gay : le gouvernement dit non". lci.tf1.fr. 9 June 2011. http://lci.tf1.fr/france/societe/2011-
06/mariage-homosexuel-relance-du-debat-a-l-assemblee-6524477.html. Consulted 2/8/2012. 
Editors. "Les Sages n'autorisent pas le mariage homosexuel". www.lefigaro.fr. Jan. 28 2011. 
http://www.lefigaro.fr/actualite-france/2011/01/28/01016-20110128ARTFIG00369-les-sages-n-autorisent-pas-
le-mariage-homosexuel.php. Consulted 2/8/2012. 
99 Gunther, Scott. The Elastic Closet: A History of Homosexuality in France, 1942-present.Palgrave Macmillan, 
2009. 
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a "surprisingly strong reverence for heteronormative values" (2-3); he also concludes that no 

correlation exists between legal advances and the evolution of French society’s attitudes 

toward homosexual marriage, which continue to poll more conservatively than in neighboring 

EU countries.  

While homoparentalité remains high on the gay activist agenda, pre-emptive attempts 

to realize homoparentalité that navigate stifling laws against it meet with the condemnation 

usually visited on “compromised” solutions. Desires for family, needless to say, are not 

limited by sexual orientation. Yet the “teaching moment” that would accompany a study of 

MSM’s who have become parents in spite of heteronormative laws, while simultaneously 

being accused of heteronormativity, has not yet come. In depictions of male homosexual 

parents on screen, a strong tradition features these characters explaining the "hypocrisies" of 

their marriages as if obliged to do so.100 

The desire for family, as represented in Madjid, can also come as a response to the 

unbridled ageism and age discrimination that many a commentator has lamented in the gay 

community as a whole, irrespective of the French context. It should be added that “the right to 

family,” or altneratively to “procreation,” has been associated in French mediatic and 

historical discourses with rightist or religious agendas: homosexual advocacy for these 

“rights” has often had a difficult time finding a politically untinged vocabulary for naming 

these objectives. Where possible, gay subcultures have attempted to establish new concepts of 

family to construct support systems for the “less glorious times” Madjid speaks of. In the 

                                                
100 The relationships struck with their female spouses are always portrayed as "loving" even after the admission 
of the “true” homosexual orientation. Often these characters choose to remain with their spouses after the fact, 
justifying their secretive omission by admitting, in various ways, that they just couldn't forgo having children. 
They are then reproached for not choosing the homosexual side of their bisexuality, the side more “noble” in 
light of the perceived difficulty of a homosexual lifestyle within the current state of law and society. 
One of the most prominent example is 2005’s Crustacés et Coquillages (US title: Côte d’Azur) starring Gilbert 
Melki and former First Lady Carla Bruni’s sister Valéria Bruni Tedeschi. 
Another examples of a bisexual father who stays with his wife after admitting a homosexual affair can be found 
in Téchiné’s Les Témoins.  
Martineau, Jacques and Ducastel, Martin (dir.). Crustacés et Coquillages. Agat Films, Bac Films, 2005.  
Téchiné, André (dir.). Les Témoins. SBS Films, 2007.  
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American context, this has been visible especially in gay communities of color, as in the 

“house” and “ball” culture of New York depicted in the documentary Paris is Burning.101 The 

subjects of that film were also accused of reinscribing heteronormativity in their imitation (its 

supporters would say “reinvention”) of family values.  

Expanding upon the “hypocrisy” of bisexual lifestyles, Chaumont turns to Madjid’s 

“squat” anecdote. He emphasizes a supposed lack of sexual fulfillment among banlieue men, 

and the juvenile character of thug sexuality that maintains a certain futility in his view. It is 

assumed in this rhetoric that a sexuality which foregoes penetration is “incomplete”: in 

Madjid’s story, however, it is the stifling of a typically explicit outcome that lends the scene 

its minimalist eroticism, an eroticism Chaumont is not indifferent to as he cites the anecdote 

in full. Whether to a filmmaker or pornography producer, an erotic scenario wherein a virile, 

homo-social gathering threatens to combust into homosexuality carries a strong dramatic 

potential. This in contrast to the almost puritanical insistence on sticking to the telos of 

mutually satisfied homosexual couplehood. The ways certain subjects have accommodated 

seemingly “heterosexist” strictures while simultaneously eroticizing them in the process, is 

formally “interesting” from a number of sociological and artistic perspectives, perhaps more 

so than a straightforward narrative of gay emancipation which stands resolutely against 

gradualism.  

In this vein, José Esteban Munhoz’s concept of “disidentification” is useful: he 

describes how queers, people of color, and especially queers of color maintain a relationship 

to normative or “oppressive” identities that is more formally complex than mere rejection or 

embrace.102 Through the practice of “disidentification,” these subjects “recycle” the normative 

while at the same moment questioning it, injecting into the normative a novelty and a question 

mark that both increase its longevity while altering its shape. Applied to Madjid, one could 
                                                
101 Livingston, Jennie (dir.). Paris is Burning. Miramax films, 1990.  
102 Muñoz, José Esteban. Disidentifications: Queers of Color and the Performance of Politics. Minneapolis: 
University of Minnesota Press, 1999. 
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imagine the unpredictable changes a normative and heterosexist virility undergoes when 

eroticized and manipulated by MSMs. Such unstable identification has been compelling for 

psychoanalysts of identity such as Diana Fuss, known for her Identification Papers103, who 

found in Munhoz’s work a new frontier for psychoanalytic theory.104 Though Madjid’s story 

ends upon a “regrettable” nipping in the bud of an opportunity for romantic fulfillment with a 

close friend, it is not clear whether that is what either party would have ultimately desired. 

The eroticism in such a scene is generated not so much by the hovering possibility of 

monogamous mutual discovery, as by the scene’s mysterious sexual charge, blurring the line 

between homo-sociality and homosexuality, brought on by circumstances of pluralistic 

sexuality which are not so far removed from visions of gay sexual utopias once nurtured by 

French radical intellectuals.  

In summary, Madjid, and other Franco-Arab MSMs who have rarely been given the 

chance to speak outside the register of victimhood, present a set of “problems” for loosely 

homonationalist activists who seek to associate an alleged banlieue homophobia with threats 

to Republican values. Madjid is passed off as representative, a spokesperson for all virile 

banlieue homosexuals; he can never be treated as an individual in this account speaking for 

himself, as he is the only proferred example in the book of a homosexual “happy” in the 

banlieue. Madjid’s peremptory and victorious air eclipses the suffering he ought to and must 

feel, if the banlieues are truly the homosexual inferno they are made out to be. The epistemic 

violence involved in subverting an attempt to defuse the vicious circle of miserabilism 

remains a glaring unstudied territory. On this point the activism of Ni putes ni soumises and 

Chaumont show their similarities, supplying the logic behind their actual partnership 

(Chaumont is the Communications Director for the organization). To the rejection of NPNS 

by large swaths of the youth generation Amara’s Ministry was meant to aid, one must add the 
                                                
103 Fuss, Diana. Identification Papers. Routledge,1995.  
104 Fuss, Diana. "Review excerpt: Disidentifications: Queers of Color and the Performance of Politics". 
www.upress.umn.edu. http://www.upress.umn.edu/book-division/books/disidentifications. Consulted 2/8/2012. 
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rejection of such alienating rhetoric by a Franco-Arab MSM who doesn’t want to be 

represented in the Amara/Chaumont initiatives. One such figure, who importantly was 

previously an “ally” of Chaumont’s and now takes a respectful distance, is the successful 

nightlife entrepreneur Fouad Zeraoui.  

 
Capitalizing on banlieusard homosexualities: Fouad Zeraoui: 
 

Zeraoui presents a stark contrast to Chaumont’s critique of virility-philia. He points 

out that Franco-Arab MSMs should not be reproached for such attitudes, given that this 

virility is exactly what has been requested of them by the gay mainstream press and consumer 

markets. The latter have eroticized virilist postures in photospreads while condemning the 

attitudes that underpin them in editorials. Zeraoui suggests that anti-feminine prejudice is 

something that affects the mainstream gay community as a whole, but that its critique would 

seem to target ethnic sexual minorities especially. His perception of the Marais (Paris’ 

“gayborhood”) is revelatory in respect to this, because he displaces the center of virilism from 

the banlieues to the social conventions of the gay ghettos: “The Marais symbolizes a young 

white culture, buff and well-built, masculinist, almost fascistic, as if the gays there had 

fantasies of joining aggressive heterosexuality.”105 In the late nineties, Zeraoui filled a 

nightlife void by inaugurating the now popular Black Blanc Beur club nights, which started 

out in the red-light Pigalle district with its high concentration of immigrations, and then 

moved on to the venerable rock-n-roll disco La Loco adjacent the Moulin Rouge, before stints 

at Montparnasse and more recently the Champs-Elysées.106 As in the title for the article from 

which the above quote was drawn (“Is the avant-garde (still) soluble in the Marais?”), Zeraoui 

declared his club to have restored a missing avant-garde to a gay nightlife scene that had 

grown too comfortable with its repetitive and increasingly normative offerings. His club, in 
                                                
105 Garcia, Daniel. “L’Avant-garde soluble dans le Marais?”. Le Nouvel Observateur 28 February-6 March 2002, 
p. 14. 
106 Zeraoui, Fouad. "La Soirée Black Blanc Beur (BBB)". Kelma.org.  
http://www.kelma.org/PAGES/B.B.B/soiree_gay_bbb.php. Consulted 11/27/11. 
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his own understanding, would welcome all those who had been rejected or felt uncomfortable 

at Marais establishments, especially those of working-class, banlieusard, and multi-ethnic 

backgrounds, said to experience rejection or fetishization in homonormative environments. 

Business hours accordingly reflected RER schedules, and Zeraoui opted for early evening 

“tea-dances” over all-night parties.107 He concurrently launched a social-networking website, 

Kelma.org, which dubs itself “le site ethnik et gay” and counts over 50 000 members from 

mostly North African and black ethnic backgrounds. He launched a now defunct magazine, 

Baby Boy, borrowing from American hip-hop terminology (i.e., the Beyoncé and Sean Paul 

hit song). His promoted club nights, websites, and magazines all positioned themselves as 

portals for an American “homo-thug” culture, banking on its perfect intelligibility to banlieue 

youth, a bet that has reaped handsome rewards when one assesses his nightlife and Internet 

empire. 

 A onetime creative collaborator of Chaumont’s (together they had recorded a radio 

program on homosexuality in the banlieue for the Franco-Arab-interest station Beur.fm), their 

friendship hit a snag with the release of Chaumont’s book. Noticing the mixed reception of 

Homo-ghetto, the mainstream gay culture magazine Têtu set up a debate between Zeraoui and 

Chaumont. The fruitful and often testy exchange was reproduced in its entirety in the Café 

Chicha section of the Kelma website, with 81 lengthy commentaries from the online 

readership, which mentioned several banlieue anecdotes culled from personal experience that 

departed from Chaumont’s bleak prognosis.108 The published debate represents the most 

ample, some would say the only prominent push-back against Chaumont’s book, and other 

commentaries like it that present the banlieue as utterly inhospitable for homosexuals. 

This section continues the analysis of how the non-normative and “innovative” in 

banlieue sexualities is repressed: for this task it profiles Zeraoui, a nightlife entrepreneur with 
                                                
107 The RER refers to the train system that links Paris to most banlieues. 
108 Chaumont, Franck and Fouad Zeraoui. "Débat Têtu: Gays de banlieue: Faut-il en sortir pour s'en sortir ?". 
Kelma.org. November 2009.  http://blog-gay.kelma.org/gays-en-banlieue. Consulted 3/3/2012. 



 

 

74 
 

privileged exposure to banlieusard sexual minorities. In the business of recognizing “trends,” 

he importantly brings an understanding of the evolution of banlieusard attitudes about 

sexuality, missing from studies that present these attitudes as anti-modern and ahistorical. The 

debate directly engages with homo-normative ideas regarding “coming out,” the meaning of 

personal independence, and even what “modernity” means to gay men. It is remarkable for its 

sustained sparring, during which the Têtu moderator only manages to get two questions in. 

Zeraoui, taking possession of the "ball" in this match-up, speaks relentlessly as if wishing to 

get a long-suppressed message off his chest.  

Chaumont opens proceedings with a reiteration of the conclusions from his book about 

comparing two speeds of evolution in regard to the viability of homosexuality in the banlieue 

as opposed to the city center: 

Chaumont: ...There is no solidarity between the homos from the city center and the kids from the 
projects... I say to the homos: do not shut the door behind you, you are acquiring rights, visibility, 
you set trends, you write communiqués against homophobia in Iran, but right here at home, there 
are also people in distress! These kids are victims of a double punishment: rejected in their 
neighborhoods, but also in the city center. They are victims of discrimination at the nightclubs, 
and don't necessarily have the means to lead a gay life in Paris, because it's expensive.  

 
Zeraoui: When I opened the door to ethnic gays, in 1997, it was really a no man's land... I couldn't 
get in anywhere, there was no visibility for people like me... we were not at all federated. In fact, 
at that time, one could say that the gay beurs and the blacks were not at all in the same situation as 
today. As it stands, the new generation has had less difficulty as compared with mine, which took 
the first steps (a essuyé les plâtres). Everything you say in the book was true ten years ago. For 
me, this book is ten years old. Because I see the evolution! I am not saying there aren't dramatic 
episodes, as there are everywhere, but how can you ask young people to have a certain courage in 
regard to their homosexuality, while in reality there is an incredible cowardice in the "gay white" 
establishment which doesn't at all lead by example, which acts in a careerist and opportunistic 
way? In one month, Mireille Dumas has invited two notably homosexual personalities to speak on 
television, but they can't manage to talk about it? Who has the courage to speak of their 
homosexuality today in France?... The question must also be, from what point of view is one 
speaking at a given time? As for myself, in the banlieues I also see happy people, young beur and 
black couples. 
 
Chaumont: I feel they have a lot of courage, because the system constrains them to clandestinity. 
The people I met in my book, I didn't meet them ten years ago!... To be left in peace, they have to 
go elsewhere, but for me, modernity means being who you are in your own neighborhood. 
 

By speaking of a missed opportunity for solidarity between homosexual subjects in the city 

center and banlieues, Chaumont is able to more artfully disguise a platform of human rights 

intervention. He makes a connection, if only of association, between the respective 

homophobias of Iran and the banlieue (linked presumably due to commonalities of 
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Islamically-informed "sexism"). It is worth mentioning that no minors have been sentenced to 

death in periurban France for sex crimes, as happened infamously in Iran in 2006 with the 

much-mediatized hangings in Mashad. Using Iran as the ultimate homophobic model in 

LGBT discourse presents its own problems, not least because of a rich literary and artistic 

heritage there of homosexual practices if not identity, but also because those allegedly 

sentenced to death for homosexuality in human rights parlance were accused of other crimes 

(usually rape or theft), as explained in a pivotal article by Richard Kim (by mentioning this 

article, I wish of course to take nothing away from the injustice of sentencing minors or adults 

to death for whatever "reason").109 Though Chaumont takes note—which is more than most 

commentators in this domain—of a dire gulf between homosexual communities due to lack of 

communication and disconnected agendas, it is not clear whether Chaumont calls for a rights 

intervention out of sincere concern for a familiar “friend” (banlieue homosexuals), or whether 

the reference to Iran serves instead to exoticize the banlieue youth's alleged sexism further, to 

reinforce the foreign danger of a homeland “enemy.” If these banlieue homosexuals are to be 

“saved,” Chaumont's vision of what salvation might look like (leaving the banlieue) would 

have more to do with financial mobility and autonomy from family than with an improvement 

in the tolerance of sexual diversity, as we’ll see. When the banlieue is constructed as a site 

permanently inhospitable to sexual diversity, this neo-liberal aspect of the "imperative of 

flight" easily gets overlooked. 

Zeraoui's retort, though perhaps excessive in its dramatization of the pre- and post-

Zeraoui "eras," is fast out of the gate in establishing a contrasting version of events. He 

describes the historic stifling of minority visibility in the gay ghettos, such that his club 

ventures could be heralded as unprecedented and much-needed. His nightlife activism is 

arguably responsible for a significant part of the recent gay journalistic interest in Franco-

                                                
109 Kim, Richard. “Witness to an Execution”. The Nation, 15 August 2005. 
http://www.thenation.com/article/witnesses-execution. Consulted 6/10/2012. 
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Arab visibility, as well as the fashionable enthusiasm for Franco-Arab masculinity in the 

worlds of fashion, gay cinema, and erotica. For our purposes, he is especially noteworthy for 

the subtle way he has managed to conjugate clandestinity and visibility, allowing for types of 

libertés tempérées to flourish at his discreet clubs located outside the gay centers, where 

patrons can visit without their sexual preferences being obvious to outsiders. In considerations 

of spatial communication (nightlife privacy) just as well as Internet self-disclosure (online 

personal ads), Zeraoui pays close attention to the public-private distinction. He set up his club 

in an immigrant neighborhood instead of a gay ghetto, taking advantage of Pigalle’s historic 

hospitality to new arrivals and the special if ambivalent harmony that exists there between 

sexual and ethnic minorities. Chaumont also highlights clandestinity as a central dimension, 

except that he connotes it negatively. Zeraoui doesn’t glorify that notion, but speaks of 

discreet, “happy” couples that might not have been intelligible to Chaumont, especially 

considering the heavy-handed method of “homosexuality excavation” he has brought to the 

task of identifying and saving sexual minorities in the banlieue. Thus Zeraoui implicitly 

recognizes that the purposefully clandestine figure is the anthropological “type” missing from 

analysis here. Ethnic sexual minorities have, of course, existed independently of Zeraoui’s 

activism, something reflected more often in cultural rather than sociological works (if the 

difficulties of finding more than a handful of empirical studies on Franco-Arab MSMs are any 

indication). This is attested by the many literary and filmic anecdotes about the diversity 

visible at gay cruising grounds in France.110 “Federation,” the salvational term Zeraoui 

employs, evokes a sudden crystallization into a recognizable shape that previously clandestine 

or dispersed ethnic sexual minorities underwent: these networks have not necessarily become 

publicly visible, but they have become privately visible to each other, evoking what cinema 

scholar Patricia Lange has called the “privately public”: subjects show their faces in online 

                                                
110 See the playwright Bernard-Marie Koltès and film-maker André Téchiné in Chapters Three and Four 
respectively. 
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gay environments which are indeed public but which importantly require specialized interest 

and inside knowledge in order to be accessed.111  

 Zeraoui importantly offers a timeline where Chaumont offers only ahistoricism. This 

attention paid to chronology joins with a theme recurrent in the NPNS literature, the persistent 

effort to define one's activist position as more "current,” and less ringard ("old-hat") in terms 

of evolution. In Amara's case, there was special pressure to do this because some critics stated 

that Amara's brand of feminism was in some sense regressive, missing standpoint theory, as 

well as heightened considerations of race and class—and out of step with the banlieue's 

contemporary circumstances of gender performance. It is in turn important for Zeraoui to play 

up “progressive” credentials in light of stereotypes of neo-traditional patriarchy attributed to 

ethnic sexual minorities who seem to take pride in non-assimilation. This chronology helps 

establish the "evolution" Zeraoui touts: he suggests that aspersions of a homophobia unique to 

the banlieue might once have been well-founded, but are no longer pertinent today. In so 

doing, Zeraoui shifts the terms of the debate to Chaumont’s non-acknowledgment of progress 

made in regard to combatting sexism. Zeraoui’s observations are not baseless: besides 

keeping tabs on the aspirations and evolution of his young patrons, he has a very special 

consciousness, much in tune with the marketing and image-making involved in his 

entrepreneurship activities, of the progressive edge of a "trend." Zeraoui looks to convince the 

readers of Têtu, if not Chaumont, that his argument is valid in light of his closer proximity to 

the new-ness of facts on the ground, of sexual diversity in its most current, “hip” form. 

Zeraoui underlines in turn Chaumont's inability to grasp "sexual modernity" in its most recent 

phase: though Chaumont does employ the term “modernity,” it seems to carry a sense distant 

from the one Zeraoui attributes to it, having to do with public disclosure and sexual 

citizenship. Zeraoui’s modernity, in contrast, plays on the versatile uses of the public/private 
                                                
111 Lange, P. G.. “Publicly private and privately public: Social networking on YouTube”. Journal of Computer-
Mediated Communication. 13(1), article 18, 2007. http://jcmc.indiana.edu/vol13/issue1/lange.html. Consulted 
6/10/2012.  
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distinction among ethnic sexual minorities, who have seized upon opportunities for selective 

disclosure offered by the Internet age.  

Finally, it may seem trite to talk about “happiness” as a subject of academic inquiry, 

were happiness not so patently absent from the realm of possibility in Homo-ghetto. Zeraoui 

fills in the glaring omission that occurs in most journalistic portrayals of banlieue sociality 

that take suffering as a given, by emphasizing the existence of “happy” couples. This recourse 

to happiness as counter-argument seems an antidote to the almost scientific, diagnostic 

miserabilism found in Homo-ghetto. It can furthermore be assimilated to a “radical” 

precedent, recalling how Michel Foucault spoke of the happiness of homosexual men as a 

killing off of psychologism, of diagnostic aggression.112 Foucault famously mentioned that it 

was not the fact that gay men engaged in sex that was intolerable to a judging society, but that 

they were “happy.” Still, neither Chaumont nor Zeraoui interrogate the imperative for 

couplehood, accepting that a liberated sexuality must be monogamous, leaving no room for 

the queer formations of collective sexuality described for instance by the interview subject 

Madjid in Homo-ghetto. 

The politicization of happiness at work in this debate moves on to a matter that 

outwardly seems frivolous: the practice, attributed to banlieusards, of changing into clothes 

on the metro they could supposedly never wear in their own neighborhoods, for the purposes 

of enjoying a night on the town: 

Zeraoui: I see beurs and blacks in a completely different manner. You talk about beurs who go change 
at Les Halles (RER/metro station near the Marais connecting with the banlieues), but they don't even 
have to change anymore because heterosexual beurs today dress exactly like them, with tight-fitting 
pink t-shirts; they to go to shisha bars, they are devilishly sexy, they have mohawks, they have adopted 
the same sartorial look (as gays). Everything has changed, the trend is no longer set by racailles (thugs), 
they don't have anything to say anymore. 
Chaumont: But, today, can someone come out as a homosexual in the projects just as they can in the 
city center? 
Zeraoui: One cannot, because it’s a ghetto, but the struggle is individual. Live your own life, take some 
distance if you need to… 
Chaumont: So you agree with me, in order to exist, one has to leave. 
Zeraoui: Just like it has occurred in all the other communities. Just like the white gays who have come 

                                                
112 See Leo Bersani’s discussion of Foucault in Homos.  
Bersani, Leo. Homos. Harvard University Press, 1996. 
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up to Paris. 
Chaumont: But I’m talking to you about freedom of choice! 
Zeraoui: But there is no freedom of choice, we are dealing with non-choice… This is the reality. 
Amongst homos who all have the same look, it’s about being amongst one’s own kind (entre-soi): 
there’s poverty at the level of intellectual debate and cultural production. Why would anyone want 
banlieue youth to identify with that? There’s nothing there. So what do they do? They also opt for 
staying-amongst-your-own-kind (ils font de l’entre-soi), from the other side… it exists for homos just as 
well as heteros, and you know it very well. 

 
Zeraoui displaces the terrain of this tense debate from the issue of fleeing sexual intolerance 

to the more innocuous topic of how fashion trends are instigated. He reverses the direction of 

domination (these subjects are passive victims) and turns young Franco-Arab homosexuals 

into intermediaries and communicators. Mentioning the neighorhood of Les Halles is no 

accident, as it constitutes a point of social and sexual intersectionality, a banlieusard 

entrypoint into Paris immediately adjacent to the Marais’ gay clubs, bars, shops, and 

museums. Rather than fleeing the banlieue for the refuge of the Marais, these youth take 

strands of the sartorial culture of the “gayborhood” and mix it with their own self-stylings, 

thus pluralizing an “ethnic,” gay look, which then results in a more general metrosexuality 

adopted by society as a whole. Anecdotally, such an evolution is evident in the enthusiasm for 

manicured facial hair, diamond studs, soccer-style haircuts, tight leather jackets and form-

fitting sweatpants now banalized among French male youth of all backgrounds.  

This phenomenon provides a noteworthy supplement to the much-debated notion in 

the analysis of fashion trends, according to which gay men have historically lifted sartorial 

and self-care cues from ethnic minorities. Such sartorial borrowings here take the form of 

back and forth, inter-community exchanges, leading to mutual enrichment and cross-

fertilization. One prominent example of this hall-of-mirrors mimesis effect can be found in 

Têtu columnist and Act-Up veteran Didier Lestrade’s musings on facial hair styling trends, 

wherein he speaks of the mustache traveling between gay ghettos and Latino barrios.113 

                                                
113 “I think,” Lestrade says, “that the main element which explains the young gay generation’s attraction to the 
mustache is its place in Black and Latino (culture).” 
Lestrade, Didier. "La moustache et les gays". didierlestrade.fr. 2 Dec. 2010. 
http://didierlestrade.fr/porno/article/la-moustache-et-les-gays. Consulted 2/13/2012. 
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Another instructive illustration of Zeraoui’s claim is the “Tektonik” dance subculture, which 

reached the zenith of its popularity around 2008. At its origins Tektonik was a dance form 

combining elements of martial arts, modern dance, video games, mangas, and physical 

reenactments of male personal toilette gestures like running gel through the hair. Most of 

these elements are found in nearly equal parts in the Vogue subculture engineered by New 

York’s black and Puerto Rican gay youth (popularized by Madonna in her video “Vogue” and 

before that Jennie Livingston in her documentary Paris is Burning).114  

Many gay-interest publications picked up on these resemblances between homosexual 

and ethnic subcultures. Têtu devoted an issue to the trend, featuring a profile of the promoters 

at the Metropolis nightclub, a banlieue staple where the movement got its start. The article 

was accompanied by an action photospread of some of the most fashionable Tektonik dancers 

(all hailing from the banlieues), multi-ethnic “straight” men who engaged with androgyny in 

visually spectacular ways. The editorial cover caption for the issue posed the following 

question: “Is Tektonik crypto-homo?”115 The article immediately preceding this feature is an 

interview with Fadela Amara of NPNS, entitled “A Banlieue Plan for Gays?” The contrast in 

miserabilism between the two features is striking, leading to contradiction on the question of 

sexual tolerance in the banlieues. The first feature emphasizes the banlieues’ inhospitality to 

sexual difference, while the second feature shows how sexual diversity has flowered within 

banlieue-produced trends. 

 After advancing the anti-miserabilist counter-example of fashion, Zeraoui relativizes 

the notion according to which Franco-Arab homosexuals have been the victims of a unique 

exodus from the banlieue to the city center. He mentions other classes who have also made 

the trip from a culturally, sexually, or professionally stifling region to the city center, having 

responded to a magnetic centralism of promising liberty. Zeraoui narrows in on a class of 

                                                
114 Op. cit..  
115 Aunis, Delphine. “Tecktonik KIDS (Photos: Takao Oshima)”. Têtu 132, April 2008. 
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people that continues to make this voyage, albeit one that is not assumed to be up against the 

same forces of cultural and social coercion that banlieue homosexuals are: gay men leaving 

the countryside for a more "liberated" and individual life in Paris. The parallels between rural 

and sexual exodus would merit being fleshed out empirically: as with the many other blind 

spots of "sexual modernity." It has fallen to artists to describe such unlikely coalitions, as 

André Téchiné has done in J'Embrasse pas as well as Sébastien Lifshitz in Wild Side.116 

Chaumont’s reproaches against communitarian self-isolation are also interesting in light of 

their contrast with a motif in gay auteur cinema of admiration (and sometimes eroticization) 

of the entre-soi homosociality of beur and black youth, as in film-maker Gaël Morel's work.  

 Having disputed the banlieusard monopoly on communitarianism, Zeraoui also 

disputes the claim that banlieusard homosexuals are unique in suffering a “double 

oppression” in light of their ethnicity and sexual orientation: 

Chaumont: Discrimination exists. When those kids get to the city center establishments, the fact they 
come from the projects is visible on their faces. 
Zeraoui: No, they are not discriminated against, they do better than their heterosexual elders. They are 
the crème de la crème, the elite even, of the Muslim and black community. All those people have 
choices… Afterwards, yes, there is a larger discrimination, based on looks, in hiring, in housing 
assignments. 
Chaumont: Why was it that everyone asked to remain anonymous, when I came to your club nights for 
my investigative reporting? 
Zeraoui: They don’t have the means (to refrain from being anonymous), and they have the right to be 
anonymous. They have other kinds of courage, namely that which involves posting their photos online, 
on their profiles. You don’t realize it, but this didn’t exist, ten years ago. Today, they put up their real 
photos, even though it’s risky, they do it! Life is full of compromises, but at the end of the day: they 
meet each other, they have a sexuality. But they live with their parents, because they can’t pay for rent 
on their own. Why do you ask them to come out loud and clear? 
Chaumont: What I’m denouncing is the creation of ghetto-cities where it’s impossible to be oneself. 
 

Here Zeraoui deviates from the miserabilist narrative of double discrimination, of the double 

peine, a term Chaumont employs elsewhere in this interview in reference to banlieusard 

                                                
116 The first features a protagonist who leaves the Pyrénées mountains to make a life for himself in Paris, who 
ends up, like his Franco-Arab factory co-worker, resorting to prostitution to support himself. The second film 
depicts a happy polyamorous trio, made up of a trans French woman, a Russian immigrant, and a Franco-Arab  
hustler: a significant portion of the film is set against a countryside backdrop, which is simultaneously the trans 
character's birthplace, a site of escape from the affective alienation of city life, and a place that sexual minorities 
and immigrants might seek refuge from.  
Op. cit..  
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homosexuals.117 Chaumont’s usage is noteworthy because he refers to a practice that has 

historically victimized the supposed oppressors (immigration-issued, “virilist” men) of the 

homosexual victims he writes about, thus cancelling the pity one might feel for possible 

victims by bringing up their victimization of others. Zeraoui, in turn, presents the altogether 

opposite case of the positive discrimination that favors the ascension of homosexual, 

metrosexual, or androgynous, ethnic banlieusard men in society. Vastly understudied, the 

idea according to which androgynous or openly homosexual ethnic minorities might actually 

perform better—in the professional and educative sphere, as well as in terms of general 

assimilation—than their heterosexual/non-openly-gay/non-androgynous peers, is a point that 

has been partly sketched out in Guénif-Souilamas’ work. She spells out what kinds of 

“excessively virile” Franco-Arab subjects have been presented as counter-models of sexual 

modernity, and how they are stigmatized for the non-adaptation of their “heterosexual 

excess.” Zeraoui—perhaps benefiting from a discursive freedom available to the non-

academic who replaces empirical evidence with personal experience—goes a step further by 

saying that it is the declaration and visibility of their homosexuality that pushes gay Franco-

Arabs into the elite sphere, outlining a correlation if not a causality. Doing an informal survey 

of the French mediasphere, it is at least apparent that those Franco-Arabs who most often 

appear on the daily variety and news shows have at least a metrosexual sensibility (prominent 

examples are the Canal + presenter Ali Baddou, Chakib Lahssaini of NRJ 12, the gay 

choreographer and frequent TV guest Kamel Oualli, and the chronicler Mustapha El Atrassi 

on openly gay presenter Laurent Ruquier’s variety show “On est pas couché”.)118 This echoes 

                                                
117 “Double peine” is an expression meaning “double punishment.” It is conventionally used to describe those 
immigrant subjects  raised in France from an early age who found themselves sent back to their parents’ 
countries after a delinquent infraction, referring to receiving a double sentence for a single crime. 
118 Laurent Ruquier, a well-liked media personality and peace-maker of sorts (he moderates an often tempestuous 
talk show), is one of the most prominent openly gay journalists in France today, after “coming out” to much 
fanfare. Notably, one of the main acts featured on his show are the “lascars gay,” or the “gay thugs,” portrayed 
as comical by virtue of the juxtaposition of homosexuality and banlieue values. In this sense the “lascars gay,” 
played by actors Majid Berhila and Hugues Duquesne, present an ambiguous case, both increasing visibility of 
homo-“thugs,” while at the same time making their existence seem aberrantly strange.  
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the argument made in Chapter Four about how the homosexualization of Franco-Arab actors 

is a common step of assimilation in the cinema world, a way of proving commitment, as well 

as a way to mitigate the introduction of cultural difference on screen.119 

 Because the allegation of double punishment has been rejected by Zeraoui, Chaumont 

targets an element of sexual non-assimilation more difficult to deny: banlieusard sexual 

minorities’ frequent (though not unanimous) decision to remain anonymous. Zeraoui 

responds, on the one hand, by underlining the material and class conditions that the pursuit of 

individuality in the city center requires, echoing what will be explored in the conclusion of 

Chapter Two (on the imperatives of individual escape from group psychology imposed on 

banlieue and immigrant populations). On the other hand, he fills in the perspective of chosen 

anonymity, one which identifies and calls out the imperative of disclosure foisted on sexual 

minorities in order to then refuse it. In contrast to Zeraoui’s picture of libertés tempérées—

wherein the transitions between gay nightlife and family spaces are negotiated—Chaumont 

presents the thudding assertion that this lifestyle is invalid, rejecting the subtle elements of 

performativity, passing and adaptation involved in such negotations. Zeraoui, meanwhile, 

slowly builds to the point, still nascent, that sexuality and the driving impulses behind them 

are what guarantee the social mobility that might cancel out the ghettoization and isolation 

Chaumont speaks of. Zeraoui develops the concept here: 

(…) Têtu magazine: Doesn’t all this have to do with minority visibility? 

Zeraoui: We have to take stock of how far we’ve come… It’s nearly 2010, things have evolved at a 
dazzling speed. You say that people aren’t asserting themselves… but they are doing so differently… 
by socializing, by developing links, by putting themselves online, by making movies like Beurs 
Appart… It’s fantastic. Young people really have a whole set of signposts to help orient them (un vivier 
de repères) that is much more significant (than before). The witness accounts in your book are not all 
there is, full of pain and so on, there is something else, a real interface of exchange, of encounters. 
People are no longer isolated… 

Chaumont: The Internet is a tool which has allowed them to decompartmentalize, to unfurl themselves 
(se décloissoner), but all of that happens outside the projects… I may be dreaming about an ideal 

                                                                                                                                                   
Sonzogni, Luc (dir.). Les Lascars gay. Splendid Playhouse. Paris, June 19-Sept. 1st, 2012. 
http://www.leslascarsgays.fr/. Consulted 6/10/2012. 
119 See Chapter Four, p. 263-264. 
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society, but I dream about it for everyone, and I hope that the gays from the projects can have the same 
luck that I have had. I would like LGBT associations to take an interest in this question. 

Zeraoui: I’m much more optimistic, things are evolving in the right direction. The matter is taking care 
of itself (ça s’arrange), thanks to sexuality. The internet has allowed for a true mixité, more than one 
can imagine… The thugs (la racaille) are just the rear guard of the projects, the others want to move 
forward! 

The magazine moderator has exceptionally stepped in, recognizing that the conversation has 

shifted to a territory separate from the mere question of homosexual liberation, namely to a 

discussion of minority visibility. “Minorité visible” is the accepted terminology in the French 

mediasphere for referring to ethnic difference (and sometimes to policies of affirmative action 

or in French parlance “positive discrimination”). If visibility is taken as a point of 

differentiation, banlieue homosexuals might seem to “stand out” more in light of their ethnic 

markers: if so, the increased scrutiny placed on the sexual dispositions of this ethnic group 

can be contested as prejudiced.  

Criticizing Chaumont’s empiricism as faulty, easily distracted by the “flashy,” and 

quick to generalize, Zeraoui instead proclaims privileged ethnographic status as witness to the 

hyper-progressive space time of youth culture. He takes the pulse of the young denizens 

circulating through his nightclub every Sunday, who showcase their ever-evolving fashions, 

dance styles, vocabularies, and most importantly, their ever-evolving attitudes on sexuality. 

He singles out a form of cultural production which symbolizes these winds of change in his 

view: the Beurs Appart TV series.120 Its premise is simple: a group of gay friends of North 

African descent gather in an apartment, with ensuing drama and comedy. A neo-camp, jovial, 

collective project based on a faux-reality TV platform, it is a series which takes itself so 

unseriously that it manages to unearth the humorous side of the heavily miserabilist tropes of 

prostitution, the housing crisis, and homelessness. Beurs Appart’ is not all laughs, as it often 

veers into a combative register, delivering fierce rebuttals to homophobia through histrionic 

performances and unapologetic eroticism. The mockumentary illustrates the notion according 
                                                
120 Di Verdura, Hugo. Beurs Appart, le film. BQHL, 2009. 
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to which social strictures and rules can actually produce “art” (even if self-consciously camp) 

rather than simply stifle it. This provides for a stark difference with perspectives on the 

banlieue which always already preclude emancipatory creativity from emerging, which 

declare that there can be no metaphysical transformations of suffering or struggle into art. It is 

this under-the-surface positivity that Zeraoui wants Chaumont to notice, instead of the more 

immediately tangible suffering he has sought out and thus found.  

Zeroaui posits homo-banlieue happiness to be the blind spot to the ethnographer’s eye. 

This selective ethnographic vision derives from a tendency toward according more 

representativity to extreme misery than to the “banality” of happiness. In this, Gérard Noiriel's 

analyses in his history of immigration to France, Le Creuset français (or The French Melting 

Pot) are useful, as they underline a statistical prejudice towards collecting the dire and the 

miserable in studies of immigration.121 Against an unlivable banlieue of disorientation, bereft 

of supports and safety nets, Zeraoui describes the netting of a rich social network, enabled in 

the last decade by the internet. Zeraoui thus views desire as a protective force: the 

accomplishment and accumulation of a supportive social network has been engineered by 

impulses of desire and sexuality, one that produces the orienting geography (the repères) 

thought to be lacking. Chaumont strangely claims that the internet is a geographically specific 

“place,” and that, despite mathematicians and computer scientists struggling to define its 

precise shape and the logic of its movement, it too would be subject to traditionally French 

forces of centralism. Yet, the fact that the encounters arranged on personal-ad sites like 

Zeraoui’s Kelma.fr occur more often in an “intra and inter-banlieues” mode—bypassing the 

formerly “necessary” conduit of the Marais/city center completely—easily refutes this 

                                                
121 Noiriel, critiquing unscientific, received knowledge in the study of immigration, states that "…the first effect 
of this a priori is to identify immigration and unhappiness... Within this logic, the criteria with which we define 
the object are outside of scientific thought because what counts above all, is to emphasize the 'exemplary' 
character of the studied case: it is always the most unhappy, the most exploited, the most pitiful, in brief the 
newest who are chosen as a matter of preference" (48). 
Noiriel,  Gérard. Le Creuset français. Seuil, 2006. 
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centralized conception of internet sociality.122  

Chaumont locates idealism again in the old trope of the banlieue needing to “catch up” 

to the city center’s always more progressive evolution, instead of accepting the possibility of 

banlieue and street culture having something instructive to offer in the way of futurism. For 

instance, one could cite the experimentalism of banlieue social constellations that evidence a 

novel complexity, as banlieue sexual minorities have managed to innovate a sociality from 

within the highly limiting conditions of population concentration and surveillance found in 

housing projects. In the end however, Zeraoui still participates in a reification of 

“backwardness” by referring to a décallage or time gap between the thuggish racailles and 

the progressive wing of metrosexual ethnic minorities. He does not investigate the very real 

conjugation of racaille and homosexual identities seen with the figure of the “homothug,” a 

social figure that has very rarely been dignified by attention paid to his or her subjectivity.  

After reading this testy exchange between two former collaborators, it appears as 

though the main point of contention amplifying the disagreement has to do with the sincerity 

and longevity of their connection to the banlieues. Zeraoui’s influence on the perception of 

homosexual life in the banlieue can be found, before Chaumont’s intervention a decade later, 

in a validating media recognition of his entrepreneurial activism—with a volley of interviews 

in the newspapers Le Nouvel Observateur123, Libération124, as well as the mainstream gay 

digest Têtu. While his Internet activism is still significant, he more recently shifted away from 

the mediasphere to focus on his nightlife ventures. At the summit of his activism in the public 

eye, Zeraoui was able to attract high-profile personalities from the worlds of art and politics, 

                                                
122 Similarly, the city planners imagining the future of Ile-de-France transport now elevate inter-banlieue travel 
as the most urgent priority, as more and more commuters have bypassed central Paris entirely.  
The 30-year-plus plan takes the name “Le Grand Paris,” which sounds similar to “le grand pari” (“the great 
bet”). http://www.gouvernement.fr/gouvernement/un-nouveau-projet-de-transports-pour-le-grand-paris-0. 
Consulted 2/14/2012.  
123 Garcia, Daniel. “L’Avant-garde soluble dans le Marais?” Op. cit..  
124 Abdi, Nadim. “Les Beurs Gays s’affichent. L’association Kelma se bat contre l’isolement et le racisme”. 
Libération 17 March 1997, p.16. 
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landing interviews with the openly gay Moroccan writer Rachid O., and more importantly for 

current purposes, the president of the anti-discrimination group SOS Racisme, Malik Boutih, 

who led the organization as vice-president from 1985 to 1992 and as president from 1999 to 

2002. Boutih developed professional links with other activists profiled here, Fadela Amara 

declaring him to be one of her first major supporters (89).126 

 

Malik Boutih and Franco-Arab self-image: 

Engaging in a very lengthy conversation—a mere segment of which is reproduced 

here—Zeraoui and Boutih discussed, ten years before Zeraoui’s debate with Chaumont in 

Têtu, the homosexual condition in the banlieue and attitudes toward it.127 I pay particular 

attention here to the fact that Zeraoui found himself, within his exchange with Boutih, making 

points similar to those of Chaumont’s several years later, before the onset of the “great 

evolution” in attitudes Zeraoui testifies to in the Têtu debate. It is in keeping with a guiding 

principle of this chapter—to study the instrumentalization of homophobia in addition to the 

mediatization of homophobic violence—that we trace Zeraoui’s formation of consciousness 

about the possible manipulation of homophobia toward xenophobic ends. The seeds of 

Zeraoui’s eventual change of heart are apparent in this interview, which importantly gives 

insight into how those activists closest to the phenomena of sexual violence and intolerance 

can, through repeated exposure and disillusionment with the campaign against the very wrong 

one is trying to combat, make a 180-degree turn, breaking partnerships with previous allies, 

who, one discovers, are not motivated by the same reasons of personal concern for the 

community fought for. Zeraoui’s criticisms of Franco-Arab virilist men, even here, aim for 

the betterment of those subjects; they do not stem from an a priori opposition to all virility, 

but rather seek its reform. This section examines a pattern according to which anti-
                                                
126 Amara. Ni putes ni soumises. Op. cit..  
127 Zeraoui, Fouad. “Homophobie en banlieue: Interview avec Malik Boutih”. Kelma.org. 2000. 
www.kelma.org/PAGES/DOCUMENTS/malek_boutih.php. Consulted 2/14/2012. 
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discrimination activists aiming to combat social alienation and segregation in the banlieue 

actually reify it through Othering vocabularies of the sexual. In so doing, this section offers an 

illustration of how campaigns of defense against ethnic discrimination can turn into 

campaigns of attack against those one is trying to defend, when banlieusard attitudes about 

sexuality are brought into the equation. 

The interview is rare in its frankness—evoking sensitive issues of sexual and racial 

“shame” in the Franco-Arab community—a tone arguably permitted by the activists’ pre-

existing friendship and solidarity on the anti-discrimination front. The exchange is also 

remarkable for how exhaustively it surveys the various flashpoints in the politicization of 

immigrant and banlieusard sexuality. I contend that it is the fact of SOS Racisme dealing here 

with a sister organization of sorts that permits some important conceptual breakthroughs, in 

terms of raising awareness about the parallels between discriminations based on race, class, 

and sexuality. Through speaking with Kelma, the SOS Racisme activist comes to realize the 

centrality of sexuality to the social issues under his purview. This would constitute a type of 

“interpenetration” —or productive encounter of active minorities in public space, as described 

by Nilufer Göle.128 With such frankness also come several asides that seem perhaps too raw, 

too expository: secrets announced in the company of friends that depart from the politically 

cautious tones usually adopted by SOS Racisme. That organization has long been considered 

by more radical members of the anti-racist community in France to be a watered-down, co-

optation of the ethnic solidarity marches and movements of the 80’s. I argue that the 

accusatory and harsh tones adopted by Boutih in his descriptions of the alleged homophobia 

of Franco-Arabs as a whole, follows from the nature of that organization’s anti-

communitarian agenda. Boutih seems to have achieved a perfect score on the “sexual 

                                                
128 Göle, Nilüfer. Interpénétrations. Islam et l'Europe. Galaade Editions, 2005. 
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modernity” test, passing the bar for membership in his Republicanist organization by vilifying 

immigrant and banlieusard homo-socialities, dress codes, and relations with the opposite sex.  

In Boutih’s rhetoric, it gradually becomes apparent that he jumps at the chance to 

show his self-critical qualities (as a Franco-Arab representative), condemning Franco-Arab 

homophobia with gusto while remaining measured when assessing racial discrimination. 

Strangely enough, the anti-discrimination activist reproduces a certain discrimination—in his 

generalizations and uninterrogated politicizations of sexuality exclusive to banlieusard 

youth—that is let in through the back door. This is enabled, I argue, because his sensitivity to 

sexual demonization is not as acute as his sensitivity to racial discrimination. Boutih’s harsh 

critique of banlieue youth would play into longstanding claims in the anti-racist activist 

community, which hold that those minorities advanced for promotion—at the mediatic, 

municipal and political levels—are often candidates who are ready to be self-critical above all 

else, rarely adopting the rhetoric of community defense, speaking in Republican terms only. 

Boutih, it must be stated, has elsewhere been critical of miserabilism and has been saluted for 

giving youth the tools to get out of it, with proactive solutions like his nightclub and résumé 

campaigns.129 In the interview with Zeraoui, however, Boutih offers only condemnation of 

homophobia, with very little attention paid to its instrumentalization in stigmatizing ethnic 

minorities.  

Boutih’s personal path through the fair-weather friendships of French party politics 

was not without setbacks and failed attempts to toe a centrist line. His sometimes equivocal 

tone earned him criticism from the Franco-Arab blogosphere and radiosphere, despite his 

former position at SkyRock, the popular hip-hop station, as director of institutional relations. 

                                                
129 Boutih’s stewardship of SOS Racisme was celebrated for his innovative breakthroughs against racial 
discrimination at the levels of hiring, housing, and nightlife access. He was instrumental in creating the “testing” 
apparatus and managed to get this instrument adopted by the courts, which subsequently admitted “testing” as a 
recognized practice of collecting evidence for discrimination cases. Some examples of “testing” are: submitting 
two identical CVs to employers using one “ethnic” and one typically “French”-sounding name, or, sending two 
groups of people identically dressed but of different ethnic background to the same nightclub.  
Rive, Emilie. “La pratique du testing validée par la Cour de cassation”. L'Humanité 12 June 2002.  
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His attempts to appeal to greater France did not always achieve their desired objective, as 

controversial remarks from Gérard Longuet, lead senator of the right-wing UMP party at the 

time, made clear in a speech in March 2010, when Boutih was running for a spot on the 

HALDE, an administrative body responsible for monitoring discrimination130: “It would be 

better for someone from the traditional french social body (du corps français traditionnel) to 

be responsible for welcoming all our compatriots… If you put someone symbolic and exterior 

there, you risk failing the operation.”131  

Boutih’s activist itinerary mirrors the emergence of beur political consciousness, as 

well as its co-optation by state bodies. A veteran of the 1983 Marche pour l’égalité 

(sometimes dubbed the “Marche des Beurs”), he joined SOS Racisme soon after in 1984, an 

organization linked to the French Socialist party. He adopted party language when he reused 

their chosen anti-discrimination slogan at the time “Ne touche pas à mon pote” (“Don’t touch 

my buddy”) —an expression which seemed to evacuate the particularity of race-based 

discrimination—for the title of an organization he founded, “La Maison des Potes” in Grigny, 

as well as for a journal “Pote à Pote,” founded in 1995. He is said to have refused, for reasons 

of party solidarity, a rumored invitation to be included in an “open-ness campaign” and 

ensuing hiring initiative led by then President Nicolas Sarkozy—which saw the nomination of 

a slate of minority candidates to ministerial positions in his government.132 Boutih later 

seemed to regret the missed opportunity for higher office when he fell out with the Socialist 

Party after a botched election campaign. He had been nominated to run in a region where he 

had little popular support, and eventually lost the bid. At the time of his initial refusal, he 

                                                
130 High Authority for the Struggle Against Discrimination and for Equality (Haute autorité de lutte contre les 
discriminations et pour l'égalité). 
131 Editors. "Malek Boutih, président de la HALDE ? Il ne ferait pas l’affaire, selon Longuet". 
www.saphirnews.com. 11 March 2010.  http://www.saphirnews.com/Malek-Boutih-president-de-la-HALDE-Il-
ne-ferait-pas-l-affaire-selon-Longuet_a11239.html. Consulted 2/16/2012. 
132 Editorial.  “Sarkozy peaufine son ouverture”. Libération 16 June 2007. 
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nevertheless declared admiration for some of Sarkozy’s unorthodox policies, which earned 

him the ire of former Socialist party allies, who called him too “sarko-compatible.”133  

Vehemently against communitarianism and the importation of Anglo-American anti-

discrimination measures like affirmative action to France, he declared in July 2010:  

In France, minorities don’t exist! We are not an endangered species. If we start to speak Arabic… 
Breton or Corsican, we will make the national community explode. France is (represented by) baguette, 
wine, cheese, and now couscous, plus “liberty, equality and fraternity.” 200 years ago, we got a head 
start by building a national political identity instead of an ethnic one.134  
 

His position against minority recognition is notable in light of a common understanding in 

French activist circles about the distinction between anti-racist and anti-discrimination 

politics. Activist circles with a Republican and secularist character have advocated for an anti-

discrimination approach, with the idea that minorities only exist in light of discrimination, 

while communitarian-friendly anti-racist groups have posited that identities exist 

independently of discrimination, the latter groups being more receptive to platforms of ethnic 

solidarity and pride.135 Boutih furthermore reproduces in striking fashion, as we’ll show, those 

critiques of immigrant “sexism” that have emanted from mainstream feminist and LGBT 

activists, without much interrogation. We will interrogate whether Boutih has perhaps 

misjudged these seemingly “progressive” communities as incapable of xenophobia, thus 

reproducing generalizations that might have met more criticism had they not originated with 

sexual minorities:  

Zeraoui : You were speaking just now about bringing lawsuits against the discotheques that practice 
discrimination. This was extremely well-mediatized, and very efficient. But has it been efficient from a 
juridical point of view ? 
Boutih : For now, in the immediate scheme of things—I’ll be honest—for the moment we have a 
justice system that is completely exceeded and embarrassed by all the complaints we have presented. So 
obviously, it’s taking a while, there is some foot-dragging, but the day of reckoning will come… These 
cases will go ahead, and we’ll win them… 
Zeraoui : There is something which has fascinated me, what some have called the World Cup effect of 
1999. We place much emphasis on the impact of the “Black White Arab” team that notched the victory, 
but one effect less noticed is the Zidane effect, but for other reasons. Zidane was the great goal-scorer 

                                                
133 Vigoureux, Caroline. "Boutih bientôt à la Halde?". www.lejdd.fr. 24 Feb. 2010.  
http://www.lejdd.fr/Politique/Actualite/Boutih-bientot-a-la-Halde-174897/. Consulted 2/16/2012.  
Editorial. "Malek Boutih accusé au PS d'être le "premier des sarkozystes' ". Le Nouvel Observateur 25 January 
2009. 
134 Le Figaro. 10 juillet 2000. 
135 Ndiaye, Pap. La Condition Noire. Calmann-Levy, 2007, p. 20-21.  
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of France’s team, but Zidane is also a beautiful guy. He made the covers of magazines, he did publicity 
campaigns for Dior, and I don’t think this has made an impact yet in French minds, that a beur could be 
handsome, “beautiful” (in english). And that… don’t you think these are things which can help the 
thingamajig progress (faire avancer le schmilblick) ? We don’t say it enough. It’s almost a taboo. A 
desirable beur. 
Boutih : And why is it a taboo ? That’s also one of my analyses, one of my observations. I believe that 
within the crisis that exists in the banlieue, what I call the identity crisis, it’s not a crisis simply in 
social, and intellectual terms etc. It’s true that people rarely say it, but I don’t have any shame in telling 
you : the people are closing in on themselves (se referment sur eux-mêmes). These youth have a 
physical complex. They have ended up internalizing the bad image they have of themselves. 

 
Zeraoui adopts a line of questioning that first targets one of Boutih’s greatest 

accomplishments at SOS Racisme: the judicial recognition of testing as admissible evidence. 

Zeraoui does so in order to emphasize the intersection of their professional worlds 

(nightclubs), and to raise the issue of Franco-Arab self-image and its sometimes vexed 

correlation with access to nightlife. In an omitted section of the interview, they discuss 

feelings of rejection experienced especially by male Franco-Arabs, arriving to nightclub doors 

alone or in groups without female accompaniment. The conversation then turns to self-

presentation, Boutih asking: are these men blameworthy for the way they approach 

nightclubs, and more importantly, women ? They finally arrive at a topic difficult for some 

commentators of integration to conjugate in the masculine: beauty.  

Zinedine Zidane has been elected France’s most beautiful athlete136, and was voted the 

sixth most beautiful man in the world in a 2005 TF1 poll and second most handsome 

Frenchman (behind only Patrick Bruel, also of Algerian descent) among French voters.137 He 

has appeared in “sexiest man alive” lists every year thereafter. Zidane emerges here as an 

anti-thesis to the ego-puncturing amalgamation Zeraoui and Boutih worry about: the 

connection of (nightclub) rejection to feelings of ugliness. Zidane has overcome the difficulty 

of finding external recognition in a society where valorizations of certain “looks,” by 

doorpersons managing nightclub guestlists, are often highly informed by a host of un-PC 

                                                
136 Editors. "Sondage: Zidane le plus sexy". www.sport.fr. June 7 2002. http://www.sport.fr/football/Sondage-
Zidane-le-plus-sexy-22399.shtm. Consulted 2/16/12. 
137 Editors. "Le plus bel homme du monde (sur tf1)". www.comlive.net. 2 March 2005.  
 http://www.comlive.net/Le-plus-bel-homme-du-monde-sur-tf1,58116.htm. Consulted 2/16/12. 
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assumptions about class, race, and sexual aggressivity138 (France is of course not unique in 

this regard). These judgements are sheltered by the management’s right to maintain a 

selective dress code—judgments which are themselves arguably traversed by political 

concerns about immigration and the legacy of colonialism.  

Nightclub rejection scenes have recurrently shown up in the Franco-Arab and banlieue 

filmmaker corpus, with directors like Malik Chibane, Mehdi Charef and Jean-François Richet 

dwelling at length on the collapse of self-esteem fomented by such rejections. Often, the 

aftermath involves violence against material objects.139 In these films, the homo-social nature 

of the group is sometimes portrayed as incompatible with nightlife conventions: the plurality 

of the group and the frequent absence of women within it become reasons for rejection from 

the city center. In turn, the rejected individuals reflect negatively on themselves, and their 

own homo-sociality. The latter is suddenly conceived as an unbearable feature of banlieue 

sociality, turned into a “primitive” group mentality that prevents their individual distinction, 

professional progress, and attraction of a mate. Boutih later revisits this point when speaking 

                                                
138 The sociologist Eric Marlière recently authored a book-length study on “youth and the discotheque,” which 
looks at two nightlife spaces within the Paris agglomeration (Paris’ Bastille neighborhood and the north banlieue 
of Cergy), and focuses especially on instances of violence, competition, aggressive flirting, security 
arrangements, and relations among peer groups.  
Marlière, Eric. Les Jeunes et la discothèque: Entre fêtes urbaines et violences ritualisées. Editions du Cygne, 
2011.  
139 One film in our corpus takes the consequences of nightclub rejection to their full extreme. In Jean-François 
Richet's Ma 6-t va crack-er, a group of Franco-Arab boys are rejected from a trendy nightclub, because they are 
not accompanied by women. It seems that their grouping and their insistence on homo-sociality is to blame. In 
the film, the consequences resulting from sexual frustration and rejection are not trivial. Prior to the scene at the 
nightclub door, the boys were infectiously gleeful, anticipating a night out which might wash the week's 
disappointments away, longing for the softening influence of beautiful women and alcohol. Their disappointment 
is that much more significant for having been rejected precisely for lacking the gender accompaniment they 
came there to find (something more available, it is suggested, to upper-class metrosexual males). Thus, a vicious 
circle is inaugurated by which their homo-sociality becomes ever more entrenched, closeknit, and alienated. The 
imperative to "have a girlfriend" becomes hated for its impossibility. Dejected, their inner turmoil about to boil 
over, the young men decide to "cramer une voiture," to set a car on fire, and proceed to translate on-screen their 
sexual frustration into an act of delinquency. The fallout from this episode does not end there. When the youths 
burn the car, they are confronted by a police force that doesn't hesitate to shoot dead one of the troublemakers. 
This in turn sets off the usual chain of events, seen in other cities, that inflames French banlieues after every 
"accidental" death, with the large constellation of the victim's friends taking to the streets and sowing vengeful 
destruction, especially if internal police reviews find no wrongdoing on the part of the police. See Chapter Four, 
p. 266-267. 
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of his own banlieue adolescence, acknowledging how “unappealing” it is for women to be 

approached by groups of boys, something he could not understand at the time.  

 Zeraoui’s surprise at the notion that a beur could be beautiful might itself seem 

surprising to an observer not exposed to a certain tradition of insults in argotic French lore. 

Various instantions of the epithet “Arab,” until relatively recently, have often been 

synonymous with esthetic depreciation (“bougnoule,” “raton,” “bicot,” “métèque”). 

Sensitivities today have mercifully done away with the acceptability of such terms in 

designating racial difference as ugliness.140 Generations of writers and filmmakers, however, 

experienced such epithets so viscerally that they show up recurrently in cultural production.141 

Such self-consciousness about ethnicity in relation to esthetic preferences is evident, for 

example, in the elaborate maneuvers by which protagonists of North African background 

conceal their ethnicities. In the cinema of Malik Chibane, they pose as Italians, usually to 

avoid anticipated rejection by women (as in Douce France and Hexagone).142 One recent 

film, Ziad Doueiri’s Lila dit ça (Lila Says), comments at length on the internalization of racist 

perceptions of Arab “ugliness.”143  

                                                
140 See the Conclusion, pages for a discussion of perceived Arab “ugliness,” pornography, and French radical 
sexual politics, p. 342-343. 
141 Observable in the repeated recallings of playground and public transport scenes in “beur” literature, wherein 
the authors recall how their physical appearance had been denigrated. This representational trend is even more 
observable in novels ghostwritten by non-Arabs, purporting to represent an Arab point-of-view, in which the 
Arab protagonists repeatedly associate their “Arab” features to ugliness or average looks, and venerate 
“whiteness” as the source of all standards of beauty (cf. Paul Smaïl’s Vivre me tue, and Chimo’s Lila dit ça, both 
of which have been adapted for the screen). 
Smaïl, Paul. Vivre me tue. Balland, 1997.  
Chimo. Lila dit ça. Pocket, 1997.  
142 Chibane, Malik (dir.). La Trilogie Urbaine (Hexagone, Douce France, Voisins Voisines). Bac films, 2007. 
143 The film is loosely based on an autobiography penned by Chimo, a pen-name for a supposedly Franco-Arab  
author who admits never having previously published or even read a book on his own. Though some portions of 
the monde des lettres commended the writer’s style, other critics were skeptical of the authorship. The book is 
now widely considered to be the creation of the publishing house.  
Le Naire, Olivier. “Mais qui est donc Chimo?”. L’Express. April 25th, 1996.  
http://www.lexpress.fr/informations/mais-qui-est-donc-chimo_613793.html. Consulted 4/9/2012.  

In the film, a strikingly beautiful blonde teenager with a potty mouth (played by Vahina Giocante), 
takes an interest in Chimo (Mohammed Khouas), himself visually spectacular but unable to recognize it. He 
greets with astonished perplexity the fact of her having "selected" someone like him. In the book version 
especially, the "brown" is presented as a banal norm abundantly available in the multi-ethnic banlieue, while 
Lila's blond-ness becomes beautiful for its rarity, a preciousness she joyously exploits. The film, however, 
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Returning to the discussion of actual nightlife access, it is pertinent that Zeraoui chose 

as a logo for the promotion of his Black Blanc Beur clubnight, the slogan “Beur is beautiful,” 

a message that borrows from the 60s and 70s campaigns that valorized African-american self-

image and afro-centrism in the US. This constitutes yet another instance of cultural 

importation among banlieusard and immigrant-issued subjects of American self-valorization 

techniques. Boutih’s response to this idea of recognizing beauty acknowledges, from an 

official position, that the struggle for identity assertion passes through the body, and that the 

body carries the scars of the greater battle for community recognition.  

Boutih’s conclusion about “a community closing in on itself” introduces a point that 

he will develop over the course of the interview: that “excessive” pride evidenced by Franco-

Arab men really just masks an essential shame, a “physical complex” that would seem to 

explain other, more first-degree frustrations like social and professional immobility. This 

dismissal of pride is hard to disassociate from Boutih’s campaign against the communitarian 

ideology that might encourage that sort of pride. In what seems at first like a mis-statement, 

Boutih concludes his response by stating that these youth have internalized “the bad image 

they have of themselves” rather than “the bad image society has of them”: this choice of 

terminology underlies his belief that self-dismissal is produced from within and not 

exclusively from the “outside,” thus becoming blameworthy. His choice to attribute this 

notion of wounded self-image to an “identity problem” is remarkable for an activist who has 

elsewhere been saluted for his Republican credentials.  

The “astonishment” at ethnic beauty in Lila Says (see footnote on previous page), is 

echoed within Zeraoui and Boutih’s exchange, testifying to an esthetic devaluation that both 

men bear the scars of and are trying to remedy. Zeraoui asks Boutih to dig deeper into the 

extent of internalized “ugliness”:  
                                                                                                                                                   
departs radically from the original in according Chimo an androgynous, undeniable beauty that seems to counter 
the miserabilist message of self-deprecation in the book. 
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Boutih : Yes. There is a complex. I myself am not willing to believe that all the phenomena linked to 
shaved heads, to making hair disappear, to dressing a certain way, etc, don’t stem from a certain shame 
in regard to the body, to its visibility, to its color etc. And it’s true that one of the ways of resolving this 
problem, is to find a certain beauty in these physical criteria. And it’s true that Zidane is a part of that. 
And it’s true that somewhere, for those who are attentive observers of French society, little by little, 
Arab beauty is starting to emerge within French beauty. In the same way that, undeniably, it has 
happened with the black population at a certain moment in the eighties and nineties, through what Jean-
Paul Gaultier did with a certain number of models, and others too. The motto “black is beautiful” 
played a part. Obviously, because it allows for métissage.  

We have to tell people, you are beautiful. If we don’t tell them they are beautiful, we have said 
nothing. The start of the beginning (of change) is the fact of feeling free to own up to one’s physical 
difference. If we don’t start by saying that, we are closing people in, we are leading them to believe that 
somewhere, the only beauty that exists is white. It’s not true.  
Zeraoui : It’s what the media, the ads, and the television would have us believe… 
 

Here, Boutih ventures into grand, transhistorical suppositions about what the sartorial choices 

of Franco-Arab youth socially represent. These hypotheses are surprisingly echoed by several 

works in the cinematic and literary corpus dealing with contemporary Franco-Arab self-image 

(see footnotes on following page). One reading of Boutih’s remarks suggests that “Arab 

pride” represents a mask compensating for shame, shame regarding the visible markers of 

“Arab” ethnicity (curly hair, dark beards, brown skin) that cause subjects to seek its erasure 

through excessive self-tailoring. Such shame might paradoxically be reflected in the 

“combative” social stance evident in the street fashion mentioned earlier by Zeraoui, 

stereotypically composed of buzz cuts, upturned collars, mohawks, sculpted facial hair, 

eyebrows shaved through the middle to resemble a fighting scar, form-fitting leather jackets, 

and the athletic-wear panoply of boxing sneakers, sweatpants, hoodies, and baseball caps 

pulled over the eyes. Taking Boutih’s perspective further, the focus on purely physical 

development would provide a means to excel at a universal endeavour—we can all sculpt our 

bodies regardless of ethnicity—in order to draw attention away from ethnic particularity.  

Another reading of Boutih however highlights a phenomenon by which the social 

codes that posited the Arab as a synonym of “ugliness” have been reversed through a sudden 

modification. This modification has turned the self-tailoring (that came in reaction to a 

previous shame about one’s Arab features) into a hybrid trend that signifies “Franco-

Arabness” in a novel way. A reaction to the supposedly unbearable visibility of Arabness— 
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shaving off one’s curls for example—has come to signify Arabness, because observers have 

come to recognize the "ethnic/Arab" youth monopoly on this hair styling, as well as any other 

of the aforementioned components of the athletically combative look. By the measure of 

tastemakers and fashion monitors, these multi-ethnic youth have produced an asceticism and 

discipline of the body which is now considered beautiful and sought after as something 

elusive: the pursuit of body sculpting has in such a sense attained a degree of ethnic 

particularity.  

The aesthetic trend Boutih speaks of was thoroughly explored in Gael Morel’s 2004 

film Le Clan.144 Such admirations of physical self-discipline and self-tailoring, as well as the 

perception of a monopoly by urban youth of African backgrounds on the latter, were 

reproduced in a highly evocative dialogue from and one of Sébastien Lifshitz' early films, Les 

Terres Froides.145 These valorizations, however dubious, are a far cry from Boutih's 

puncturings, assertions of false consciousness, and notions of barely dissimulated weakness. 

Even though they are part of a "performance," this sartorial spectacle and disciplined of the 

body do not have the flimsy consistency of "acting" to those who are impressed by them, as 

Lifschitz’ dialogue illustrates on the cinematic level. In addition, those who produce such 

                                                
144 The plot follows the half-Algerian, troubled and troublesome youth protagonist (played by Nicolas Cazalé), 
who takes great pains to remove every hair from his body, as does his little brother later on in the film, in a sort 
of preparation ritual for conflict with an outside society seen as prejudiced. This gesture paradoxically produces 
a sort of social armour via the nudity of having none at all.  
Morel, Gael (dir.). Le Clan (US title: Three Dancing Slaves). TLA releasing, 2004. 
145 In the scene, the protagonist (Yasmine Belmadi)’s “white” gay half-brother admits how impressed he is by 
the strength such youth radiate, also confessing that he would like to imitate their example. Belmadi’s character 
finds this assertion so fantastical and excessive, in its over-valorization, that he feels he must call it back to 
reality with a splash of cold water: 

—You know what fascinates me with blacks and beurs? It's their way of always being strong even 
when nothing's going right. Even when they are in the worst shit they'll never let themselves sink. 
—You know, where I come from, there are some who kill themselves with alcohol, with drugs, I swear 
to you. 
—Yes, maybe, but for the most part, when you see them, they are all super-physical, you see them at 
the gym, the way they walk. I want to be like that you see, hard as concrete. 
—Wait, but now you're fantasizing. 
—Yes, perhaps, but in any case it helps me. They are role models. 

Lifshitz, Sebastien (dir.). Les Terres froides. Agat films et Cie, 1999.  
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performances may derive a very real satisfaction and benefit in proportion to how convincing 

these performances are, controlling with success how observers perceive them. 

 Boutih struggles to articulate an Arabness that might be beautiful in and of itself, 

attempting some comparisons before settling on the idea that Arab beauty must be spoken into 

being, assumedly because it doesn’t already exist. Though he does acknowledge the need to 

“own up to one’s difference,” he is at a loss to substantiate this difference—even on the 

“innocuous” terrain of fashion—with some concrete qualities. If it is beautiful at all, Arabness 

is beautiful for its contribution to métissage, or the production of a third hybrid body that 

attenuates the particularity of the first two bodies: beauty is located in the non-particularity of 

the métis or mixed-race subject as a universal figure. “Black is beautiful” is worthwhile 

because it allows for métissage, as Boutih explains, meaning that the purpose of recognizing 

that beauty is not empowerment of the “beautiful” racial group so much as its new capacity to 

attract other groups. Arab beauty emerges solely as a subcomponent of “French beauty,” part 

of a melting pot whose components cannot be isolated after mixing, with the threat of its 

particularity neutralized.  

A noticeable difference can be traced, however, between perceptions of Arab beauty: 

gay-identified directors, artists, and authors have for quite some time already saluted the 

embattled beauty of the Franco-Arab social posture described by Boutih. As in the scene from 

Les Terres froides, an identificatory connection is made with these strategies of self-

presentation, with filmmakers generating roles that that build a bridge between 

banlieusard/immigrant and sexually dissident character traits. Admirers of successful 

performance, these directors appreciate the “work” involved in self-styling as something 

admirable, rather than as a false screen. Boutih himself refers to gay taste-makers and cultural 

actors like Jean-Paul Gaultier in explaining just how the advent of “ethnic beauty” can be 
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engineered by those in the avant-garde who perceive a fundamental beauty beyond, 

paradoxically, what’s in fashion.  

 Boutih and Zeraoui’s discussion of self-perception, the acknowledgment of beauty, 

and their relation to social mobility makes the initial topic of nightclub discrimination newly 

relevant. They speak here of policies at the door and how they are sexualized: 

Boutih : In any case, it’s true that this physical question is very important. It will be an essential 
element in advancing our struggle… If only the kids in the projects were persuaded they were 
beautiful… For me, with the battle against the nightclubs… I’m not a theorist, but I think it’s 
paradoxically easier to talk about discrimination at work, in terms of housing, and other things, than to 
speak about the nightclubs affair. Why ? Because it goes back to the sexual question. And it’s obvious 
that within the question of racism, at its heart, there is a fear, a fear of the male person of color who 
comes to fuck (baiser) the white woman, and vice versa… And in the nightclubs if there is so much 
tension, such a racism problem, it’s because it’s linked to that. In the same way that the confinement of 
youth to the banlieue, the violent character of these youth, their rejection of others, also comes from the 
fact that somehow, they carry a certain shame within and don’t have (the opportunity for) social 
contact. The less beurs have contact with others—they can have fiançees, or relations with others—the 
more they will close up on themselves… And I think that, as much as in a city people can easily accept 
that one would say, okay, we’ve had enough of discrimination at work— everyone needs to have a 
job— people are much more tense when it comes to saying, we’re going to dance together and we’re 
going to have sex together. 
Zeroaui : It’s about the question of meeting and encountering, in fact… 
Boutih : It’s harder to sense this in the Paris region, but you only have to go to the provincial 
towns to realize just how explosive this clivage is.  
Zeraoui : Deep France is terrifying. But still, in Paris, some beurs are able to get in to discos, but 
it’s true that there is really a kind of competition on sexual terrain, and it always goes back to the 
same clichés, the image of the dagger in the back, which symbolizes… we shouldn’t be scared of 
being vulgar, both the fear and the desire of being fucked by an Arab, you see ? 
Boutih : That’s not entirely incorrect.  

 
Here, Boutih acknowledges the relevance of Anglo-American conceptual “imports” he 

elsewhere discounts, like the image-rehabilitation campaigns of the “black is beautiful” type, 

as well as the trope of the “black sexual menace” found in rhetoric from the American and 

Caribbean contexts since the era of slavery. Not only are such sexualizations prevalent, but, 

Boutih admits with some difficulty, they are indeed at the core of the larger question of 

“racism” in France. He draws a clear link between public vilification of a purported Franco-

Arab sexual “menace” and its internalization in subjects hesitating to set foot in centre-ville 

nightclubs. Boutih himself seems reticent, withdrawing out of modesty from stating the full 

sexualization of inter-racial relations. This hesitation appears strange in light of his relishing 

of confrontation evident in his public anti-discrimination campaigns.  
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Nightclubs, with their proudly “discriminating” door policies, would seem to 

constitute the ultimate venue for exploring the politically incorrect psychological material 

involved in these sexualizations. Such questions, to borrow a phrasing from Bernard-Marie 

Koltès, are only explorable “under cover of night,” providing a disturbing but rare opportunity 

to deal with subterranean sexual racism at its core.146 It must be said that nightclubs can also 

be—when they do not discriminate but seek instead the caché of diversity—a laboratory for 

the mixité147 Boutih finds so sorely lacking. In our film and literature corpus, nightclubs are 

alternatively a source of dashed social aspirations but also, importantly, somewhat miraculous 

places in which banlieue isolation can be momentarily escaped. Various passages depict how, 

in nightclubs, identities and class origins can be massaged into a versatile shape, how parallel 

lives can be entertained for the duration of a night, and sometimes for the duration of a 

relationship.148  

Interestingly, Boutih throws in a "vice versa" in his qualification of nightclub 

promoters’ fears of inter-racial mixing and its effect on business: in his view, the women 

ostensibly protected from men of color in the racist sexual imaginary could just as well pursue 

such sexual encounters on their own. No longer would they be “victims” to be protected from 

sexual menaces: women’s sexuality and object choices here end up alarming a masculinist 

                                                
146 “Sexual racism” has gained increasing valence in the era of online personal ads, in which members often air 
racial preferences unapologetically. This is permitted by a perception, often articulated by members, that sexual 
attraction is agentless and arbitrary: those at the mercy of sexual attraction need not “apologize” for its politically 
incorrect favoritisms.  
Lee, Daniel. “Don’t Ask, Just Tell: Sexual racism is at the core of what many gay men believe to be 
‘preferences’ ”. www.metroweekly.com. 23 Sept. 2010. http://metroweekly.com/news/opinion/?ak=5613. 
Consulted 6/6/2012. 
147 The mixture of different social groups, ages, genders, ethnicities, classes. It is a criteria often considered 
auspicious for the peace and prosperity of a given neighborhood.  
148 A prime example of this is found in the 1996 film Clubbed to death—starring Roschdy Zem, Béatrice Dalle, 
and Elodie Bouchez—in which a wayward young French woman who seems naïve and distinctly un-Parisian 
winds up, after falling asleep in a bus headed for its banlieue terminus, at a nightclub where she falls in love with 
the brooding and handsome Zem, a bouncer, boxer, and occasional junkie. Her love grows as strong as it is 
serendipitous, a love that would never have been generated had it not been for a feature unique to some 
nightclubs, their location in disaffected, industrial, multi-ethnic areas. Here we speak of the types of clubs that 
are altogether different from the centrally located nightclubs whose selective door policies sometimes preclude 
race and class mixture, ostensibly for reasons of sartorial discrimination. 
Zauberman, Yolande (dir.). Clubbed to Death. Arthaus, 1996.  
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desire to distance women’s sexuality from ethnic minority men. As such, the policies 

supposedly designed to safeguard women’s space from the inconvenience of sexual 

sollicitation actually become platforms for a renewed control over women, a control now 

racialized as “white.” What doesn’t get discussed here, disappeared in the elliptical “vice 

versa,” is the process by which a vilified masculinity can be considered attractive by those 

most purported to be victims of it (“white” women and “white” homosexual men) precisely 

for its “menacing” qualities (“menacing” to those who vilify it, “virile” to those who desire 

it). As many productions in our corpus show, this process is not only relevant to a special 

class of avant-garde gay "consumers" who may eroticize “thuggish” masculinity, it also 

affects a more general public, including for instance heterosexual "white" men who hold that 

ethnicized masculinity as an orienting model, or women who desire a less “metrosexual” 

masculinity.149 It can finally also be erotic to other Franco-Arab men exhibiting the same 

codes of self-styling in homosexual settings, a point Zeraoui tries to stress later in the 

interview.  

In sum, pride in beauty is precluded by Boutih's supposition that all pride is merely 

compensation, in the Bourdieusian sense of the rationalization of a disadvantaged situation. In 

such a view, Franco-Arab men could never find themselves beautiful, because appreciating 

the way they look could only stem from isolation and lack of exposure to other types of 

beauty, an isolation which results in their collapse upon themselves, which then results in 

communitarian pride, which results in more compensation, and the cycle goes on in this 

circular and highly alienating argument. Yet Boutih’s recommendation—that they must find 

beauty in themselves—still stands. However, in the logic of the argument at hand, an 

appreciation of beauty could only manifest through mixité, through an outside assessment by 

the Other, never from within. This places the Franco-Arab subject in a conundrum also 
                                                
149 This point is strongly emphasized in François Ozon’s surreal 2001 film Les Amants Criminels, in which a 
“white” teenage couple so covets the body of the virile Franco-Arab protagonist that they cannibalize it.  
Ozon, François (dir.). Les Amants criminels. Fidélité Productions, 1999.  
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perilous for self-worth, that of having to resort to the Other for a valorization of the self, 

prolonging a trend Boutih already recognizes to be dangerous, that of internalizing society's 

image of Franco-Arabs. 

 Boutih elaborates further on the politics of self-image, here targeting banlieusard 

youth attire and the question of integration: 

Zeraoui : Do you think that everything we’ve said about the physical aspect is about a desire not to be 
unique… ? 
Boutih : No, I don’t think so. On the contrary, no singularity appears in their attitude. 
Zeraoui : That’s what I think. 
Boutih : There is a way of fading into the background, of not existing as an individual, of drowning 
within a social identity. And I’ll be first to say—of course I won’t reject everything in one swoop—but 
(there is) somehow, a banlieue disguise or costume that exists today. At some point, we will have to say 
it, it’s not the nec plus ultra to always be in a sweatsuit and baseball cap. I don’t have anything against 
sweatsuits and caps, I wear them myself. I’ve even worn sneakers. But you can also wear dress shirts, 
you can get dressed up… Clothes are also a code that one addresses to others. If the code you address to 
others is one of aggression, of violence, of gangs, you can’t complain about not having contact with 
other people. If within this code, we seek out passerelles (passageways, or figuratively, paths out of an 
impasse), then we can meet at the middle… The beur does not conceive of himself as an individual, but 
as (part of) a gang. And from this we can understand the difficult relations that can exist. 
Zeraoui : Alone he’s nothing. 
Boutih : Alone he’s nothing. Everything goes back to a question of self-confidence, confidence in one’s 
beauty, capacities, relationships. I think we have to hammer this home… You have to stop saying, “oh 
no it’s not going to be okay, it’s a struggle, it’s shit, we’re rejected.” You have to say : “We’re good-
looking, we’re strong, we’re capable.” We have to say it because by being positive we’ll be able to 
break the ghetto logic that is taking shape. 

 
This exchange explores sartorial choices and their possible relation to banlieue groupthink, 

and more implicitly self-esteem. Emerging in Boutih and Zeraoui's agreement about beur 

non-singularity is an assumption that self-esteem requires individualism as its pre-condition. 

Such a statement, coming from Boutih, is suprising because he had just admitted that Franco-

Arab “beauty” and self-worth ought to derive from finding a place within the French national 

community, a pluralistic notion. The positive image one might derive from a sub-group, 

however, is invalid, especially if that group is of a communitarian nature. The selective 

conditions regarding the production of beauty extend to include an additional condition: dress 

codes that appeal to the larger society (formal wear) are to be encouraged, over and above 

streetwear that evidences ethnic particularity and appeals to one's communitarian group. The 

former is a “valid” uniform invested with the purpose of productivity, while the latter 
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constitutes a uniform only to those who believe streetwear reflects a sense of belonging, 

whether in terms of class, ethnicity, or neighborhood. Omitted in the discussion are the 

possible symbolisms of each sartorial choice. Streetwear cannot signify even though it carries 

a sophisticated “code” like any other medium of social self-presentation. The historical 

determinants informing each sartorial choice are glossed over. Street-wearing Franco-Arab 

youth beyond the second generation have often made a conscious break with the formalwear 

of their parents. This applies to the formalwear adopted by recent immigrants, which banlieue 

youth may see as an element of those immigrants’ readiness to assimilate and be 

irreproachably presentable for whatever job opportunity may arise. In the youth lingo, men 

who tuck their shirts in and wear muted professional colors have often been called “blédards” 

(which in English can be assimilated to the slightly pejorative "fresh off the boat," or the more 

literal translation “country”).  

What might the decision to wear casual or sports wear in formal settings (workplace, 

school, university, court) mean in terms of a possibly political resistance? Why does such 

street-wear reference the combativity of sports or co-opt the stylings of American minority 

culture? Returning to the conflict of individualism versus groupthink, the fact that the clothes 

chosen (jerseys, baseball caps, sweatpants) have traditionally been worn by players of team 

(rather than individual) sports contributes to a collective solidarity reading. That the banlieue 

should have a uniform, that codes of working-class belonging should be willingly asserted 

rather than effaced in order to prevent an “embarrassing” revelation of origins, becomes 

problematic for Boutih. By calling a uniform a “disguise,” these sartorial choices are always 

already disingenuous. Attire that shows up beyond the restriction of a relaxed context (sweats, 

sneakers) becomes caricatural when its wearers insist (for altogether different reasons) on its 

presence in a workplace or formal context.  
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A crucial slippage occurs when the sartorial codes of group belonging become 

confused with the codes governing relations between the sexes. "Aggressive" posture and 

thuggish "looks" would seem to inhibit the possibility of attracting a mate. Monogamous 

union can only be achieved by individuals who have managed to extract themselves from the 

surrounding group, following Boutih’s argument. Such a view ignores the extent to which 

individuals can become attractive for partnership because of their standing within a group, 

their neighborhood, their schools, their accompanying social circles, even their membership in 

a "reviled" gang. This perspective neglects the fact, attested by sociologists, that much flirting 

among this multi-ethnic youth generation occurs collectively, often in areas of congregation 

such as malls, or central transit hubs like Châtelet or La Défense.150 What’s more, Boutih’s 

wariness in regard to “ethnic” subjects in groups, and his concurrent encouragement of their 

individual isolation starts to slip toward a tonality familiar in now infamously racist 

expressions like “when there’s one that’s okay, but when there are many, that’s when you 

start to have problems.”151 Expressions like “the Arab does not conceive of himself as an 

individual" dangerously echo psycho-biological generalizations like those found in Raphael 

Pataï's injurious The Arab Mind.152 Critics of the book pointed out the alarmism of assertions 

of group conspiracy and fearmongering about the explosive potential of large mobs, capable 

of unpredictable violence at any moment, all of which hearkens back to early psychologist 

Gustave LeBon's analyses of masses.153  

Despite Boutih’s warnings about the flattening wheel of communitarianism, it remains 

that singularity—in the sense of personalization and individual distinction—can emerge 

through the sartorial codes of the banlieue, at least according to prominent fashion designers. 
                                                
150 Clair, Isabelle. Les Jeunes et l’amour dans les cités. Armand Colin, 2008.  
151 Minister of the Interior Brice Hortefeux was the latest prominent figure to say it, when he “jokingly” 
addressed a young UMP party member of North African background at the UMP party’s 2009 summer 
university. He was later declared guilty of “injurious racial language” (injure raciale) in appeals court. 
http://archives-lepost.huffingtonpost.fr/video/2009/09/10/1690452_hortefeux-derape-serieusement.html. 
Consulted 2/19/2012.  
152 Patai, Raphael. The Arab Mind. Hatherleigh Press (Revised Edition), 2002.  
153 LeBon, Gustave. The Crowd: A Study of the Popular Mind. CreateSpace (Latest Edition), 2010.  
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It has come about through processes of re-thinking, with originality produced by variation on 

originals, rather than spontaneous generation. This has been visible in the world of avant-

garde fashion for example, wherein prominent couturiers have often lifted novel ideas from 

streetstyle or the dress codes of recent immigrant arrivals. Pertinent to the initial subject 

matter in this chapter, French fashion icon Jean Paul Gaultier declared his contemporary 

esthetic obsession to be the collective stylings of girl gangs154: 

What’s my idea of femininity? Ni pute, ni soumise (neither whore, nor submissive). An 
affirmative, voluntary, conquering femininity, one that has body and allure, full of flesh…It’s the 
street—young people—that are my emotional terrain. I capture details from (them) which reflect 
our epoch, always portable, so that women can remain themselves. Who inspires me? Powerful 
women. Girl gangs with an almost aggressive allure, at the edge of vulgarity, but what is 
vulgarity? 
 

Of the greatest irony is that Gaultier should call “neither whore, nor submissive” exactly that 

which the president of the NPNS organization called “regressive”: girl gangs and more largely 

virile femininity. For Gaultier, who has a history of integrating “oriental” motifs and 

streetstyle into his fashions, what’s regressive is exactly that formalwear advocated by Boutih 

as an entrypoint into productive society. Formalwear in Gaultier’s understanding masks the 

modernity and historical particularity of woman’s “true” identity with an evolution-repressing 

classicism. 

Even if street style can be commonly recognized via its signal symbols—athletic wear, 

sneakers, caps, “bling” accessories—it can be declined into infinite variations each expressing 

a personal take. Boutih’s critique of the non-individualistic conformity with streetstyle omits a 

perennial feature of fashion studies in general: being “fashionable” means always imitating 

and reformulating pre-existing models, making originality once again a matter of variation 

rather than spontaneous generation. Also, a singularity of sorts can be achieved according to 

how well one matches an idealized, elusive model. Singularity is found in the varying degrees 

of perfect to less-than-perfect imitation. Thus it becomes possible to say, "she looks so street 

                                                
154 Jazdzewski, Catherine. “Carnets de mode: le style Gaultier”. Palace Costes magazine. December 2009-
January 2010, p. 64. 
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(or ‘hood)", to attribute unique degrees of success to an enterprise which is essentially 

imitative. One easily forgets, reading this psycho-sexual fashion critique, that singularity is 

difficult to achieve in any milieu: less unpacked is the oppressive groupthink involved in 

decisions about formalwear, and the possible self-ghettoization of the upper-classes achieved 

through a logic of exclusive association based on sartorial codes. 

According to Boutih, the “complexes” of banlieusards in regard to fashion and 

nightclubs merely present the tip of a much larger iceberg regarding affective relations in 

general: 

Boutih : I think there is a strong sexual frustration that comes from a conjunction of several 
phenomena. There is undeniably the rejection they are victims of. If you go to a nightclub, you meet no 
one… In terms of individual behaviour, we’ve all known this, I was born in the projects, I know what 
it’s like, when we were five guys flirting with a girl, it was understandable that the girl would run away. 
And then there’s the question of sexual education within one’s family, with all the taboos that exist in 
regard to sexuality, the guys pretend that it doesn’t exist, even though it exists in a big way for them, 
but the girls, they know that it exists in a major way and is directed toward them. 
Zeraoui : There is an incredible tension linked to sexuality… 
Boutih : There is a kind of collapse between their cultural heritage linked to their origins and sexual 
taboos… Well there is also something, the other day I was talking to a friend… I’m not trying to throw 
the first stone, but this is how it is in our families, it’s rare for the dad or the mom to tell their child : I 
love you. I would like to know how many people have heard their mother or father say it even once. 
This word doesn’t exist much with us (chez nous). Even the notion of affection, with us, it’s kind of 
evacuated as if it were a form of weakness. These are things we must realize… We can’t generalize too 
much, but it’s true that all in all, our family models are patriarchal, with love absent from the social 
game. 
Zeraoui : Simply absent ? 
Boutih : Yes, absent… In the hood, there’s no secret. When do the young shape up, when they’re going 
out with someone, when they discover love… What I’m going to tell you is a little utopian, but when 
we catch a young delinquent, not someone who has committed serious crimes… but people who have 
some violent habits and are a little asocial, I’m certain that if we condemned them to love someone… 
Zeraoui : Condemn them to love like Cyril Collard said…155  
Boutih : Exactly. 

 
At this juncture, the conversation considers sexual frustration and whether it can be linked to 

the "regression" in recent years of women's living conditions in the banlieues, a regression 

allegedly manifest in a rise in sexual harassment.156 Boutih switches ambivalently from 

hypersexualization to desexualization, from the trope of the "virile interloper" that is both 

feared and desired, to the sexually frustrated and paranoid victim of rejection, who ends up 

                                                
155 The late Cyril Collard was a French filmmaker, novelist and musician, who wrote the book Condamné amour, 
of which they speak here. 
Collard, Cyril. Condamné amour. Editions 84, 1993.   
156 Scholars like Laurent Mucchielli have disputed these mediatic assertions, comparing the crime statistics of 
different decades. 
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resorting to gang sociality. Boutih constructs, however, the banlieusard gang mentality as a 

primary obstacle to sexual and affective fulfilment. Less theorized is the highly affective role 

of the group as protective coccoon against the violence of social isolation. This violence can 

be found in pressures to leave the “ghetto,” to find individual distinction, to leave a possibly 

delinquent but nevertheless structuring group to join individualistic capitalism. The mediatic 

images of communitarian gangs as hateful toward any sign of affectivity have become so 

prevalent, that they have precluded an affective understanding of gangs. It has fallen to 

psychoanalysts and ethno-psychiatrists to theorize the stakes of group attachment and 

abandonment, targeting especially those descended from immigrants, all of this occuring 

against a backdrop of Republican imperatives for individualism. This is explored in the next 

chapter, which studies how an individualism imperative has been critiqued by 

ethnopsychiatrists seeking to stress the importance of filiation and community orientation in 

the treatment of psychological disorders.157 Hidden in the more facile critique of the almost 

universally reviled concept of the "gang" is a targeting of attachment to community, an 

affective attachment more difficult to accuse of anti-Republican insolence. The same goes for 

the reviled concept of the “patriarchal”: though it is unclear whether Boutih means by this 

epithet “father-centered” or “macho,” he establishes an incompatibility between it and all that 

is affective (“love”) that renders aberrant the notion of a loving father in Franco-Arab, 

banlieusard communities. 

 Boutih’s initially suprising recommendation of the heterosexual relationship as cure-

all for banlieue unrest has actually been echoed in more official forums. When questioned 

about their diversity platforms, politicians too numerous to count have found a “safe” answer 

in vaguely supporting métissage and calling for greater mixité, which can refer to both gender 

and race mixing. Grandstanding politicians have delivered speeches in which the antidote to 

                                                
157 See the conclusion of Chapter Two, p. 182-183.  
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communitarianism were an injunction toward mixture, an injunction that toes an ambivalent 

socio-reproductive line.158 In popular culture, talk shows have often sensationally depicted 

imploding banlieue couples, making a spectacle of poverty, ethnic isolation, and a sexism 

alleged to be culturally-informed, often bringing marriage counselors and psychologists in to 

diagnose sexism at its “heart” and to encourage more pacified heterosexual unions. Cinema 

offers perhaps the richest illustration of the phenomenon, with directors issuing heavy-handed 

cues and setting up a causal chain linking: falling in love, the abandonment of the homo-

social gang, and a reduction in violence both emotional and physical. This is a variation on 

the recurrent trope of what can very crudely be called the "bros before hoes" narrative—or 

rather in our case, "hoes before bros"—visible in many contemporary Anglo-American films 

depicting gang life, from Spike Lee to John Singleton.159 In the contemporary French context, 

two popular films zeroed in on this storyline, by which breaking gang pacts and entering into 

monogamous relationships leads to social pacification. 2001's La Squale has been linked by 

sociologists of youth violence and sexuality like Laurent Mucchielli to a rise in mediatic 

interest.160 Perhaps the most explicit treatment of the gang vs. girlfriend trope can be found in 

                                                
158 See for example the Socialist Ségolène Royal's rhetoric during her failed 2007 presidential bid, discussed in: 
Fassin, Éric et Fabre, Clarisse. Liberté, égalité, sexualités: actualité politique des questions sexuelles : 
entretiens. La Flèche, 2004. 
159 “Unattractive” homosociality is deftly explored in Jean-François Richet’s Ma 6-t va crack-er. In that film, 
upwardly mobile, professional women explicitly avoid the fraternal sociality of banlieusard men, as if that 
homosociality and its attendant “failures” were contagious, threatening to anchor them to an economic wasteland 
they seek escape from. In one revelatory scene, a drug-dealing white banlieusard tries to seduce his black female 
neighbor coming home from work. She dismisses his attempt by pointing to his professional and social 
immobility, that he can only make a living in the banlieue doing odd jobs. He in turn points to her desirability as 
an attractive, minority young woman corporations would be happy to hire, mentioning that one look at his 
baseball hat and thuggish mannerisms would be enough to stop him for landing a job.  
 This film interestingly suggests, as in the discussion of fashion earlier, that a certain sartorial look can, 
more than visible ethnicity, become an obstacle to upward mobility (as Zeraoui’s comment on upwardly mobile, 
metrosexual or androgynous ethnic minorities also makes clear). 
Richet, Jean-François (dir.). Ma 6-t va crack-er. Actes proletariens, 1997. 
160 The film depicts how an enterprising young banlieue female teenager—significantly violent herself—
manages to end the reign of sexual terror of the neighborhood caïd (gangleader), Toussaint.  He organizes 
multiple gang rapes, in addition to brandings of teenage girls with the first letter of his name. She reaches her 
objective by first seducing Toussaint, then, when their relationship sours, she directs her attention to the caïd's 
best friend. More receptive to affective overtures, he declares he wants to "treat her right," engineering a chain of 
events that results in the caïd being stabbed by his former homo-social protector. La Squale is remarkable in 
many respects, not just for its sensational depiction of gratuitous violence, but also for the fact that men do not 
have the monopoly on violence in the film.  
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Ziad Doueri's adaptation of Chimo’s Lila says.161  

 

Homophobia and assimilation: 

In Zeraoui’s exchange with Boutih, it is striking to observe that the two expand upon 

seemingly every aspect of banlieue sexualities and socialities—from flirting to monogamy to 

sexual violence—before discussing homosexuality and homophobia, the interview’s raison 

d'être. This goes to show the possible extent of the sexualization of the banlieues and 

immigration overall, beyond questions of sexual identity.  

Boutih sees in activism for homosexual rights a model for his own, one that offers 

precedents he finds inspirationally instructive. Boutih recounts an anecdote about an openly 

gay activist friend, working at the time of the interview in the Essone region. A colleague 

from their days at the Fédération de la maison des potes, the man in question had been 

working some years earlier on an HIV prevention campaign that also ended up providing a 

window into homosexual activity in the banlieues. Boutih states at the outset that the question 

of homosexuality "unleashes violence related to a host of complexes," but acknowledges that 

the situation has perhaps evolved with the third or fourth banlieusard generations that have 

surfaced since. The story Boutih tells is remarkable not for its miserabilism, but rather for the 

way he describes his colleague's embattled reaction in the face of an initial difficulty to 

convincingly immerse himself at the banlieue site of intervention. On his first day of work, 

the colleague had revealed his homosexuality and in Boutih's retelling had gotten "beaten up" 

                                                                                                                                                   
Genestal, Fabrice (dir.). La Squale. Cine Nomine, 2000. 
161 The caïd of the gang Chimo belongs to, Mouloud, also finds Lila attractive, and seeks, without any luck, to 
pique her interest in group sex with the gang. Mouloud becomes increasingly nervous when he realizes that the 
metrosexual Chimo has charmed Lila en solo, after she elected him to her inner circle upon noticing his singular 
sensitivity and artistic penchants. In order to restore “order,” Mouloud forces the gang to accompany him to a 
whorehouse as a birthday present to himself, asking to see each gangmember “fuck” the same prostitute. He 
implicitly wishes to counter the “divisive” threat of heterosexual monogamy with a misogynistic homo-social 
ritual, designed to rebuild fraternal ties.  
Op. cit..  
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(whether by colleagues or youth remains unclear). The torment was short-lived, as he returned 

for work the next day and every day thereafter:  

Boutih : … And he came back the next day. People said : “damn, we beat him up, and he comes 
back ?”. He… was on call in my association, obviously, no one came to see him at first. Little by litte, 
drug users came by asking for help with finding substitutes, and then little by little, young guys came to 
tell him they were homosexual, either by choice, or for reasons that are taboo today, like prostitution. 
We know that it’s starting to develop what with widespread poverty… he was the only guy they could 
speak with. He couldn’t perform miracles, but he was a breath of fresh air for people who were 
suffocating in that milieu… If we speak of homophobia, it’s in the banlieue that it’s the strongest, and 
the most violent. In the banlieue, you don’t look at the faggot (pédé) from the corner of your eye, you 
bash him, rape him, chase him. 
Zeraoui : I don’t know if I should say it but the annual SOS Homophobia report included a lot of 
witness accounts of attacks against homosexuals by beurs. 
Boutih : But I don’t think it’s a taboo to say it. We have to say it… Is it normal that these guys, who 
complain of being victims of racism, participate in gay bashings ? I’ll tell you, those guys, I don’t want 
to hear about them ever again. And we have to single them out and point. But there are also things 
which are not often spoken of. I have gay beur friends who tell me that when they go to bars or 
nightclubs, they are taken as prostitutes, under the pretext that they are beurs. They take hits from both 
sides. At a certain point, we have to stop putting everything under the rug… to write a few confidential 
articles in the papers. We have to liberate speech. We have to describe things as they are, and say that 
those who attack gays for the most part, who descend on homosexual cruising grounds, are black and 
Arab. And that their actions stem from their complexes about this question. 
I find that the people who descend on Marseille and Paris, who gay bash, they should be prosecuted, 
they deserve to pay, these are disgusting people ! Disgusting! They share more values with Le Pen than 
with me.  
 

Regarding Boutih’s colleague and his beating, any violence directed against an individual due 

to their perceived sexual orientation must first be unequivocally condemned, as prominent 

French anti-racist groups have consistently done. However, it is also pertinent to mention that, 

in a variety of banlieue as well as Anglo-American inner-city contexts, newcomers across 

professional fields who must interact daily with youth have faced adverse, sometimes violent 

initial receptions which serve in part to test their mettle, sincerity and commitment.162 In this 

respect, teachers, sports trainers, principals, activists, shopkeepers setting up for the first time 

in economically-depressed areas with accented territorialisms and resistance to gentrification, 

have all had to face with varying results an initial probationary period of heightened tension in 

which each party scopes the other out. This is something Boutih’s colleague has arguably 

understood as indicated by his persistent and valorous behaviour in the face of initial 

                                                
162 A classroom example about the difficulty of negotiating social insertion in an inner-city environment can be 
found in the Palme d’or winner Entre les murs, dubbed the French “Dangerous Minds,” a documentary re-
enactment of a banlieue classroom’s daily drama, using real students as actors playing themselves.  
Cantet, Laurent (dir.). The Class. Haut et Court films, 2008.  
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rejection.163 This phenomenon cannot be separated from parallel processes of gentrification, 

the estrangement of classes, and in France more specifically the special (but not always 

oppositional) relationship between the banlieue and the centre-ville.  

 Cultural illustrations, especially in banlieue cinema, have often cast the homosexual or 

androgynized teacher as the most estranged figure in regard to the banlieue. Such 

representation stresses the alleged “foreign-ness” in terms of the class and lifestyle of 

teachers, public servants, and social workers assigned to the banlieues. These depictions also 

inadvertedly participate in the construction of a "sexual modernity" which sides all sexual 

marginality with the centre-ville and all gender conformity with the banlieue, performing the 

homophobic gesture of attributing an upper-class origin to homosexuality.164 Films exemplary 

of this include the recent blockbuster Neuilly sa mère, and in a slightly different instantiation, 

the “beur cinema” classic Le Thé au Harem d'Archi Ahmed.165 This heritage of 

representations makes Boutih’s colleague’s actions seem all the more commendable, in that 

he has grasped the paramaters of acceptance into a social space constantly weary of outside 

intervention. He has met testing rituals of an initial violence with a steadfastness of his own. 

As Boutih reveals, once the original probationary period has passed and the new recruit still 

remains, he gains a deserved peace and place in the target community, becoming a confidant 

of community members in need. In more miserabilist visions, such estrangements between 

neighborhoods are not interrogated, with initiatives of immersion dropped at the first instance 

of oppositional violence designed to intimidate new recruits.  

 Franck Chaumont, in another example of his own fieldwork contradicting his 
                                                
163 An anology of sorts can be established with schoolteachers, for instance, who have productively “terrified” 
students in the initial weeks to gain their respect, through the solidarity-strengthening process of constructive 
trauma designed to create memorable and intense experiences that psychologically, albeit paradoxically, endear 
members of a group to each other, as many bonding rituals also evidence. 
164 See the section on homosexuality in the communist banlieue cinema of Richet, Chapter Four, p. 283-284. 
165 In the first, effeminate male teachers are represented as having no control over the classroom, lost and out of 
their element in the banlieue. In the second, homosexual businessman types are considered “easy targets” lured 
by the film’s protagonists Pat and Madjid before being robbed blind. 
Lafarrière, Gabriel (dir.). Neuilly sa mère. Vito films, 2009. 
Charef, Mehdi (dir.). Le Thé au harem d’Archi-Ahmed. MR Film, 1986.  
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hypotheses, profiled just such an openly homosexual community organizer who had refused 

to take “no” for an answer. The man in question had chosen to see threats of violence for their 

rhetorical symbolism, and had not been afraid to tussle or put his body in the way if that was 

to be the requirement of immersion. As he recounts it, “Jean,” an activist and social 

coordinator (animateur) in the city of Reims, struggled through an initially difficult trial 

period during which the youth of the city refused to accept his management of the local youth 

center’s games and sports premises. Offered by the city as a space of congregation, the locale 

was occasionally investigated by officials seeking to stamp out drug-dealing. In response to 

the physical intimidation of 13 year-olds, Jean asserted his 1m90 frame, throwing the keys to 

the premises over a fence as if to provoke them. Graffiti had also appeared in the 

neighborhood mocking Jean’s alleged sexual preferences. In keeping with his consistently 

headstrong approach, Jean decided to very publicly assert himself by disclosing his sexual 

orientation, “coming out” on a popular TV program, after which he received many 

congratulatory phone calls from community members. The harassment and graffiti 

immediately ceased, according to Jean’s own testimony. He added that the same youth who 

had harassed him would later greet him in the street while Jean was accompanied by his 

boyfriend. He spoke especially warmly of an increasing complicity with the youth and 

happiness with his job. Jean recounts the positive outcome in a way that shows that the 

purported “worst fear” (coming out in the banlieue) for homosexuals was actually the 

precondition to his acceptance: "If I had the courage to say it, it's because I'm not ashamed, so 

there's no reason to bug me about it anymore. The (reasoning) goes like this: If the guy said it 

on TV, it's because he has balls, right? So then, respect!" (148).  

 Another of Chaumont’s interviewees, Brahim Naït-Balk, also illustrates this 

“paradoxical” banlieue acceptance of homosexuality. Naït-Balk was first profiled 

anonymously in the chapter "Brahim," before coming out with his own book Un Homo dans 
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la cité. While Naït-Balk, who unlike Jean did not have to “justify” his presence in the targeted 

area, elaborates at great length on the difficult trial period (involving taunting and sexual 

intimidation) of his first job—youth sports coordinator in a Paris banlieue—he eventually 

achieved a series of promotions in his mediatic and sporting careers (like Chaumont, Naït-

Balk worked in radio, at Fréquence Gay, now a popular dance music station). He continued 

on steadfastly in his training career despite the initial setbacks, and is now the official trainer 

of the soccer club Paris Foot Gay. His prominent role there was singled out when he found 

himself the focus of much mediatic sympathy, after a controversy in which a Muslim soccer 

club forfeited a match against Paris Foot Gay for “religious reasons.”166 The aftermath of this 

scandal found Naït-Balk pleading for calm and a "friendly reconcilation match" with his 

opponents, in the face of widespread condemnation of the Muslim team. This situation 

provided for a striking reversal of the situation years before when Naït-Balk found himself at 

the mercy of the homophobic banlieusard members of the sports club he trained.   

 Naït-Balk also appears in the Mario Morelli documentary Banlieue Gay167, which 

displays, after a long segment recounting his struggle to be open about homosexuality in the 

banlieue, footage meant to be terrifying of Naït-Balk approaching some gathered youth 

                                                
166 The club that had boycotted the match, Créteil Bebel, was made up entirely of Muslim players. After the 
media took to the story, appropriately condemning the boycott, the leader of the club, Zahir Belgharbi, 
apologised on behalf of his team before the Comission Football Loisirs (CFL). The apology was deemed 
insufficient: the committee and audience members clamored home the point that this was just as grave as a racist 
discrimination. Belgharbi expressed shock in an M6 reportage that news of this municipal-soccer event would 
make it all the way to other countries in Europe and America. In his apology, Belgharbi said his team would be 
happy to meet with Paris Foot Gay. The club was later definitively expelled from the CFL. Créteil was also a no-
show at a friendly match intended to settle the issue. The match, however, did not take place because Créteil had 
been definitevely expelled from the league, yet in a great journalistic error, M6 portrayed this as happening due 
to a new homophobic refusal by the Créteil club. SOS racisme was quick to condemn Créteil in strongly worded, 
almost taunting terms (“SOS Racisme s'est ‘réjoui’, mercredi de l'exclusion du club”).  
Agence France Presse. "Le Créteil Bébel exclu après son refus de jouer le Paris Foot Gay". www.lemonde.fr. 14 
October 2009. http://www.lemonde.fr/sport/article/2009/10/14/football-le-creteil-bebel-exclu-apres-son-refus-
de-jouer-le-paris-foot-gay_1254024_3242.html. Consulted 2/24/2012.  
Editors. "Cité, foot: la haine des homos (Reportage M6, extrait 2)". www.dailymotion.com. 1 Oct. 2010. 
http://www.dailymotion.com/video/xbtc7e_cite-foot-la-haine-des-homos-report_news. Consulted 2/24/2012. 
167 Morelli, Mario (dir.). Banlieue Gay. LCP Channel, first airing 2/19/2010.  
Morelli, Mario. "Documentaire: Banlieue Gay". www.myskreen.com. 
http://www.myskreen.com/documentaire/1314554-banlieue-gay. Consulted 3/25/2012. 
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depicted as “zonards”168—faces blurred, hanging out and keeping watch. He openly queries 

them about their views on homosexuality, producing not the expected verbal and physical 

assault but a genteel conversation, accompanied by smiles and laughs. Disagreements 

nevertheless surfaced, but maintained overall a respect for differences and especially a respect 

for private life. Such open-ness in the spotlight of media cameras is remarkable in light of the 

recent history of banlieue youth skepticism of reporters’ intentions, producing a backlash after 

negative experiences. Organizations like L'Académie des Banlieues—which gives prizes for 

mis-representation or distortion of the banlieues—have decried the way residents’ openness to 

reporters’ questions has often been rewarded with word-twisting, quotes taken out of context, 

and an editorial line that stigmatizes the banlieues despite initial promises to the contrary, 

made to respondents for the purposes of gaining access.169 

 These aforementioned episodes present the “paradoxically positive” effects of coming 

out in the banlieue, by showing how frank-ness about sexual identity can in certain instances 

be commended as a form of sincerity and even commitment. The issue of open-ness surfaced 

again during the promotional book events surrounding the release of Chaumont’s Homo-

Ghetto. There, Chaumont sat at panels with some of his interview subjects, who wore 

sunglasses, bandanas and other anonymity-producing articles while giving testimony in 

support of the book. The “right” to be anonymous or clandestine has been the subject of much 

of my attention in this study. During these events, however, that “right” took on an altogether 

different connotation, as the clandestinity on display was of a reluctant and self-deprecating 

character, making a spectacle of an “enforced” invisibility meant to act as cautionary tale. 

This spectacular clandestinity was made even more noticeable by some vocally critical 

audience members in attendance, self-identifying openly as banlieue homosexuals, who 

                                                
168 Young, unemployed men who haunt stairwells, lobbies, or corners, usually depicted as looking for trouble. 
169 One recent “prize” was bestowed on the French channel TF1: “L'Académie des Banlieues awards the Prize of 
Manipulation to TF1 for its series 'My Neighbor is a Drug-Dealer', June 26 2010, 11am, at TF1 Headquarters". 
http://www.academie-des-banlieues.fr/#/les-prix/3718332. Consulted 2/24/2012.  
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asserted that “things” were not as Chaumont had described. A common reproach held that he 

had left out the significant numbers of banlieue homosexuals, purported to be a silent 

majority, who were content where they resided, claiming satisfied erotic and affective lives. 

Pertinent for this study, these highly visible audience members pointed out blind spots in 

terms of the study of social subjects—happily clandestine banlieue homosexuals—who 

normally insist on their own privacy (save for exceptional cases of “self-defense” like the 

book event). Valorizations of clandestine homosexualities are not far-fetched nor the province 

of an alternative few, although evidence to the contrary is more easily found in web forums 

and artistic illustrations rather than a lacking sociological corpus. Such high-profile film-

makers as Christophe Honoré devoted an entire film to detailing, in a distinctly non-

miserabilist mode, the eventful erotic lives of banlieue residents: 2010’s L’Homme au bain.170  

 Such visible resistance to sexual stigmatization puts at least some pressure on Boutih's 

anecdotal statement that it is in the banlieues that homosexual life is most impossible. One 

can charitably suppose that Boutih has made this qualification to further dignify the 

accomplishments of his homosexual colleague, by taking appropriate stock of the challenge 

he faced in successfully improving acceptance of sexual diversity. However, in insisting on 

the problem’s banlieue specificity, Boutih brings a reifying attention to ethnic difference and 

particularity that he specifically avoids on other, non-sexual issues, like discrimination or 

equal access. Could Boutih's exceptional assertion of ethnic difference, in reifying a 

homophobia unique to the banlieue, stem from a willingness to join the school of "sexual 

modernity"? 

 It seems, however, that Boutih’s claims operate in a slightly different way in his 

interview with Zeraoui. In Boutih one finds an ostensibly heterosexual anti-discrimination 

activist (who stands against models of ethnic pride) trying to find common ground with a 

                                                
170 For more on this film, see the Conclusion of the dissertation, p. 325-326. 
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sexual minority activist advocating for pride and visibility, each party making overtures of 

understanding to the other. It is worth noting that prior to this segment of the interview, 

Boutih and Zeraoui had engaged in a spirited debate about whether Anglo-American models 

of raising ethnic visibility (black or latino pride campaigns for example) could or should be 

implemented in France. Zeraoui showed himself much more amenable to the translatlantic 

example, while Boutih saw in such communitarian enthusiasms only segregation disguised as 

liberty of association. Yet, interestingly, Boutih allows himself to speak in the tonality of 

communitarianism when it comes to outlining his own sexual modernity, which entails 

critiquing his banlieue origins. Only at such moments of self-critique (for instance in the 

anecdotes about group flirting, sexual harrassment, and homophobia) does he allow himself to 

employ the communitarian expression "chez nous" ("where I come from, we...") to claim 

incontestable "native" knowledge. After Boutih's many overtures intended to display his anti-

homophobic credentials, it is paradoxically Zeraoui who defends the right to ethnic pride 

more so than the official defender of Franco-Arabs (against discrimination) in France. What’s 

more, in interviews elsewhere, Zeraoui had shown himself more sympathetic to ethnic 

attempts at self-segregation (club nights, personal ads, internet space) than to sexual self-

segretation (the gay ghettos, "elitist" according to Zeraoui for fostering a homogenous crowd). 

As such, in their respective clamoring to assert personal integrity through self-critique, or the 

critique of a community close to them, Boutih and Zeraoui divorce themselves from the roots 

of their ethnic and sexual communitarianisms via their acts of overture to each other, and 

more largely, each other's constituencies. This comes on the heels of these constituencies 

being constantly opposed in media portrayals, such that they are said to have prejudices or 

unfounded fears about one another, homosexuals finding Arabs homophobic or ethnic 

minorities finding homosexuality “foreign.” 

 It is arguably this difference within attitudes toward communitarianism that causes 
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Zeraoui's hesitation in regard to the SOS Homophobie report’s findings.171 Boutih and 

Zeraoui's remark, that a high proportion of the perpetrators of homophobic acts were of North 

African background, emerges from testimony and call-ins and is difficult to empirically 

validate given the legal restrictions on such ethnic identifications. The ease of identifying 

ethnicity is ironic considering that the name of the organization (SOS Homophobie) refers 

back to the title of the official organization Boutih heads (SOS Racisme): the latter is not in 

the habit of making such explicit ethnic identifications, rooting itself quite stridently in a race-

blind rather than race-sensitive ethics. Zeraoui is hesitant to point out, first of all, the racial 

make-up of the perpetrators of homophobic acts, and secondly, that Franco-Arab and/or 

banlieusards should be target priorities for anti-homophobia campaigns. The SOS 

“Homophobie” website contains a prominent rubric and instruction guide on raising 

awareness about homophobia in school settings, though it importantly does not state that 

banlieue schools are to be targeted as a priority. Zeraoui perhaps anticipates the amalgams 

made in selectively targeting banlieue communities for “sexual education” based on ethnic 

and class groupings (in light of an attendant, "special" homophobia), an awareness which, in 

the early 2000s, had perhaps not yet reached critical mass. Taking the findings of sociologist 

Laurent Mucchielli, who concludes that there is no statistically-informed reason to target 

minority populations living in the banlieues more than non-minorities living in the city or 

countryside (if the objective is to stamp out a generalized sexual violence), what makes the 

campaign against such acts more urgent when it comes to minorities?172 While it is difficult to 

answer this question empirically, the response would have to address with the aforementioned 

complaint that banlieue minority populations are always already more “representative,” more 

visible, and more easily seized statistically than other populations.  
                                                
171 SOS Homophobie. "Rapport Annuel 2000". 2000.  http://www.sos-homophobie.org/rapport-annuel-2000. 
Consulted 4/9/2012. 
172 Mucchielli, Laurent. Le scandale des “tournantes”. Dérives médiatiques, contre-enquête 
sociologique. Editions La Découverte, 2005. 
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 Boutih, however, accepts the primacy of banlieue homophobia, expressing his 

righteous indignation against multi-ethnic delinquents alleged to participate in gay-bashing 

through a rhetoric that stands out for its violence. This comes in great contrast to the measured 

tones with which he describes more general patterns of discrimination based on ethnicity. 

Boutih’s clamor to be rid of “such” people, his insistence that they should be cleansed from 

society in light of the exceptional nature of the committed crime, strangely resembles the 

rhetoric of the far-right, with which he collapses the banlieusard sexual fascists he initially 

describes. The structure of Boutih’s admonishment closely resembles that of right-wing 

critiques of "ungrateful" youth of immigrant origin, according to which these youth have no 

"right" to complain of racism due to their "reprehensible" attitudes in other domains not 

having a explicit connection to race, like sexual intolerance, classroom misbehaviour, vexed 

relationships to police, and so on. This rhetorical move permits the speaker in question to 

change the subject, shift blame, and wash their hands clean of an anti-minority bias they may 

have been accused of, while drawing attention to legitimately grave abuses.  

 In considering as wedded the “right” to complain about racism and the “right” to 

complain about social rejection, Boutih inadvertedly provides a rejoinder to Franck 

Chaumont, for he makes the case that the problem of sexual intolerance can be solved if the 

problem of racist rejection is solved first. Nightlife discrimination, nightlife sexualization, and 

banlieue homophobia would all be linked on the same continuum: the eradication of one 

element might also eradicate the others. It is also telling, especially in regard to our next 

chapter on psychoanalytical perspectives on the sexualization of immigrants, that Boutih calls 

not only for the pursuit of more justice, but also more psychologization. He shows here how 

conversations about sexual racism can quickly dissolve into psychoanalysis: 

Zeraoui : What is this complex ? 
Boutih : Meaning, all this sexual misery… We know what it means. We know that sexual frustration 
exists, so homosexual temptations must exist. There you have it (voilà). 



 

 

119 
 

Zeraoui : This is the boomerang effect of a banlieue which is hyper-masculinized to the point that it 
becomes something that procures great pleasure (jouissif) for those involved. In fact, we covet what we 
are, that is what we see in our daily social relations during a life spent in the projects. 
Boutih : Yes, which is very macho, very violent. That’s the contentment of rejected people, they are the 
caïds (gang leaders) of their little neighborhoods. These are people who are content with zilch (trois fois 
rien). They’ve abandoned real political combat, the one that seeks equality, and as a result, they are 
within a logic of splitting and sharing territory. I’m the king of the world in my hood, I’m less than zero 
on the outside. These people, obviously, adopt the behaviour of a dictator. 
Zeraoui : Do they find this image so valorizing that they are ready to love what they are, the masculine 
image ? It’s a mirror effect. 
Boutih : I don’t know if they like it, I don’t believe they have the choice. 
Zeraoui : I do see and observe them. There is still a kind of jouissance in regard to what they already 
are, of this hyper masculinity, which is only a façade, yes, but it gives them great pleasure (les fait 
jouir) ! 
Boutih : Yes, it’s an illusion. 
Zeraoui : What we see now (at Kelma), is that beurs are having sex with each other, beurs who are 
looking for “thug ISO thug” (racaille pour racaille). I think it’s a stereotype because all these guys are 
“bottoms,” there is no concrete notion of virility the way we might conceive of it… For many beurs 
from the banlieue, it’s not just inconcievable, that a beur could be gay, it’s something totally 
unconscious, as if it were the worst possible outcome. 
Boutih : Because it is worst of all to them. You’re a beur and you’re a homosexual, then you’re less 
than nothing. Already, you’re beur, that’s a handicap, if you’re also homo, you’re at the bottom of the 
garbage heap. So we understand the difficulties they have… That’s how it is with us (chez nous), it’s a 
total break with one’s family, friends, neighborhood… To do what ? To end up a whore (pute) ? 
Zeraoui : (To end up) as a human being who is reconstructing his or her life. 

 
Boutih reduces a certain tendency—the adoption of masculinist postures of inner-city youth 

facing socio-professional obstacles—to a disorder that must be diagnosed. He alleges that, if 

the surface layers were to be peeled back, the disorder would stem back to a sexual root 

(repressed homosexuality) without real socio-economic components. Thus, Boutih executes a 

rhetorical move which casts doubt on the sincerity of this youth revolt, when he divorces the 

issues of sexuality and race. He thus discredits sexual rejection as a socially significant factor 

affecting minorities. Later in his remarks, he tellingly accuses these youth of abandoning "real 

political combat" when he has himself voided the political component of their assertions of 

combative masculinity.  

 Boutih’s purportedly "logical" explanation for the curious advent of homophobic 

homosexuality recalls Orientalist, pseudo-scientific articles on homosexuality in the Arab 

world. These articles reduce any male-male contact to a compensatory, substitutive sexuality 

that arises through sex segregation. In such a scenario, homosexuality can never be pursued 

for itself, men are never desired for their "masculine" qualities but are attractive only in so far 
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as they have secondary "feminine" attributes. When Boutih speaks of “homosexual 

temptation” resulting from heterosexual rejection, he reproduces this interpretation. Zeraoui 

finds it difficult to communicate to Boutih his point that the aforementioned substitutive 

homosexuality departs from the predominant type of sexual preferences he observes among 

his nightlife patrons or within his social networking sites. While this type of role and gender-

differentiated homosexuality might very well have a place in a purported Franco-Arab sexual 

imaginary, it is far from being the only sexual outlet available or even desired, especially in 

the post-2nd-generation Franco-Arab context, according to Zeraoui’s perspective on the 

personal ads front. Following Zeraoui’s observation about gay social networking and 

nightclub environments that cater to Franco-Arabs, the "masculine for masculine" preference 

(or in Zeraoui's colorful terminology "thug for thug") is said to predominate. This is not to 

deny the very visible presence of proudly effeminate nightlife patrons and Kelma members, 

only to assert that a majority of club members and patrons align with the “masculine for 

masculine” model, and not the compensatory model. In a certain sense, both outside of France 

and within French gay history, this model should not be unfamiliar to chroniclers of sexual 

preferences who have noted, in the 70s and 80s, the esthetic trend toward leather, mustaches, 

uniforms, and conservation of body hair in gay communities in the United States and Europe, 

as well as sportswear enthusiasm (as studied in Didier Lestrade’s writings). 

 Zeraoui wishes to direct the exchange away from the miserabilism of substitutive 

sexuality towards the terrain of jouissance. Though he does feel the curious need to "explain" 

this orientation toward masculinity among the youth he caters to, he does so by making 

recourse to the pursuit of something everyone can identify with, namely pleasure. His remarks 

about coveting "what we are" might recall strategies of compensation: of choosing, for lack of 

choice, to love the surrounding status quo that one might otherwise find limiting. For Zeraoui 

however, coveting what one already is need not necessarily be a practice of compensation 
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borne of "truer" feelings of inferiority or self-doubt. Self-love or love of one’s kind can exist 

for him in a psychologically uncomplicated form: it seems, in contrast, that Boutih’s analysis 

takes as premise the notion that the confession of an inferiority complex is always more 

“sincere” than the assertion of self-love. In Zeraoui, there is no predetermined judgment about 

whether the masculine can be loved for itself, while in Boutih, the masculine carries little 

esthetic or erotic potential. Taking this point further, these youth would be disqualified from 

pursuing jouissance through auto-eroticism, with consequences for the “self-image” Boutih is 

ostensibly worried about. Such a viewpoint again clashes with a traditional trope in gay auteur 

cinema, of obviously attractive men of North African background gazing at themselves in 

mirrors. A first reading might posit that such scenes merely exhibit the self-scrutiny of men 

internalizing society’s harsh esthetic judgment. However the playfulness and auto-eroticism 

involved in perfecting a look suggests a contentedness with the self, making irrelevant the 

purported inferiority complexes (this is especially the case in Morel’s Le Clan173, and Ozon’s 

Les Amants criminels174).  

 The conclusion of their exchange indicates the gulf that separates Boutih and Zeraoui's 

opinions on the possibility of fulfillment for sexual minorities and MSMs in the banlieue. 

Zeraoui tries to make the point that social constructions in the way of identity (“façades”) are 

no less powerful for their constructed nature, being as “real” as the society that produces 

them. It is strange then that Zeraoui chooses to zone in on the "inauthenticity" of his 

clientele’s masculine postures, making an inhabitually alienating statement about gender 

expression and sexual roles (only "total tops" can be "authentically" masculine). This very 

well could relate, however, to his previous argument about how appearances do not 

necessarily match up with (sexual) practice, and that this disconnect can provide a terrain for 

experimentation and emancipatory games of self-presentation. It is finally clear that Boutih 

                                                
173 Morel, Gael (dir.). Le Clan (Three Dancing Slaves).  TLA releasing, 2004. 
174 Op. cit.. 
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and Zeraoui, who started out in accord, have come to a nascent disagreement. Boutih has 

miscalculated his overture towards the "gay camp," that overture becoming a patronizing 

statement of pity, as "gays" are perceived in his view as being the lowest of the low, on a fast 

track toward prostitution and rupture familiale (alienation from family). Zeraoui's last 

statement, a short and stinging retort, prefers to interpret the challenge of Franco-Arab 

“human beings” as one of self-imagination and reinvention.  

 

Conclusion: 

 In this chapter investigating the tendency of sexual diversity activists to repress the 

very thing they are fighting for, I examined heterosexual and homosexual dynamics (sexual 

violence, splits in the gay community), as well as heterosexual/homosexual dynamics 

(homophobia). I opened with a discussion of female virility, investigating the problems it 

poses for activists who want to save women from virilist abuses. The rhetoric of the NPNS 

organization declares mannish women a lost cause rather than an example of successful 

coping or resistance, revealing several double standards when it comes to tolerance of a 

variety of gender expressions. Girl gangs—with their sportswear and homosociality—are 

criticized for resorting to a violence (allegedly) of common currency in banlieues, while those 

who adopt outwardly feminine gender expressions are celebrated for their courageous 

resistance. It becomes clear that women's combativity is illegitimate for the simple reason that 

it too closely resembles strategies adopted by virilist banlieue men. In such a sense, women's 

issues are subordinated to men's in a newly alienating and misogynistic way. This 

condemnation of combativity targets not only girl gangs, but veiled women as well, as 

Amara's dismissal of the "soldiers of Green fascism" makes clear. The documentary La Cité 

du mâle, already the subject of much controversy for its journalistic distortions, made in its 

very title an association between virility and evil that obfuscates an analysis of why virility 
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has been popularly adopted, by both genders, as a mode of self-assertion. In portraits of 

girls—all declaredly heterosexual—who have mastered the "art" of virility and thus shown its 

non-essentialist nature, the agency of these women is seen as a breach of a feminism of 

femininity, and must be aggressively editorialized into irrelevance. 

 Banlieue sexual minorities, especially male homosexuals, have also been criticized for 

making recourse to virility. The investigative report Homo-ghetto frames homosexuality as 

beleaguered or even foreign in banlieue space. Its author Chaumont underwrites his injunction 

to "save" banlieue homosexuals from their home environments with an interventionist, 

human-rights rhetoric. In his portrait of Madjid, described as a caillera or "thug," Chaumont 

commits a variety of ethnographic abuses in leaving uninterrogated the class components of 

his own anti-virile judgments, while at the same time neglecting to investigate the political 

meaning of the adoption of virility among banlieue homosexuals not wishing to assimilate 

with the gay mainstream. Curiously, Madjid appears more non-normative— in his embrace of 

performance, passing, strategy, and humor—than the essentialist investigator, more concerned 

with homo-normative authenticity and sincerity. Madjid is also transformed into a kind of 

security breach of progressive sexual mores. Chaumont alleges that Madjid has introduced 

into society a dangerous (and Orientalist) notion, one according to which active sexual 

partners are saluted while passive partners are denigrated: that Madjid represents himself as 

both passive and active is less important than the “value” he ascribes to each role. Thus, it is 

the virile nature of Madjid's otherwise "progressive" sexual versatility—with roles decided 

through rough-housing negotiation, and just as easily switched up—that is problematic. That 

Madjid takes a non-normative attitude in regard to religion as well— he is distinctly not 

bothered by a supposed disconnect between his sexual practice and his Islamic faith—also 

becomes an object of reproach. Madjid is shown to eroticize religious attitudes about 

sexuality, deriving from this a preference for other Franco-Arabs (or men of Muslim 
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background) who can find the pleasure in playing with the fear of sin. Chaumont derives from 

this point an intolerance of inter-racial relations. Madjid’s avoidance of city-center 

homosexuals could stem instead from class differences, what with “homo-thugs” often 

perceived as prostitutes when going to gay centers. The economic hostility that Madjid 

deploys against those whom he perceives to be assessing him as such would be symptomatic 

of this avoidance.  

 Religion is not the only arena in which Franco-Arab “homo-thugs” would be 

hypocrites: Chaumont uses Madjid's desire to avoid solitude in old age (through a 

hypothetical marriage of convenience) to wash his hands clean of heterosexist desires that are 

quite prevalent in the mainstream gay community, avoiding commentary on the lack of 

marriage and especially family options for French homosexuals within the same gesture. 

Because homosexual "contentedness" is judged according to an unspoken telos that tends 

toward monogamous homosexual couplehood, Madjid's anecdotes about collective and homo-

social banlieue homosexualities are dismissable as unfulfilled, locked in a juvenile state. The 

non-normative potential of pluralized and unisolated homosexuality (that many an avant-

garde director has meditated on) is left unexplored. Madjid resists being editorialized as 

"victim," resembling others who have publicly rejected overtures and invitations for 

intervention proferred by groups like Amara and Chaumont's NPNS. In this he also resembles 

the nightlife entrepreneur Fouad Zeraoui, a former ally of Chaumont's and now a critic of the 

vilification of banlieue sexualities. 

 Sensing the segregation plaguing Paris nightlife, and wishing to provide a gathering 

place for banlieusard ethnic and sexual minorities who experienced rejection elsewhere, 

Zeraoui launched his immensely popular nightlife ventures, which importantly provide a 

concrete, non-miserabilist rejoinder to the many dismal claims about the banlieues’ 

incompatibility with homosexuality. In 2010, sexual vilification reached a point of saturation 
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even in the mainstream gay press, which brought Têtu magazine to hold a debate between 

former allies Chaumont and Zeraoui, to clear the air while also documenting the gulf in 

perspectives often engendered by the controversial topic of banlieue sexuality. Zeraoui 

accuses Chaumont of being out of step with how attitudes on sexuality have evolved within 

the last ten years: but he importantly doesn't contest the (sexual) modernity imperative set up 

by Chaumont.  

 Zeraoui is especially noteworthy for subtly negotiating the public-private distinction, 

and capitalizing economically on identifying and catering to a homosexual type uninteresting 

to Chaumont: the willfully clandestine banlieusard. Zeraoui resembles Chaumont however in 

his embrace of a modernity imperative, competing with his former ally to determine what type 

of attitude toward sexuality is most “progressive,” and condemning the neo-traditional. In so 

doing, Zeraoui glosses over the very contemporary reasons for a return to traditional gender 

expressions (with a difference) among Franco-Arab sexual minorities.  

 Happiness, and the potential for it in the banlieues, are politicized when the sexual 

modernity imperative becomes a criteria for evaluating affective contentedness. The debators 

disagree about whether there is enough sexual diversity and gender experimentation in the 

banlieues, as required by sexual modernity. Zeraoui brings up the myriad ways in which 

banlieue sexual diversity can be demonstrated through banlieue trends that evidence a high 

degree of gender experimentation, through, for example, the influence of auto-erotic banlieue 

street styles upon fashion in general. Zeraoui suprisingly upends the miserabilist narrative by 

stressing that banlieue homosexuals "have it better" than their heterosexual counterparts in 

terms of social and professional upward mobility. What's at stake in such infighting over 

happiness and miserabilism is the capacity, known intimately by those in the artistic sphere, 

of transforming struggle or resistance into an opportunity for creation. The creativity 

emerging from banlieue clandestinity, combativity, and virile performance has more often 
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been recognized by cultural actors than activists.  

 One prominent activist who dismisses or does not recognize the creative potential of 

banlieue sexualities is Malik Boutih, former president of SOS Racisme, and great innovator 

on the anti-discrimination front. In a lengthy exchange with Zeraoui on homophobia in the 

banlieues, many breakthroughs are made in terms of recognizing parallels in ethnic and 

sexual discrimination, made conceptually possible by a governmental organization making 

productive contact with an organization dedicated to, in non-Republicanist style, increasing 

visibility and pride among ethnic sexual minorities. Boutih incarnates the rapid rise of an anti-

discrimination activist who refuses communitarian models of ethnic pride (while supporting, 

at a distance, that of gay pride). His capacity for self-criticism, in regard to the Franco-Arab 

community, has arguably endeared him to many media commentators skeptical of 

communitarianism.  

 Boutih and Zeraoui share common ground in combatting nightlife discrimination. 

Nightclubs become within their conversation a way to broach the thorny topic of Franco-Arab 

self-image and rejection from the city center. Like happiness, another topic that may seem 

frivolously distant from academic inquiry, beauty emerges in the interview as a matter of 

serious political import. Recently popular figures like the soccer player Zinedine Zidane, 

Zeraoui suggests, have reflected back to Franco-Arabs an appreciation for their own beauty, 

an awareness of which becomes radical when considered against a backdrop of a once-

generalized depreciation of "Arab" beauty. Boutih takes the opportunity, in this discussion of 

a salvational awareness of one's beauty, to criticize youth sartorial trends and body language 

patterns that for him evidence an essential physical shame, wrapped up in the superficial 

envelope of an overcompensating ethnic pride. Boutih's statement about the internalization of 

ethnicized ugliness clashes however with the eroticization, many years prior to the Zidane 

phenomenon, of "Arab" beauty in gay-interest cinema and literature. Many filmic examples 
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subvert the ugliness narrative and suggest that the very compensations supposedly made to 

disguise Arab ethnicity—self-tailoring, athletic distinction, obsessive care of self-

presentation—have themselves become new markers of "Arabness" and, pushed further, 

"Arab" beauty. Though Boutih recognizes the need to valorize Franco-Arab beauty as an 

exercise in solidifying a hobbled self-esteem, he is impaired by conceptual obstacles and a 

bias against ethnic particularism that prevent him from detailing what that campaign for 

beauty might consist of.  

 The fortuitous meeting between Zeraoui and Boutih allows for a politically incorrect 

discussion about how nightclub spaces are sexualized. Comfortably talking about sexuality 

with Zeraoui, Boutih lets loose an entire fantasmagoria according to which Franco-Arab men 

are alternatively feared and desired as sexual predators. The conversation branches into a 

meta-historical narrative in which colonial-era rhetoric about “Arab” sexual criminality 

surfaces post-colonially in perceptions of potential sexual partners, as well as in assessments 

of nightclub clientele. The sartorial choices of banlieue youth are scrutinized here as well, for 

the way in which they reflect decisions about relating to the opposite sex. Boutih declares that 

subjects wearing informal-wear, or worse "gangwear," should not be surprised to find 

themselves rejected by their sexual object choices and society at large. Boutih's critique of the 

non-originality and conformism of banlieusard streetwear masks the degree to which the 

streetstyles of French minorities have provided inspiration for fashion's avant-garde. Imitation 

is revealed to be a currency of fashion rather than the mark of the unfashionable.  

 Boutih locates the origins of the breakdown in relations between the sexes in affective 

lack, both at the family and peer level. He suggests a startling antidote to the type of 

delinquency borne of affective frustration: “sentencing” youth to a pacifying, monogamous 

heterosexuality with partners preferably of a different background. This romantic antidote 

would also serve a security interest in providing an affective distraction away from the social 
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sanctuary of gangs, from which much delinquency has stemmed. Several films aptly reflect 

the dissolution of homo-social gangs through heterosexual couplehood, attributing a decrease 

in violence to settling down romantically. 

 Boutih rejoins Chaumont territory when he emphasizes the difficult reception of 

homosexual activists working in banlieue areas. In this, he unwittingly reifies the way in 

which homosexuals, whether from the banlieues or not, have been labelled "foreign." Like 

Chaumont igoring the material in his own fieldwork that would contradict his hypotheses, 

Boutih glosses over the success of a resilient combativity in his story of a homosexual activist 

struggling for and obtaining acceptance on the ground. Chaumont's colleague Brahim Naït-

Balk also presents a striking case study in how a headstrong, unashamed approach that takes 

the time to engage with subjects on the ground has often been more successful in grappling 

with homophobia than condemnations from a distance.  

 In condemning homophobia with greater intensity than ethnic discrimination, Boutih 

privileges one form of discrimination over another. In this hierarchy, the complaints of those 

who call out racial discrimination but are shown to be homophobic can be invalidated. In his 

overture to his homosexual colleague, wherein he makes an effort to find commonalities in 

their respective activisms, Boutih finally lets slide that he finds homosexuality to be a social 

handicap akin to, of all things, minority status, an assertion which gives the pride-minded 

Zeraoui pause. Where Zeraoui has capitalized on virility's erotic potential, deviating that 

virility from a possible delinquency toward erotic terrain, Boutih finds only a dead social 

weight and the political failure of masculinist postures. The material explored in this chapter 

illustrates the extent of society’s sexual projection onto banlieusard and especially ethnic 

minority youth, the psychoanalytical dimensions of which will be explored in the next 

chapter.  

 



 

 

129 
 

CHAPTER TWO: Pathologizing Sexuality: Psychoanalysts and Ethnopsychiatrists 
Comment on the Immigration Debate 
 

Introduction: Filiations and Foundations: 

 From the early days of colonial ethnopsychiatry and the Algiers school175, to the 

current era of media interventions by French psychoanalysts, commentators with backgrounds 

in psychoanalysis have often been called upon to lend their expertise to the discussion of 

cultural and ethnic difference. In this chapter I look at how these sciences, with their 

particular attentiveness to sexuality, have approached issues of immigration and the place of 

minorities in French domestic affairs. At the core of my reading is the argument that 

psychanalytical commentators have conceptualized the immigration debate through the lens 

of a (broken) family unit that updates, in dystopian fashion, the Freudian family unit of 

bourgeois Vienna for contemporary circumstances. United in their “pathologized” status, the 

“delinquent adolescent,” the “veiled woman,” and the “impotent father” are figures that 

together make up a symbolic family unit, re-drawn by psychoanalysts who write about 

immigration and/or North Africa. Through a three-part analysis of these recurring figures, we 

come to understand how such concepts as “sexual terrorism,” “female self-censorship,” and 

“paternal failure” respectively have been reified and in turn vilified by prominent 

psychoanalytical opinion-makers. These three recurrent tropes—and their associated 

psychological types—have contributed to the banishment of immigrant-issued figures from 

sexual modernity, and secondly from an assimilated status. I will additionally unpack the 

filiations and interrelationships of a psychoanalytical community that participates in these 

processes, existing transnationally between North Africa and France. 

                                                
175 The Algiers School, established in the 1920s, refers to a group of psychiatrists practicing in Algeria known 
for its experimental willingness to focus on ethnicity and culture as tools for understanding indigenous 
psychology and especially “Arab madness.” Antoine Porot and his son Maurice, as well as Don Côme Arrii, 
were prominent members.  
Keller, Richard. Colonial Madness: Psychiatry in French North Africa. University of Chicago Press, 2007, p. 
138. 
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 In this field of thinkers, religion, and especially Islam, have been established as 

particular targets for analysis. Islam is portrayed as an all-encompassing explanatory system, 

sometimes competing with mainstream psychoanalysis. What’s more, the penchant, in some 

psychoanalytical literature, for symbolism and interpretive excess, is especially pronounced 

vis-à-vis Muslim patients. This is due to the multiplicity of exoticizing projections regarding 

the subject matter—Arabo-Islamic heritage—such that unstable and often mistranslated texts 

like the 1001 Nights can become representative of “Muslim psychology” (this is the case in 

Malek Chebel’s many works on Arabic erotology for instance). Against assertions of 

competition or incompatibility between Islam and psychoanalysis as all-encompassing 

systems, psychoanalyst Jalil Bennani, describing his clinical practice in Morocco, insists that, 

on the contrary, “exterior censorship” that occurs in public in Islamic societies “calls for a 

liberation in intimate space,” ie among friends, family, or the psychoanalyst’s office (36). In 

other words, even if responding to psychoanalysis’ imperatives of confession might be 

difficult in a society to which he ascribes self-censorship, “such barriers fall once confidence 

is instilled between patient and therapist” (35).176 Instead of one eclipsing the other, Islam and 

psychoanalysis can coexist comfortably and even incorporate each other’s symbolic 

vocabularies, depending on the negotiation of the public and private, these authors argue. 

 Historically, North African and immigrant attitudes toward psychoanalysis can be 

characterized overall by a deep ambivalence, especially during the colonial and 

decolonization eras. Whether seeking medical help, or being processed by social services or 

the criminal justice system, France’s Franco-Arab population has in contemporary times 

increasingly resorted to psychoanalytical and also ethnopsychiatric solutions, with some 

critics arguing that these populations have in fact been directed or coerced toward such 

                                                
176  Bennani, Jalil. “La psychanalyse au Maroc”. Le Sacré, cet obscur objet du désir? Editions Albin Michel, 
2009. 
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therapies, in the case of ethnopsychiatry.177 Previous generations in France and in the former 

French colonies had ample reason to be wary of the psychoanalytical apparatus, as explained 

by Jalil Bennani, Abdelmalek Sayad, Richard Keller, Ranjana Khanna, and Tahar Ben 

Jelloun. Despite legitimate reservations about their colonial applications, psychoanalysts and 

ethnopsychiatrists have shown themselves to be adept at commentary on the intersections 

between sexuality and immigration. Lending an inquisitive ear to the politically “incorrect,” 

an active group of psychoanalytical thinkers has investigated some of the most politically and 

emotionally sensitive components of the French immigration debate—one could cite, for 

instance, Fethi Benslama’s early writing, the work of Jean-Michel Hirt and the journal La 

Nouvelle revue d’ethnopsychiatrie. Conservative French psychoanalysts have been more 

adept at finding the media spotlight, offering sweeping analyses and often prescriptive 

recommendations for dealing with the symbolic and sexual “violence” of immigration. As 

Ranjana Khanna observes, psychoanalysis then and now has been invested with a volatile 

political ambivalence, as it “embodies the violent inception of colonial being and reveals its 

colonial specters, which are at once the call of justice— the by-product of reading strife— and 

the forms of violence it engenders.”178 Thus the discipline, haunted by its colonial 

applications, contains within it both the capacity to injure as well as knowledge of the cure 

gleaned from the witnessing of those injuries. Richard Keller adequately summarizes this 

ambivalence between tool and weapon in his book Colonial Madness, where he generally 

presents psychoanalysis as a field of battle far from being monolithic.179 He also touches upon 

                                                
177 This ambivalence is a point of controversy, because it has been suggested by some critics, for instance Didier 
Fassin, that ethno-psychiatry is a mere expedient solution with superficial “results” that has been privileged by 
certain social and judicial services over other, less “culturalist” options. He disputes the notion that patients 
would seek out an ethno-psychiatric solution without being directed to do so. 
Fassin, Didier. “L’ethnopsychiatrie et ses réseaux. L’influence qui grandit”. Genèses # 35. 1999. 
178 Khanna, Ranjana. Dark Continents: Psychoanalysis and Colonialism. Duke University Press, 2003.  
179 “At different periods and from different perspectives, the field was less a weapon in the arsenal of colonial 
racism, than it was a tool for the emancipation of the colonized, an innovative branch of social and medical 
science... a discipline in crisis, and a mechanism for negotiating the meaning of difference for Republican 
citizenship” (4). 
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the ambivalence of ethnopsychiatry’s experimental nature, predisposed to breakthroughs as 

well as highly culturalist readings.  

Tahar Ben Jelloun—now predominantly seen as a literary author— published his first 

major scholarly work as a psychiatrist. His doctoral thesis was turned into the book La Plus 

haute des solitudes (The Highest of Solitudes), in which he links clinical observations of 

sexual impotence among migrant workers to feelings of social injustice. Ben Jelloun found 

that most of the patients coming to his service for treatment complained of sexual impotence, 

a phenomenon the book attempts to explain. Even though France evolves, for the immigrant, 

from a former country of domination to one of hospitality (terre d’accueil), the act of 

displacement and uprooting involved in immigration separates the immigrant from outlets of 

pleasure and prevents affective comfort, cutting him (at this stage the vast majority were men) 

off from “the capacity of jouissance.” This was due to difficulties finding “socially-approved” 

sexual partners, as well as a more general affective alienation and solitude; the immigrant thus 

evidences through sexual symptoms a stifling social lack, in Ben Jelloun’s description (20).180  

 Ben Jelloun spells out a certain double-standard: immigrant bodies have been sought 

after for the purposes of meeting demands for manual labor, but the same bodies have been 

rejected as undesirable on the dating and marriage “market,” a process leading to great 

psychological frustration in his reading. By shutting down sexually, Ben Jelloun submits, the 

North African immigrant refuses the logic of social profiteering (“rentabilitié sociale”) and 

the capitalist exploitation of bodies, suggesting through this reproductive refusal that he finds 

France unhospitable for future progeny (169). Those with psychoanalytical backgrounds, Ben 

Jelloun explains, are ideally situated for navigating such networks of sex and death:  

What is impotence, for a man to whom one has taught that “sexuality valorizes,” but a failed 
suicide...? The negative diagnosis is the start of something else, the start of death, meaning the 
“will” to cease existing sexually, to cease being present in the world according to the dialectic 
of jouissance and, in the specific case of Maghrebis, to no longer perpetuate themselves via 
new progeny. Due to this state of affairs, relations with other people prove impossible or at 

                                                
180 Ben Jelloun, Tahar. La Plus haute des solitudes. Le Seuil, 1977. 



 

 

133 
 

least difficult, except if that person is able to penetrate into the only dialectic that the now 
impotent man is capable of practicing: that which begins his death march, that which 
legitimizes his existential refusal, that which permits the only possible denunciation of a 
political and economic system which can only ignore the individual as a living, that is to say, 
desiring being. The psychotherapist is called upon to be this person. (168) 
 

 Similar justifications of the “legitimacy” of psychoanalytical approaches to 

immigration and sexuality have come from sociologists, lending psychoanalytical 

interventions an increased “hard science” grounding. In the context of post-immigration, 

Laurent Mucchielli, a specialist in criminality, youth, and the history of social sciences, has 

declared that psycho-social attempts to grasp phenomena like youth delinquency are more 

sensitive than hard social science approaches, because they leave room for over-determination 

or the existence of various explanations for a given phenomenon (critics of this approach have 

maintained that it runs the compromising risk of empathizing with the delinquent it is trying 

to explain)181. The most far-reaching interventions, however, have emanated from writers 

with backgrounds in the humanities who employ psychoanalysis as a heuristic tool. Some of 

the more sensational writers in this psychoanalytical community, such as Michel Schneider, 

have deployed sexualizing explanations in general and Freudian and Lacanian rhetoric in 

particular, toward “understanding” banlieue virilities and sexual violence. Elisabeth Badinter, 

a best-selling philosopher and writer whose specialty is a certain feminist reading of culture,  

states in her introduction to XY— a trans-historical meditation on masculine identity— that 

Europe has traversed in recent times many crises of masculinity, and that the discipline of 

psychoanalysis brings an essential clarity to their comprehension. A shared point between 

crises is that “they are born in countries of refined civilization, where women enjoy a greater 

liberty than elsewhere” (24); thus Badinter establishes a separation, especially tenuous during 

the era of immigration, between “national” masculinities, limiting her inquiry to that part of 

the national population that is assumed to be “historically French.”182 Badinter is infamous, in 

                                                
181 Mucchielli, Laurent. “Immigration et délinquence”. La République mise à nu par son immigration. Ed. Nacira 
Guénif-Souilamas. La Fabrique Editions, 2006. 
182 Badinter, Elisabeth. XY: De l’identité masculine. Odile Jacob, 1992.  
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some circles, for declaring that her conclusions about the “fragility” of masculinities in 

Western Society do not apply to men outside of “Western” civilizations, and that, if she calls 

for increased respect for masculinity at all, it is not for the supposedly excessive virilities of 

“Oriental” men who haven’t been subjected to the same “emasculation.” This analysis echoes 

right-wing psychoanalyst Michel Schneider’s comments on immigrant men, to be examined 

in this chapter. 

 Before proceeding further with the question of politicized sexualities in 

psychoanalysis, it is necessary to summarize a long-standing debate pitting contemporary 

ethnopsychiatry against mainstream psychoanalysis. The colonial ethnopsychiatry of old, 

practiced by the Algiers school, sought to define the psychological particularity of indigenous 

populations in an often unethical pursuit of “scientific” innovation. Openly racist, breaking 

with the idea of a universal subconscious, this experimental ethnopsychiatry sought to 

stigmatize a specifically Muslim psychology considered "dangerous" and "perverse.” This 

rhetoric occasionally informed French anti-immigration policy discussions, as Richard Keller 

shows. Though this type of openly differentialist ethnopsychiatry died out with decolonization 

and other ruptures with colonial policies, a "modern ethnopsychiatry" has emerged in France 

that aims to help populations of immigrant origin, filling in where "official" medical and 

psychological services have fallen short.  

Passionate arguments however have erupted in the French mediasphere— already 

accustomed to psychoanalysts weighing in on important social issues— about whether this 

new ethno-pscyhiatry is a continuation of the old one. Tobie Nathan, and the many others who 

support ethnopsychiatry in its new venture, have argued in their own defense that attention to 

cultural particularity and especially filiation is an absolute requirement of successful 

psychoanalytic therapies. A mere similarity, in terms of attention to cultural particularity, is 

not sufficient to assimilate the new ethnopsychiatry (which valorizes difference) to the old 
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one (which stigmatizes it), he says. Furthermore, Nathan and his allies have been very vocal 

about the symbolic violence involved in the process of assimilation with French Republican 

norms, arguing for a right to difference and communitarianism. On the other hand, critics like 

the sociologist Didier Fassin, as well as the prominent psychoanalytic essayist, Fethi 

Benslama, believe that the new ethnopsychiatry, even though comprised of left and far-left 

thinkers that declare themselves "anti-racist," joins with the colonial one in important 

respects. By referring back to filiation and cultural roots, these critics say the new 

ethnopsychiatry imprisons subjects within their ancestry and origins, preventing evolution, 

assimilation, and the establishment of new roots in the host country. Some critiques have gone 

so far as to describe Nathan and others as modern-day shamans and snake-oil peddlers who 

have reaped great financial benefit from their innovative methods, which yielded spectacular 

but some would argue unethical, unscientific, and most importantly “un-universal” results. 

 

The (Male) Adolescent: 

 The figure of the violent adolescent—usually male, phallocentric, and unassimilated— 

shows up recurrently in the main psychoanalytic journals and is the first member of the family 

pathologized by certain psychoanalysts “of immigration” studied here. Though many critics 

interrogate this process of pathologization— calling for greater understanding of the 

universality of the turbulent adolescent condition— even the most sympathetic towards 

demonized minority youth do not interrogate the singular focus on adolescence. They still 

assert that adolescence is a pivotal age with special importance for the symbolic determination 

of the self, and thus a make-or-break moment of decision-making for the parents, social 

services, and judges concerned.  

In the literature at hand, provocative parallels between the phenomena of migration 

and adolescence have often been made. Psychiatrist, psychoanalyst and essayist Jalil Bennani, 
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long based in Rabat, Morocco, and recipient of the Sigmund Freud prize, declares these 

phenomena similar because of their triggering of dépaysement, a notion difficult to translate 

that combines elements of exile, unfamiliarity, and change of locale. When one considers 

adolescent migrants, or youth second-generation immigrants, the similarity between the 

conditions of migration and adolescence are that much more magnified. Hence, Bennani 

singles out these youth as most representative of the uprootedness all adolescents are said to 

feel.183 Adolescents are a revelatory object in this corpus, not just because they have been the 

focal point of media-driven anxieties about urban and sexual violence, but also because, as 

Bennani explains, they could reveal the role of the psychoanalyst. Adolescents are subjects 

that the latter would have to competently understand in order to anchor the relevance of his or 

her own analyses, adolescents being the “prime witnesses of their epoch” (174). Adolescence 

is also singular, he says, in its position as a kind of theoretical frontier, a vanguard that forces 

sedimented theories to evolve, since youth cultures have consistently brought with them 

contestations of the thinking of previous generations. Striking a tone that departs from the 

alarmist literature on the violence and destruction wrought by adolescents, Bennani describes 

how that growth phase can offer a platform for creativity.184 The virile overconfidence often 

exhibited by male adolescents could, in one reading, constitute a pre-condition of self-

expression, a form of creative resilience rather than an empty practice compensating for an 

original weakness. Making parallels between artists and teenagers, Bennani sheds light on 

how suffering can oblige (“contraindre”) the subject to be creative, to take up, engage with, 

and transform their own psychological make-up with a reconstructive “force of desire (that) 

refuses weakness.” Such a description refutes the miserabilist predictions of unavoidable 

                                                
183 Bennani, Jalil with Alain Braconnier. Le Temps des ados. Éditions Le Fennec, 2002. 
184 See the discussion of adolescence and creativity in relation to fashion. Chapter One, p. 104-106. 
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failure most often prescribed for “unsalvageable” and turbulent banlieue adolescents in the 

media (146).185  

Though Bennani maintains that working on adolescence entails a “permanent 

questioning of our theoretical frames” and that “our practice (of psychiatry) changes as 

adolescents change” (10)186, other psychoanalytical thinkers like Tobie Nathan and Fethi 

Benslama have been quick to discount the capacity of youth to create stable, all-encompassing 

cultures on their own that could orient and ground subjects with the same degree of 

rootedness provided by more established value systems, whether emanating from one’s 

parents, one’s origins, or the state. At stake within this opposition is the possibility for a 

science to be changed by its object, an outcome sometimes precluded by explanatory systems 

that are fixed in their ways (like an entrenched, traditionalist psychoanalysis), more interested 

in preserving the “symbolic order” than evolving to adapt to shifting subjectivities. 

 Bennani’s profile of the adolescent gets sexualized when Bennani details at length just 

how adolescents confront “us” with simultaneous feelings of attraction and repulsion— 

recalling an inner turbulence once felt intimately, only to wane later—instincts which the 

cinema and the media have expressed and explored (144). 187 Oftentimes, Bennani states, the 

same media that condemns adolescent violence alternately valorizes danger, violence, and risk 

in other venues (in for example, increasingly popular televised and romanticized depictions of 

the gangster lifestyle).188 Thus, the media misses an opportunity to deal with violence in a 

therapeutic way, psychologically assessing its motivations on an aesthetic level but not 

                                                
185 Le Temps des ados. Op. cit.. 
186 Le Temps des ados. Op. cit.. 
187 Speaking of itinerant youth who haunt the streets as if they were a second home, Bennani says: “A troubling 
phenomenon, visible in our streets, on a daily basis, it is something we sometimes prefer to see hidden away. We 
tend, at the same time, to reject and to be strongly engaged (“interpellés”) by these youth, so different from other 
people. The media and the cinema have given them a voice. Not to make a fashion out of them, but to take them 
as a model of social trouble. A very current phenomenon, quite representative of our age and our society... A 
phenomenon long hidden, suddenly become very apparent. That’s why it gives us a feeling of déja-vu” (144). 
188 Though often arriving in the form of American imports, whether TV series, films or videogames, French 
studios have launched their own popular series, such as the critically-acclaimed Pigalle, la nuit.  
Hadmar, Hervé and Marc Herpoux (writ.) Pigalle, la nuit. Fidélité TV, Canal +, 2009. 
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willing to go the same sympathetic distance at the level of social reality: the media does not 

contribute, Bennani says, “to the purification of violence or make it play a cathartic role...” 

(27).  

 A compatriot of Bennani’s, Abdelfettah Kilito, has theorized the same turbulence of 

adolescence. Mentioned prominently in Abdellah Taïa’s Le Rouge du Tarbouche189— wherein 

the Moroccan novelist described him as a literary mentor guiding disoriented youth—Kilito 

tackles the question of the compatibility of the psychological concept of adolescence with 

Moroccan culture, delving into Arabic letter roots to better find a parallel concept. The most 

literal translation, “mourahaqa,” does not belong to common parlance, he finds; “irhaq” 

meanwhile, from the same root, seems to him a better fit, signifying “exhaustion” or 

“overwork” (“surménage”), joining with the idea expressed throughout the work of 

psychoanalysts in this field that adolescence represents the psychological boiling point of 

society (46). One concludes from this that adolescent turbulence and violence must be put in 

context as an integral part of a holistic social order, an outlet of tension that is crucial to the 

wellbeing of the whole. Bennani, on the other hand, goes a bit further and claims that 

adolescence, not very long ago in the “Arab world,” did not fully exist as a conceptual 

category, as youth he claims passed from childhood to adulthood immediately (20).  

 In order to make symbolic sense of virilist adolescent violence, including sexual 

violence, some psychoanalysts, often working with mainstream self-help or psychology 

magazines, have pointed to Islamic patriarchy, and in some instances “Mediterranean” 

patriarchy. Discourses of absentee fathers (“pères démissionaires”) have also proliferated, 

offering an explanation of disempowerment as alternative to the ever-present and intimidating 

“father factor.” Jalil Bennani locates the emergence of adolescent violence not within a 

reification of patriarchy but rather its “fissuring and deconstruction” in contemporary times, 

                                                
189 See Chapter Three, p. 210-211. 
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with patriarchy no longer able to assure its controlling role over youth (43). This point has 

found a sociological echo in Eric Fassin’s commentary on a government-commissioned report 

about sexual violence, the ENVEFF (an acronym translating to: “national inquiry about 

violence against women in France”).190 In one of his more comprehensive conclusions based 

on the report, Fassin contended in his chapter “Violences sexuées, violences sexuelles” that a 

modern form of domination was being outlined, not exactly patriarchal but coming in 

response to the questioning and erosion of the patriarchal order: a post-patriarchal generalized 

violence filling in gaps of authority.191 Tahar Ben Jelloun, a trained psychiatrist turned literary 

author, has a different take on the place of patriarchy in immigrant psychology: he describes 

an obsession, within his case studies of immigrant impotence, with protecting the symbolic 

penis from hostile and unwelcome exterior conditions (91) that cancel desire and give no hope 

for procreation. Ben Jelloun depicts a surprisingly vulnerable “phallocentrism” that is 

sensitive to being endangered, a depiction departing significantly from the aggressive postures 

of phallocentrism that the mainstream media roots in Islamic patriarchy.  

 A recurrent explanation has been proposed for the aforementioned gap in paternal 

authority, which some psychoanalysts believe permits the development of adolescent 

delinquency. When it comes to adolescents of Arab/Muslim background, Bennani suggests, 

the death of the father—a requisite feature of the path to psycho-sexual maturity—seems to 

have come too easily, and thus ushered in a sense of disorientation. The collapse of parental 

patriarchy is sometimes an “accomplishment” the youth have engineered (vanquishing their 

parents) but later feel regret for and want to distance themselves from, he explains. If parents 

                                                
190 Fassin cites the report to argue that incidents of sexual harassment and aggression exist at all class levels, not 
just in “difficult” neighborhoods with a high immigrant quotient. Rather than linking violence to poverty, the 
poll stated that social fragility was the more important factor: students, illegal immigrants, the unemployed being 
more prone. Institut démographique de l'Université de Paris. Les Violences envers les femmes en France: une 
enquête nationale. Ed. Maryse Jaspard. Stéphanie Condon et al.. Paris : la Documentation française : Ministère 
déléguée à la parité et à l'égalité professionnelle, 2003.  
191 Fassin, Éric et Clarisse Fabre. Liberté, égalité, sexualités: actualité politique des questions sexuelles : 
entretiens. La Flèche, 2004. 
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cave in to teenage pressures too easily, the adolescent in question “feels much more guilty 

than one might imagine” (65). 

 One of the most notable authors giving a psychoanalytical reading of “problematic” 

banlieue and youth sexuality—wherein he speaks of the great absence of the Father principle 

in France— is the psychoanalyst and former Director of Music and Dance at the Ministère de 

la Culture, Michel Schneider. In his oeuvre, Schneider gives critiques of feminist texts 

making the case that Nazism was a distinctly masculinist phenomenon, and also laments the 

increased confusion of the sexes in “sexual modernity.”192 He suggests that strong feminine 

and maternal preoccupations with power exist, and argued that principles such as equality of 

the sexes, if followed to the extreme, do create their own “totalitarianism.” He makes similar 

arguments against the “detrimental” influences of the maternal on the political, in his 

provocative and pseudo-Orwellian Big Mother: psycho-pathologie de la vie politique.193 In an 

essayist mode, Schneider connects the “sexual terrorism” harming the banlieues with the 

mortal terrorism of 9/11. His sexual reading of that disaster, shock value not-withstanding, 

follows a path already many times tread by other writers and philosophers, from Jean 

Baudrillard to Michel Houellebecq and more recently Yann Moix, who suggest that terrorism 

is alternatively a form of “revenge” against the West’s sexual liberty, a form of sexual 

frustration in itself, or an attempt by the castrated to castrate (with a host of psychoanalytic 

associations arising in suit).  

 Conscious of criticisms of patriarchy and especially psycho-patriarchy, Schneider 

disparages feminist critiques of conservative psychoanalysis by relegating them to the status 

                                                
192 Schneider, Michel. La Confusion des sexes. Flammarion, 2007. 
The provocative author’s note on the book’s Amazon.fr page reads: “Each sex takes itself for the other, out of 
fear of penetrating the other. Do we really want moral and political socialism to deliver us from sexuality?” 
(“Chaque sexe se prend pour l'autre de peur de se prendre l'un l'autre. Voulons-nous vraiment que le socialisme 
moral et politique nous délivre de la sexualité ?”) 
Flammarion Editors. "Présentation de l'éditeur: Michel Schneider: La confusion des sexes". www.amazon.fr. 
http://www.amazon.fr/confusion-sexes-Michel-
Schneider/dp/2080690191/ref=sr_1_6?ie=UTF8&qid=1319231056&sr=8-6. Consulted 4/9/2012. 
193 Schneider, Michel. Big mother: psychopathologie de la vie politique. Odile Jacob, 2005. 
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of a fashion trend: “In the last few years, the symbolic has become no longer fashionable, and 

the father totally old hat.” (10) He points to the peril of such symbolic negligence during 

times of catastrophe, and maintains that “one needs the father” (il faut du père) to traverse 

(national) identity crises (9).  

 Schneider is not the only commentator to diagnose a psychopathology of political life, 

nor are such diagnoses the exclusive domain of the political right. One of ethno-psychiatrist 

Tobie Nathan’s greatest critics, Didier Fassin, has employed such language in the title of an 

essay about political attitudes toward discrimination, while other analysts have sought to 

understand banlieue issues in psycho-pathological terms.194 Schneider takes upon himself the 

special mission of deconstructing political psychopathology, because he believes that, unlike 

Freud in his time, psychoanalysts today “rarely focus on the world as it evolves (comme il va), 

and do not make the necessary links between the mental troubles they heal and the collective 

representations amongst which they live” (14). Like many psychoanalysts claiming filiation 

with Freud, Schneider seeks to ground within psychoanalysis’ formative period his own 

amalgam between collective psychology (involved in politics) and individual psychology. 

 Going back to basics, Schneider reminds the reader of the “symbolic order,” often 

invoked but less often explained: “1. An order of language 2. An order upon which the 

individual holds no sway 3. An order derived from the rapport between the sexes 4. An order 

founded upon the notion of time 5. An order linked to the negative and to death 6. An order of 

which the paternal function is the guarantee” (185).195 The “symbolic order,” which we see 

here has been heavily gendered, has functioned as a term of choice in op-eds wherein 

psychoanalysts are asked to weigh in on a controversially current topics with significant 

                                                
194 Fassin, Didier. “Du Déni à la dénégation. Psychologie politique de la représentation des discriminations”. De 
la question sociale à la question raciale. Ed. Eric Fassin and Didier Fassin. La Découverte, 2006.  
One could also add: 
Rassial, Jean Jacques (ed.). Y a-t-il une psychopathologie des banlieues? Erès, 2002.  
195 Schneider’s action of reminding is important as it implies that the “symbolic order” was rigidly defined in the 
first place, something that critics of conservative psychoanalysis decry as being an instance of psychoanalysis 
falling into a prescriptive rather than descriptive role. 
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ramifications for gender norms (the PACS civil unions debate, as well as parité or legally 

sanctioned gender equality), as Eric Fassin has noted in his scholarship.196 It is a conceptual 

institution valued far more in the conservative sections of the French psychoanalytical 

community than in other less prescriptive French psychoanalytical guilds or in other national 

(psychoanalytical) contexts, where such fixations on symbolic rigidity and timelessness might 

be considered regressive, a departure from the Freudian formative period and the necessity to 

leave room for overdetermination. 

 In his attempt to rehabilitate Father-politik, Schneider stresses the linguistic root 

connection between “virtue” and “virility,” adding that France, in its “over-mothering Welfare 

State” mode does not have the courage to admit to lacking the solution for all dilemmas ailing 

society (49). It is important to note however that Schneider does not want to expunge the 

maternal from political life exactly, but rather to reduce its supposed domination and instill a 

greater complementarity between the maternal and the paternal, an offshoot of his larger 

“project” of (re)confirming the happy difference between the sexes, with complementarity of 

the sexes sometimes advanced as an especially French virtue. Schneider staunchly refuses 

“the dilemma between a totally devoted and infantilizing mother and a totally prohibitive 

father, equally infantilizing” (20). 

 Schneider’s concept of Big Mother is a product of its political context. After 9/11, 

before Sarkozy, unrest in the banlieues not subsiding, Schneider’s enemy of the day is a 

certain Socialist-party mollesse (softness/weakness) that stands in the way of swift “paternal” 

decision-making. Like many self-declared “courageous” writers, Schneider takes upon 

himself the task of disclosing the politically incorrect “truths” supposedly on the tips of every 

one’s tongue, dovetailing nicely with the summoned images of society tearing apart at the 

seams and political vacuums in need of intervention. For Schneider, the politically incorrect 

                                                
196 Fassin, Eric. Liberté, Egalité, Sexualité. Op. cit..  
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and courageous translates, for example, to stating that what is psychoanalytically proper to the 

male is to rejoice in impropriety, and to never abandon the desire to hurt (11). He goes on to 

say: “There is still, always the unconscious... There is also still, always, evil in delinquency, 

tyrannical social demands, cruelty in certain worker strikes... Politics will never get rid of 

what it attempts to civilize: the war of all against all, the conflict of the individual with 

himself” (13). 

 Commenting on immigration polemics of the day, he positions himself in the curious 

role of simultaneous sympathizer (juvenile delinquents are only doing what is in man’s 

“nature”) and stigmatizer (reifying a violent nature presumed to be essential). Schneider 

straddles these positions while also disputing the supposed “immigrant” monopoly on virilist 

violence, declaring that the banlieue violence only represents the visible symptom of what is 

latent in “good,” city-center society. Claiming that desire is something that “imposes itself on 

its object just as it does on the desiring subject,” Schneider warns of the danger of 

desexualizing human relations in favor of the “un-erotic” obligation of explicit consent: this 

interpretation naturally leads to a reconsideration of sexual aggression and its legal sanction 

through commentary on the controversial matter of the tournantes (or gang rape) 

phenomenon, a matter he frequently revisits.  

 Schneider derives the title of his book from what he identifies as a neutering influence 

at work in politicians under the “illusion” that they can erase an integral part of the “symbolic 

order”: the difference between the sexes. “Above regressive non-differentiation,” Schneider 

says, “Big Mother hovers, a kind of psychoanalyst who cultivates the neutral in the name of 

the Good” (46). This generalized sameness joins with what memoirist and occasional anti-

immigration activist Renaud Camus has condemned as “the triumph of the same” under the 

cover of tolerant left-wing policies of diversity and multiculturalism.197 Like Elizabeth 

                                                
197 See Chapter Three. 
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Badinter, who has long been a critic of “victimized” aspects of French feminism, Schneider 

believes that patriarchy “died over a century ago” in a loosely-defined Western society; 

vanquished “here” it would exist much more starkly “there.” Despite being moribund, 

patriarchy remains the dead horse that criticism “erroneously” targets, all “while no one risks 

analyzing or depicting an evident matriarchy” (54).  

 In this scenario, any hopes of pacifying violence as a social problem are doomed to 

fail under Big Mother, which actually runs the additional risk of increasing the violence it is 

trying to quell. This is due to the “fact” that societies in which the mother dominates at the 

familial level (read, immigrant, and especially “Mediterranean,” Muslim and/or Arab 

societies), are the most violent, he says, mentioning a “number” of historians and 

anthropologists who go unnamed in support. Schneider has dim hopes for prized state 

measures seeking to establish greater equality of the sexes, like parité, of ever bringing a 

“sororal concord to the political arena or pacification in the banlieue” (84). Another 

accomplishment of a Big Mother approach to sexual rights at the state level— the PACS and 

“what follows from it”— is an object of scorn for a “majority of psychoanalysts,” he says 

(186). This black-and-white arrangement of psychoanalytical majorities and minorities is 

misleading considering the fracturing and splintering of schools of thought on the 

psychoanalytical scene in France. Critics of the deployment of psychoanalysis in politics have 

claimed that it is only the most “insensitive,” polemical, conservative branches of 

psychoanalysis that get mediatized, since they depart from a crucial tenet of Freudian 

psychoanalysis, a respect for multiple causes, and a restriction of judgment to the therapeutic 

sphere for curative and not stigmatizing purposes.  

 For Schneider, the peril of the “Big Mother” Welfare State is the establishment of a 

body politic that takes no risks and at the same time fails to provide security, as its 

surveillance practices (ie, over-mothering) create frustration bound for release in violence. It 
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is here that Schneider’s line of argument turns to youth delinquency: “the return of insécurité 

(lack of security, increase in violence) appears as the socially repressed aspect of the Welfare 

State” (58). This amalgam paves the way for perhaps the most controversial of Schneider’s 

conclusions, in which he stakes out a psychoanalytic causal chain between the violence of 

juvenile delinquents, the supposed breakdown of relations between the sexes in the banlieue, 

9/11 and the Iraq War, all in relation to Big Mother: 

The Islamists think— wrongly— that the West is a castrated male. At the same time, we can 
hypothesize that America’s aggressors launched their assault with the conviction that the West 
was condemned to disappear, precisely because it had blurred or erased the traditional roles 
delegated to man and woman. Ever since the Gulf War, women’s access to US army units, 
even to combat posts, had perhaps convinced those warriors that the Western World’s final 
hour had come. It must not be omitted, that in our very own banlieues, where delinquency is 
often the work of boys issued from arabo-islamic countries, the fact that girls manage to “get 
out” and succeed remarkably (s’en sortent de façon remarquable) according to studies, as well 
as the fact of their upward mobility, take on the meaning of a threat originating with women. 
And there, once more, the presence of women in the police, the fliquettes, has managed to 
reinforce a feeling of the end of authority... Just as much as woman and her status, what 
menaces the sexual identity of terrorists seems to be the way Western women and men seem to 
reinscribe sexual difference. (234) 
 

Such hasty associations permit the once neologistic term “sexual terrorism” to be discussed as 

a settled notion with an establishing history.198 This rhetoric has a direct echo in the Goncourt 

prize-winning novelist Yann Moix’ meditation on the link between terrorism and sexual 

frustration: Partouz.199 Ventriloquizing the voice of 9/11 mastermind Mohammed Atta, whose 

act, according to this reconstruction, was specifically motivated by one woman’s rejection of 

him, Moix writes:  

We’ve come to help you, guys, dudes, all the men who’ve been scoffed at by women, yes, you, 
the little romantic puppies who’ve been humiliated all around. To tell you that you must stop 
filling your libraries with novels that speak of romantic suffering! That’s enough. You 
shouldn’t let yourselves get led by the tip of the dick by those whores… We’re coming to 
bring order to your romantic disorder, to the surrounding sexual disorder, to the sexual disorder 
which has begun to invade the world and which debases (avilir) us men… At present what’s 
required is the subjugation of women all over the planet, in order to control lovesickness (64). 
 

Moix caricatures one of the stereotypical figures of “sexual modernity”—the effete, 

vulnerable, feeble yet intelligent man whose only company is his library filled with novels 

                                                
198 Jean-François Richet, although belonging to an altogether different political sphere, visited the theme of 
female police officers and threats to masculinity in Ma 6-t va crack-er. See Chapter Four, p. 278-279.  
199 Moix, Yann. Partouz. Editions Grasset, 2004. 
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about love and delayed experience— and introduces this figure to an “ally” in the Islamist 

terrorist who promises to restore a take-no-prisoners phallocentrism to its rightful place. 

Though this ventriloquizing could perhaps be explained as an exercise in experimental fiction, 

an exploration of societal tendencies pushed to the hypothetical extreme, Moix reserves little 

irony for the condemnation of a sexual liberation that promises pleasure just as it incapacitates 

the attentive men who have signed up for it when they agreed not to be “macho.” It is in this 

sense that Moix has Mohammed Atta target the boîte échangiste (sex club) culture that 

occupies the novel’s alternate hemisphere, and from which the title Partouz (orgy) is derived. 

Ziad Doueiri’s film adaptation of Chimo’s Lila dit ça also connects sexual frustration and 

urban terrorism, this time in regard to the banlieue and Islamic “recruitment” there.200  

 Such amalgams between sexuality and “Islamist” terrorism are enabled in part by 

symbolic free-association stemming from the psychoanalytical claim that, as Schneider 

asserts, “religion, actually all religions, have as their unconscious center the question of 

sexuality” (266). We have elsewhere in this study interpreted such sexualizations as a 

symptom of a general incitement to discourse about immigrants—sexual hearsay being one of 

the ultimate forms of “social gossip” about Other groups. Those who stress the sexualization 

of Muslims in this religious understanding participate in the same incitement, rendering 

intelligible anxieties about Muslim immigration via a sexual medium that ostensibly seems to 

                                                
200 The adaptation, released after 9/11, significantly revised Lila and Chimo’s inter-cultural romance in light of 
world events, as Doueiri explained in interviews. One highly symbolic scene showcases the beautiful love 
interest Lila as she prepares to, as she explains, "show her pussy" to the protagonist Chimo. Dashing his 
excitement, she suddenly withdraws after perceiving the arrival of two "frères musulmans" (Muslim brothers), 
who evacuate the nascent eroticism in the scene with their dry handshakes and "salamou aleikoum.". A visibly 
incensed Chimo declares, in an inner monologue voice, "this girl could provoke a huge jihad. I'm imagining the 
8 o'clock news: 'Jihad breaks out over a pussy and causes carnage in the Bosquet Ombragé neighborhood!' If I 
have to choose between a pussy and liberating Palestine, I'll take the pussy." Pro-Palestinian banlieue 
solidarities, whether born from feelings of embattled social exclusion or pan-islamism, have their “flimsy” 
foundations exposed when eclipsed by the captivating power of sexual attraction. It is also suggested, that as an 
alternative  to jihad, sex provides the ultimate pacifier in the restive banlieue. The notion that sexual release 
doubles as a form of civic pacification will be familiar to readers of Freudian psychoanalysis. 
Balfour, Brad. "Talking Pictures: Ziad Doueiri". The L Magazine. 20 July 2005. 
http://www.thelmagazine.com/newyork/talking-pictures-ziad-doueiri/Content?oid=1134807. Consulted 
4/9/2012.  
Chimo. Lila dit ça. Paris, Pocket, 1997. 
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have little to do with religion, but which, in a psychoanalytical understanding, is firmly within 

its domain. Schneider and company’s proclamations about the importance of psychoanalysis 

in light of Islamic terrorism, both domestically and internationally, would seem marginal if 

not for their reiteration by actual world psychoanalytical organizations. In a statement 

following the attacks of 9/11, the IPA (International Psychoanalytical Organization) asserted 

that “... given the present terrorist assault on the United States, and the growing concern of the 

international community on the relationship between fundamentalist ideologies, terrorism, and 

the outbreak of primitive violence, psychoanalysis has an important role in contributing to 

understanding the psychodynamics of violence at the level of the individual and social 

groups.”201 

A prominent hermeneutic tool in the psychoanalytical inventory that has been used to 

analyze immigration and sexual violence has been the notion of the “return of the repressed.” 

Historian Benjamin Stora, in La Gangrène et l’oubli, have documented the politicization of 

memory in colonial commemorations, which exists to an even greater degree within the 

process of colonial amnesia. The nation dismisses troublesome content for the sake of 

idealizing an elusive golden age, at its own peril, Stora suggests. Psychoanalysts have added 

to this understanding by detailing the danger of “forgetting” or repressing socio-sexual 

expression. They employ a vocabulary of impulses and outbursts, explaining the now banal 

incidence of the phrase “the return of the repressed” in the academic literature on banlieue 

violence and colonial memory. For his part, Schneider relates sexual repression to historical 

repression: he states that the vilified Big Mother politic evokes, for example, the rapes that 

occurred during the Algerian War as a kind of screening tactic, “no doubt in order to avoid 

speaking of those which are taking place during the actual civil war ravaging this country” 

(251), a civil war which, it is suggested but not spelled out, pits immigrant and banlieusard 

                                                
201 Quoted by Ranjana Khanna in Dark Continents (2). Op. cit..  
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classes against an unspecified “French” national class. Schneider attributes this self-

flagellating reticence to a kind of left-wing guilt that would rather sift through a blameworthy 

past than entrepreneurially assess alleged upturns in sexual violence for what they are in the 

present.  

 Eric Fassin pushes back against the idea that the banlieue would constitute a 

repository of sorts for the repressed sexual urges of “France,” largely defined by its heart in 

the centre-ville. He warns that such oppositions between centre-ville and banlieue are not 

only unwise and dangerous, but also a structural repetition of a past centrifugal expulsion of 

“undesirables”: “We voluntarily send back this embarrassing reality toward Others— 

yesterday, toward the rural world, today toward the banlieues... toward the strangeness of a 

different culture. Violence against women would be the product of ‘youth’... of immigrants 

and proletarians, barbarous and retrograde.”202 This vision of domestic affairs has been 

echoed at the highest political levels. Socialist presidential candidate Ségolène Royal (who 

lost in the run-off to Sarkozy in 2007) once declared on the campaign trail that “the 

legitimacy of masculine impulses has been questioned what with laws against pedophilia, 

sexual tourism, the prostitution of minors, and sexual harassment. Society is evolving in the 

right direction...”203 She went on to call for the banishment of lingering societal impulses, 

virilist in character, that “incite one to take action” in terms of sexuality or criminality (incite 

au passage à l’acte). She described how one of the consequences of this impulse when given 

free reign was the “degradation of relations between girls and boys… as if the pornographic 

counter-model could serve a sexual education purpose. Boys are also victims,” she explained, 

“so we must extirpate from man’s collective unconscious the idea according to which all 

masculine impulses would be legitimate.” Her rhetoric joins together recurrent motifs 

appearing in the discourses of the immigration debate without connecting them directly: the 

                                                
202 Fassin, Eric. Liberté, Egalité, Sexualité. Op. cit..  
203 Fassin, Eric. Liberté, Egalité, Sexualité. Op. cit.. 
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perceived danger to public safety stemming from the alleged saturation of pornography in the 

minds of banlieue youth, ensuing sexual harassment there, prostitution, sex trafficking, and 

finally sexual tourism in France’s former colonies and protectorates. Her assertion that men 

are victims of their own unconscious and must therefore revise its violent contents constitutes 

the ideal target for Schneider’s thesis of a neutering, maternal state bent on domesticating 

what “should” be, in his view, a spontaneous and natural element of male sexuality.  

 The very notion of a “Big Mother” disciplining the enterprise of her sons has strong 

precedents in more “serious” psychoanalytical literature. As in Gilles Deleuze’s ambivalent 

quote about how a male child situates himself in relation to his parents: “The male child allies 

himself with the mother against the law of the father, which it is the function of the mother to 

beat out of the son.”204 One might wonder, does she beat him to extirpate patriarchal laws 

(Schneider’s neutering French government), or, to instill patriarchal law within him through 

discipline (reifying laws by subjecting the child to the force that it will later reproduce)? The 

latter interpretation has often been extended to Muslim women who strategically assert 

patriarchal power through the exploits of their sons, even within media and sociological 

studies which attempt to recognize a deferred Muslim women’s agency in these practices, an 

agency that manipulates patriarchal structures to its advantage.205 This ambivalence is crucial 

for judging Schneider’s statements about Big Mother and the place of immigrants relative to 

it: would Muslim women’s manipulations of patriarchy be a confirmation of Schneider’s 

thesis of the subjugation of the paternal to the maternal? Or would they represent the opposite, 

rationalizing a disadvantaged position in which recourse to the patriarchal occurs for lack of 

better options? 

 Tahar Ben Jelloun, for his part, conceptualized the immigrant’s relationship to a 

hypothetical Big Mother in marked contrast to Schneider’s. The geographic displacement 
                                                
204 As discussed in Bersani, Leo. Homos. Op. cit..  
205 “...the mother, lacking social rights, never renounces her claim to her child—especially if it is a boy—as he 
would constitute for her the guarantee of social recognition” (44). Bennani, Jalil. Le Corps suspect. Op. cit.. 
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inherent in immigration is for Ben Jelloun a difficult weaning from Mother, one that 

reactivates anxieties about the first childhood separation and impairs the immigrant in his or 

her adaptation process, a far cry from Schneider’s “potent” immigrant virilism that resists the 

overbearing Mother. This second weaning (from Mother/land), in Ben Jelloun’s reading, is 

chosen with much reluctance and affective suffering. Mother is not a claustrophobia one 

wants to escape from but a sentimental core one can’t bear to leave behind: “French” Big 

Mother’s soft coercion is nowhere present. Ben Jelloun goes on to make an intriguing gender 

confusion when he states that the new French “fatherland” (Patrie) is felt as at once a “bad, 

cruel Mother,” and the “absence of Mother” (59). Such a reading both meets with (the 

national parent metaphor) and departs from Schneider, who caricatured an omni-present but 

ultimately careless Mother.  

 Though Ben Jelloun invests his Mother with affective warmth, he also establishes her 

as an imposing figure with maternal expectations of her progeny’s wellbeing in the host 

country. Unlike Schneider’s Mother, she has a friendly relationship with virility and knows 

how to wield it by satellite. In the case of the male immigrant encountered in Ben Jelloun’s 

case studies, often suffering from a sexual impotence pronouncing itself in immigration, the 

subject cannot bear the airing of his sexual humiliation and refuses out of “shame” to return to 

the now intimidating Motherland (Morocco in this case), to avoid the risk of his 

“dévirilisation” being made public. Settling into exile, Ben Jelloun says, “signifies an evasion 

from the mother, elevated to the rank of a moral and psychological authority concerned by the 

sexual becoming of her progeny” (88). It is before her that the male North African immigrant 

feels his impotence most acutely; something is lost between mother and son, and a strong 

castration anxiety appears in the patient (90). In this sense, the emergence of sexual 

impotence in immigration seems to constitute a symptom similar to more familiar 
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“immigration anxieties,” such as the reticence to return home if one’s material, living, or 

marriage situation has not significantly improved over the elapsed gap in time.  

 The prolific Fethi Benslama, who elsewhere offers a penetrating psychoanalytical 

reading of the politics of the veil in France, evokes something very similar to Big Mother. In 

this somewhat abstract passage from Psychoanalysis and the Challenge of Islam, he reflects 

on universality, language, and controversies over the French State prohibiting certain forms of 

differentialist cultural expression, like the veil: 

What would be the universal speech that would come to interpose itself for all of humanity?... 
The universal prohibition would presume a position of INTER between every inter of human 
communities, incarnated by an absolute femininity, a Woman-world that would have no 
identity and would thwart all identities in order to dispense with the difference between truth 
and non-truth for all: a mother of humanity after the fact (après coup) whose language would 
be maternal at the interior of all languages.  
 

Benslama here sets up a correlation between the maternal, the universal, and the management 

and repression of identitarian assertion. Here, the mode of all-encompassing surveillance, 

processing, and inter-mediation is gendered. Benslama grounds the “feminine” capacity of 

distinguishing between truth and non-truth in the story of Khadija who helped her husband the 

Prophet Muhammad tell reality from illusion, as we’ll see in the next section on the “veiled 

woman.” This correlation between universalism and the repression of identitarian assertion is 

a crucial pre-condition to the claim, made later in this chapter, that submitting to 

psychoanalysis can constitute a form of assimilation for communities of immigrant origin in 

France.  

 Against Europe’s progress towards a maternal destiny, Benslama posits an object, 

“Islam,” with a special role to play, namely, as masculine obstacle: “What the West 

encounters through Islam is the interposition, the stone in its path, that keeps it from realizing 

its female identitarian destiny.” This point recalls one of Claude Levi-Strauss’ more 

controversial claims, namely, that Christian Europe was irrevocably transformed by its 

centuries-long imbroglio with “Islam,” such that it missed its “natural” encounter and 
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rapprochement with Indian spirituality and society, the next “neighbor” over, much more 

similar to Christianity with its plural deities and in his description less patriarchal and 

prohibitive.206  

 These arguments suggesting the gendered nature of mediation on the national level 

would seem to posit Arab/Muslim men as sudden obstacles to a scheduled progress, or the 

derailers of natural complementaries, interposing themselves with a kind of phallic 

impoliteness. Yet, in the French contemporary psychoanalytic literature seen here, this 

representation of Arab men— virile, and still in touch with “basic” psychoanalytical impulses, 

with the symbolic order—seems to be “just what the doctor ordered”: they would constitute 

the missing masculinist messiahs capable of reorienting the neutered and wayward 

masculinities that Schneider describes as the victims of Big Mother. Instead of following his 

argument to the limit and embracing this conclusion, Schneider feels he must exclude 

immigrant masculinities from any possible national solution for political problems related to 

gendering. This entails a host of contradictions and double standards, ultimately showing that 

while some androgynized sectors of the population may direly “need” a dose of virility, it 

shall not come from the very place Schneider has invested with a surplus of virility, the multi-

ethnic banlieues. Like Elisabeth Badinter, Schneider would rather suppose non-intelligibility 

and non-commensurability between banlieue and centre-ville masculinities, than imagine 

                                                
206 “Ce malaise ressenti au voisinage de l’Islam, je n’en connais que trop les raisons: je retrouve en lui l’univers 
d’où je viens; l’Islam, c’est l’Occident de l’Orient. Plus précisément encore, il m’a fallu rencontrer l’Islam pour 
mesurer le péril qui menace aujourd’hui la pensée française. Je pardonne mal au premier de me présenter notre 
image, de m’obliger à constater combien la France est en train de devenir musulmane…. [I]ci, à Taxila, dans 
ces monastères bouddhistes que l’influence grecque a fait bourgeonner de statues, je suis confronté à cette 
chance fugitive qu’eut notre Ancien Monde de rester un; la scission n’est pas encore accomplie. Un autre destin 
est possible, celui, précisément, que l’Islam interdit en dressant sa barrière entre un Occident et un Orient qui, 
sans lui, n’auraient peut-être pas perdu leur attachement au sol commun où ils plongent leurs racines. 
Aujourd’hui, c’est par-dessus l’Islam que je contemple l’Inde; mais celle de Bouddha, avant Mahomet qui, pour 
moi européen et parce que européen, se dresse entre notre réflexion et des doctrines qui en sont les plus proches 
comme le rustique empêcheur d’une ronde où les mains prédestinées à se joindre, de l’Orient et de l’Occident 
ont été par lui désunies. Quelle erreur allais-je commettre, à la suite de ces musulmans qui se proclament 
chrétiens et occidentaux et placent à leur Orient la frontière entre les deux mondes! (…) L’évolution rationnelle 
est à l’inverse de celle de l’histoire: l’Islam a coupé en deux un monde plus civilisé”  
Lévi-Strauss, Claude. Tristes tropiques. Presses Pocket, 2007, p. 475-490. 
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them on a continuum. By its very excesses, “immigrant virility” would make comparison 

impossible, unreasonable.  

 It falls to others to provide reasons for why the mother-child relationship, in the 

imagined Arab’s case, is experienced as non-oppressive, as non-indicative of Big Mother (or 

at least not a prison from which social transgression is the only release). In his study of the 

migrant body and healthcare institutions in France, Bennani delves into formative North 

African child psychology to speak of a special relationship between mother and son, a relation 

that departs importantly from Schneider’s dystopian view. The early childhood pattern of 

strong affective intimacy and/or physical proximity between mother and child lasts up until 

the age of sexual maturity in North Africa according to Bennani, and results in the 

psychological state of the Child King (enfant roi), a complex usually represented by adored 

sons relentlessly celebrated, congratulated, and spoiled. This masculine privilege is 

considered by some critics in current immigration debates as a possible cause for concern, 

because, it is suggested, the Child King phase supposedly instills in sons the roots of 

phallocentrism, left to blossom by permissive mother enablers, mothers for whom the infant 

son is an “absolute master” (43).207 In this scenario, the father arrives on the Oedipal scene 

with shocking suddenness, presenting his intimidating law. The father’s threats of castration 

are experienced as a painful tearing away from the mother world and can explain the “acuity 

of castration problems in Maghrebi patients” (44), according to Bennani. This analysis has 

appeared in other forms, cinematically in Férid Boughedir and Nouri Bouzid’s Halfouine, in 

which the young male protagonist suffers the trauma of being ejected from the women’s 

world of the hammam (where he used to be coddled by his mother) at the first sign of his 

lustful, dubious glances at other women, signaling heterosexual attraction.208 The protagonist 

then sullenly joins the uneventful men’s section, where he can soberly learn “male” 

                                                
207 Le Corps suspect. Op. cit..  
208 Boughédir, Férid (dir.). Halfaouine, l’enfant des terrasses. Les films du scarabée, 1990.  
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responsibilities. Malek Chebel, in his psychoanalytic cultural studies of North African 

sexuality, waxes sociological about the role of circumcision rituals and ejections from 

women’s worlds as formative for adolescent social and sexual orientation. In Bennani, the 

maternal and the filial mingle inextricably, because, in his reading, the mother never 

renounces a psychological claim to her son, since he determines her own social status. What’s 

present here is not the anti-virile Mother of Schneider’s Welfare State, but 

something/someone more entrepreneurial: a system in which virility is not directly associated 

to sex, but instrumentalized. This instrumentalization is yet another component of the non-

gendered virility examined in Chapter One with the example of girl gangs. Here, the 

prevailing attitude of the Arab youth is not hatred of the maternal but feelings of comfort and 

homeliness within it, as if returning in so far as it is possible to a paradise lost.  

 This purported masculine favoritism, enabled rather than repressed by Mothers in the 

Arab case, leads to a conversation about the possibly violent consequences of encouraging 

phallocentrism in youth. Represented as masculinist, chest-thumping identitarians who resist 

state-engineered attempts to pacify and androgynize them, the banlieue delinquents depicted 

in sensational newscasts are the adversaries of Benslama’s feminine political “inter”-

mediating entity which strives to erase identitarian difference. Schneider, for his part, reins in 

the abstraction of the Big Mother discourse to focus on the specific example of banlieue 

youth: “The multiplication of gang rapes by minors is also a response to the will to abolish 

violence and difference within sexuality.”209 As such, banlieue youth present the visible, 

spectacularly violent symptoms of a general social malaise resulting from repressed desires 

for gender conformity. If the psychology of the nation is to be represented spatially, banlieue 

youth would constitute the most logical boiling points, at the periphery, in this centralist 

vision of a molten core whose inner turbulence remains undiagnosed and invisible. In this 

                                                
209 Schneider, Michel. Big Mother. Op. cit..  
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scenario, only the superficial ruptures of the surface (youth sexual violence in the banlieues) 

are detectable and reducible to an object to be analyzed. In contrast, the more general malaise 

at the city center is absorbed into the mass of the whole, pushing at the edges but not 

exploding internally. 

 In one section of Big Mother, incredible for its transitions between seemingly 

disconnected elements, Schneider tries to stave off the unsayable— the notion that Islamic 

terrorists and the sexual terrorists of the banlieue are the logical outcomes of his 

recommendations for conserving sexual difference and the symbolic order— by describing 

how Muslim fundamentalists are actually not messiahs for the right to sexual difference but 

rather homosexuals.210 This follows a section attacking the prospect of homoparentalité 

(homosexual parenthood) for its perilous scrambling of the symbolic order. Such an 

aspersion—aspersion because homosexuals are connoted negatively in his psycho-

cosmology— belongs to a province not unfamiliar to sensational tabloids in America and 

Europe, which routinely published stories stressing the homosexual aspects of the terrorists’ 

clannish and tribal mentalities, the hidden innuendoes of their sex segregation. While 

Schneider previously connected the political influences of the homosexual to the maternal— 

in the way the maternal recommends androgyny, neutrality, and non-differentiation— here he 

connects it to a differentiation taken to the extreme. While Schneider might contest this 

reading by replying that what he actually recommends is a French “soft commerce” between 

the sexes, which would have man embrace woman rather than be phobic about her, he devotes 

so much effort to explaining how the imperatives of mixité (sexual parity) bring on a perilous 

androgyny and sexual neutrality, that the reader cannot determine where “positive” sexual 

complementarity ends and the “negative” erasure of sexual difference begins. One also 

doesn’t know, in this scenario, if banlieue youth are too heterosexual or too homosexual. Are 

                                                
210 “Their phobia of women appeared as a repressed homosexuality” (232). 
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they champions of sexual difference and the potent productivity of the attraction of opposites, 

or dictators of phallocentrism and the reign of the masculine same? Such contradictions can 

only be put to rest if one accepts the double standard that holds that “white” French men’s 

virile enterprise should be restored, but not that stemming from immigrant or Islamic sources. 

The latter are relegated to representing the extreme, unwished-for blowback against Big 

Mother policies that ideally require a softer response; they are the “bad apple terrorists” who 

have opted for violence when civil disobedience would have sufficed, and as such they must 

be rejected. Schneider’s logical inconsistencies lead the argumentation to the point that potent 

heterosexuality is acceptable in some but not others, especially if that Other happens to be 

perceived as a Muslim “competitor.” Schneider seems to shy away from the task he had 

initially set out to achieve, when he delegates his old project of combating sexual non-

differentiation to Muslim terrorists, and takes brief ownership of a civilized androgyny 

previously reviled, saying “they want to destroy that part of us (my emphasis) which they fear 

might spread in their own countries: sexual non-differentiation and a generalized symbolic 

non-differentiation” (235).  

 One explanation for why this double standard occurs in Schneider stems from his 

denial of subjectivity to banlieue youth he accepts as symptoms of a problem but not as 

psychologies capable of evolution or complexity. The most flagrant omission occurs when 

they are not included in the centralized French social body Schneider diagnoses as suffering a 

crisis of masculinity. Ranjana Khanna is useful here as a rejoinder to Schneider, because she 

speaks of just such a denial of subjectivity, and how it reifies by contrast the holistic integrity 

of a “European” psychoanalytical Self. Though Khanna’s terrain is the transition from 

colonization to decolonization, the similarities in terms of the tenuousness of the self and the 

denials of subjectivity have echoes in the present. They point perhaps to an undigested 

psychoanalytic heritage bequeathed by colonialism:  
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The national self in Europe is structured in psychoanalysis as a modern counterpart to the 
primitive colonized. In its profoundly European constitution, it expresses the unsayable: the 
impossible achievement of selfhood for the colonized, who remain primitive and concealed, 
and the simultaneous tenuousness of the metropolitan colonizer’s self once decolonization is in 
place and the strife that sustains the colonized as primitive is over. (6) 
 

The effort Schneider makes in specifying the fractured nature of the contemporary 

French/European ailing subject testifies to the game-changing event of decolonization, and 

how it has caused a crisis of masculine integrity in the abstracted European male. In the post-

decolonization era, the former “primitive” has exited Khanna’s “concealment,” but only to be 

faced with a familiar situation by which the metropolitan French “white” man defines himself 

in counterpoint to him once again. In this schema, the most modern traits of masculinity 

(metrosexuality, androgyny) are those most inverse to the “neo-primitive” masculinity of the 

banlieue’s de-colonized youth. The corollary to making such a point, however, is the 

transformation of the decolonized Other (and now the banlieue youth) into solid allegories of 

masculinity incapable of the psychological depth inherent in the very fact of having a mental 

complex211 or psychological crisis. They are thus that much further removed from the modes 

of socio-cultural expression available to the jaded, the sensitive, the mentally anguished, the 

blasés, the ennuyés, or other psychologically complex types so often at the root of higher 

culture and the avant-garde largely defined.  

 Schneider tries to reconcile what is an apparent contradiction (Muslims are the 

antithesis to Big Mother while also the ultimate symptoms of its presence). In doing so, he 

never loses sight of his Big Mother principle (to which everything relates back to), with some 

very gymnastic wordplay delving into Arabic philology:  

Waging war against women is simultaneously a waging of war against the opposite sex and a 
waging of war against sexual difference. In the name of the Mother. Led by men who worry 
they might become women, this war resembles them in the one-ness of the One (cette guerre 
leur ressemble dans le Un l’unique...), Unique and Eternal Mother, the Umma. This name, 

                                                
211 This relates to a matter discussed in the subsequent chapters, namely the tendency in radical homosexual 
cinema and activist circles to cast Franco-Arab characters exclusively as sexually dominant or “active,” at the 
risk of restricting Franco-Arab masculinity to such stereotypes and making Franco-Arab effeminacy or passivity 
inconceivable. See: 
Cervulle, Maxime. “French Homonormativity and the Commodification of the Arab Body”. Radical History 
Review. #100: Special Issue: “Queer Futures”, 2008. 
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which designates the community of all Muslims, derives from “Um,” meaning “mother.” In 
societies centered on maternal love, hatred towards the mother takes the form of a fear of 
women. (235) 

 
Schneider would thus seem to oppose the motherly but not the heterosexual embrace of 

woman: horizontal relations toward women are “healthier” than vertical relations with 

mothers. In this scenario, an imagined Mediterranean or Muslim mother, instrumentalizing 

her sons’ virility, pushes for the thwarting of other women besides herself. The “French” soft 

commerce of sexual complementarity is eclipsed by the mother-son dynamic. An 

inconsistency surfaces: over-mothering, the object of his criticism, would seem to exacerbate 

virility rather than pacify it, but only in the Muslim case. Expressing opposition to the 

symbolic dilution of sexual difference through homo-social sexual violence (banlieue youth), 

rather than through heterosexual embrace (healthy French masculinity), is here the sole 

province of Muslims. This differentiation between types of masculinity—measured and 

naturally potent versus excessive and perverse—recalls Todd Shepard’s analysis of the 

Othering of pied-noir masculinity as un-French in The Invention of Decolonization.212 

Shepard analyzed how French Algerian and pieds noir men were cast as violent, perverse, 

obsessed with proving their virility, and most of all, fundamentally different from the 

idealized Metropolitan French in regard to relations between the sexes. 

 Schneider explicitly denies psychological complexity to the very subjects, banlieue 

youth, that validate his thesis, because they have acted out his recommendations too literally 

(to a perverse, fundamentalist degree) as opposed to merely symbolically213:  

Several signs show that, banished from displayed models, (sexual difference) is making a 
comeback, one can make the case, in the sexual representations and practices of youth, notably 
those descended from immigrants, under the most violent of forms (murders, kidnappings, 
gang rapes, physical violence, a degraded image of all women, except the sister...). A sexual 
difference purely imaginary and real (my emphasis), not symbolized, leads to these perverse 
and contemporary pathologies afflicting sexual relations. (236) 
 

                                                
212 See Chapter Four, p. 280-281. 
213 This same point is articulated cinematically in Lila Says in regard to the overly literal sexuality of banlieue 
youth and the act of rape. See Chapter Four, p. 312-315. 
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This positing of Muslims as incapable of psychological differentiation between the symbolic 

and the literal, between representation and reality, has many ethnopsychiatric (as well as 

literary214) parallels. Ben Jelloun gave testimony about his clinical studies and the language 

North African immigrants routinely chose to describe physical pain, which they expressed in 

highly metaphorical terms that would constitute proof of symbolic awareness. This language 

that was in turn described as evidencing delirium (“bouffées délirantes”) by French medical 

doctors at the time (32). Richard Keller, more gravely, explores over the course of an entire 

book “the genealogy and development of the Muslim world as a space of madness from the 

beginnings of colonial expansion to the present” (3). Always already mad, Muslims are 

represented as constituting an ideal experimental terrain. In an Orientalist sense, they can be 

symbolized but not symbolize themselves, and thus supposedly present more stable, ideal 

“scientific conditions” for analysis, tending to obfuscate less while presenting naked impulses. 

Schneider, however, does not isolate madness to non-Europeans, but rather makes a 

distinction between Muslim and European ways of responding to the imperative of sexual 

differentiation. He opposes a willingness to act on impulse to a more European ability to turn 

violent impulses inward: “Against the terrorists’ perverse rapport with the symbolic order, we 

must oppose our own neurotic” and thus normative (in psychoanalytical terms) “rapport” 

(276). 

 In Colonial Madness, Richard Keller gives historical context to the relationship 

between psychoanalysis and theories of North African sexual delinquency. He gestures 

towards the survival of such a relationship in the post-decolonization era of immigration. 

Keller maintains that it was during colonial psychiatry’s experimental phase in Algeria that 

these theories were first elaborated. Stereotypes about sexual aggression formed then and 

were importantly already employed at that time to argue for the curtailing of North African 
                                                
214 In Chimo’s Lila dit ça, the Franco-Arab gang that rapes Lila is depicted as having interpreted too literally her 
nymphoniac rhetoric, in opposition to Chimo, her love object, who sees this rhetoric more astutely as a symbolic 
vocabulary expressing her love for him. Op. cit.. 
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immigration to France. Antoine Porot, founder of the Algiers School of Psychiatry and 

recipient of Fanon’s critiques in The Wretched of the Earth, sought tirelessly to demonstrate 

the relative primitivism of North Africans. This intellectual inferiority supposedly manifested 

itself in what Keller paraphrased as “a capacity for violent criminal impulses—especially 

sexual violence” (16). Keller goes on to describe how these theories were already impacting 

the nascent immigration debate in the France of the 1950s: “In France, mental health 

practitioners and criminologists cited works by the Algiers school to support their demand for 

an end to immigration which in their view threatened to overwhelm France with criminal 

lunatics from North Africa” (16). Links between ethnic background, sexuality, and criminality 

continued with Porot’s son, Maurice, who was president of the French Société médico-

psychologique as late as 1991.215 Keller writes: “A review of a 1950 article by... Maurice 

ascribed the greater frequency of delinquency among Muslim children (compared with 

Europeans) to congenital attributes of the Muslim family, especially the sexual segregation of 

the family, alcoholism, and amorality” (146). The Algiers School’s influence extended all the 

way up to the Paris police Prefect, Charles Hirsch, who used their work to analyze crime 

patterns in France, according to Keller. Writing in the late 1950s, Hirsch assimilated North 

Africans, who were for him “an endless source of conflicts,” to the “Puerto Ricans in New 

York” and “wet-backs in Texas”.216 

 Keller’s findings support the idea that sexualization of North Africans historically had 

a place in anti-immigration politics. They also help put into context the alarmist predictions of 

generalized sexual terror advanced by Michel Schneider. The latter rails against the excesses 

of the Welfare State, excesses which some scholars have sourced to the Algiers School’s 

                                                
215 Porot, Maurice. "L'Ecole Algérienne de Psychiatrie et son initiateur: Le Professeur Antoine Porot". 
L'Algérianiste # 62. 
http://cerclealgerianiste2607.fr/Chapitres/Site%20Internet%20Cercle%20National/www.cerclealgerianiste.asso.f
r/contenu/sante3204.htm. Consulted 4/9/2012. 
216 Hirsch, Charles-A.. “La criminalité des Nord-africains en France est-elle une criminalité par défaut 
d'adaptation ?”. Revue internationale de criminologie et de police technique. Vol. XIII, n° 2, avril-juin, 1959, p. 
129-141. 
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effect on “the place of the Welfare State in the resource-poor post-colony,” the vestiges of 

which still exist in the global present, according to Keller (17). He went on to add that in 

contemporary times “there are strong similarities between mental hygiene programs in French 

Algeria and the efforts of social workers in much of Europe and the United States, where the 

activities of a range of private and public agencies lay at the heart of an interventionist 

welfare state" (102).  

Keller mentions the work of Algiers School psychoanalyst Don Côme Arrii as a 

precursor to the sexualized rhetoric of post-decolonization anti-immigration propaganda. 

Arrii, who defended the first formal thesis of the Algiers school, used court documents 

inculpating mentally ill North Africans to extrapolate criminal characteristics to all others. 217 

He also was fond of calling the Prophet Muhammad a “rapist,” explaining that other Muslims 

only followed in his example. “North African men therefore murdered in full sexual 

excitation,” he wrote, “for erotic intoxication is an extra contribution to impulsion and 

aggravation, to the unleashing of this homicidal furor.”218 Other thinkers of the nascent 

Algiers School prolonged what can be called the climactic eugenics of colonial propaganda, 

making tenuous links between the Mediterranean climate and sexual delinquency. Adolphe 

Kocher’s 1884 thesis on crime in Algeria’s Arab population, Keller explains, suggested that 

violence among Arabs was chiefly a “matter of race,” that Arab violence was a sexual and 

inhuman violence, that “like all Oriental peoples, the Arab is a sodomite,” and that they have 

bestial relations with “goats, sheep, even mares,” concluding that “as the native has the 

animal’s instincts, he also takes on its habits” (125).219 

                                                
217 Arrii, Don Côme and Antoine Porot. “Impulsivité criminelle chez l'indigène algérien”. Annales Médico- 
Psychologiques. Dec. 1932.  
218 Arrii. Op. cit..  
219 Kocher, Adolphe. De la criminalité chez les Arabes. J.B. Baillière & fils, 1884, p. 103-106. 
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 Linking up Arrii and company with more contemporary anti-immigration rhetoric, 

Keller refers to a document singled out by the historian Yvan Gastaut, a “wanted” poster 

displayed throughout France in the early 1980s: 

Depicting a sneering, hook-nosed, mustachioed caricature of an Arab wearing a fez, the poster 
declared: ‘WANTED: MOHAMED BEN ZOBI, born in Algeria, residing in France. THIS 
MAN IS DANGEROUS! Susceptible of: MURDER! RAPE! THEFT! BURGLARY! To find 
him do not go far: all around there are 700 000 just like him!220 
 

The demonizing nomenclature reveals a knowledge of Arabic: “Ben zobi” literally means 

“son of my penis,” and evokes the special argotic Arabized French first employed by French 

Algerians before spreading to the metropolitan masses. This recalls the post-colonial war of 

sexual insults described in Jean-Marc Richet’s films (see Chapter Four, 276-277). The 

capitalized term “Wanted” echoes the ambivalent shifting between desire and hatred found in 

that film and in a certain virility-obsessed French populist journalism (as seen in Todd 

Shepard’s work about New Left journalists like Philippe Hernandez).221 Keller submits that 

this propagandistic rhetoric reappears in crime novels and media representations which drew 

on a lexicon established by the Algiers School: “The distance from Don Côme Arrii’s 

indictment of the North African Muslim as rapist and murderer who could not escape the 

innate criminal impulsivity of his being to the popular image of the thieving fanatical Arab of 

the banlieue was miniscule” (208).  

 

The Veiled Woman 

 After the troubled, violent adolescent, the second member of the psychoanalytic 

family unit that feeds into the myth of a contemporary national psychopathology, is the veiled 

woman: sister, wife, or mother. Fethi Benslama, a Tunisian-born psychoanalyst practicing in 

France, was instrumental in turning islamism, and especially the figure of the veiled woman, 

into an object of psychoanalytical inquiry, as seen in his essay “The Veil of Islam” 
                                                
220 Gastaut, Yvan. Immigration et l’opinion en France sous la Vème République. Seuil, 2000, p. 111-114.  
221 Shepard, Todd. The Invention of Decolonization: The Algerian War and the Remaking of France. Cornell: 
Cornell University Press, 2008, p. 200. 
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reproduced in his well-mediatized La Psychanalyse à l’épreuve de l’Islam (translated as 

Psychoanalysis and the Challenge of Islam).222 Benslama’s academic itinerary is strikingly 

similar to that of his arch-rival Tobie Nathan: both were disciples of the “founder” of modern 

ethnopsychiatry, Georges Devereux, both worked with immigrants in Paris suburbs and 

published groundbreaking books about their conclusions, both were instrumental in setting up 

university clinics and connecting training to research (Nathan at Université Paris VIII and 

Benslama at Paris VII), and both launched influential psychoanalytical journals (La Nouvelle 

Revue d’Ethnopsychiatrie for Nathan and Cahiers Intersignes for Benslama). They later took 

divergent paths in regard to the place of culture and ethnicity in the clinical arena. While 

Nathan has been accused of embracing cultural relativism223, Benslama has been accused of 

an anti-islamism that approaches secular fundamentalism.224 

 In his initial 1997 “Veil of Islam” essay (later updated for the book), Benslama is 

situated at a different point in his intellectual trajectory, before his critique of Islamism had 

fully taken shape.225 He interrogates the term “conspicuous” (ostentatoire)— which had 

increasingly been used to characterize the veil— in a commentary on a French political 

controversy that would break out with the veil affairs of the early 1990s and the suspensions 

of “insubordinate” girls from school. The controversy culminated in two laws: the 2004 ban 

                                                
222 Op. cit.. Available in English translation: Benslama, Fethi. Psychoanalysis and the Challenge of Islam. 
University of Minnesota Press, 2009.  
223 Fassin, Didier. “L’ethnopscyhiatrie et ses réseaux. L’influence qui grandit”. Genèses. # 35, 1999. 
224 Benslama is the cofounder of The Association of the Manifesto of Freedoms, a group committed to laïcité, 
democracy, and the rights of women in the Arabo-Islamic world.  He is also the author of such works as “The 
Declaration of Non-submission: For the Use of Muslims and Those Who Are Not”: 
Benslama, Fethi. Déclaration d'insoumission : À l'usage des musulmans et de ceux qui ne le sont pas. Editions  
Flammarion, Collection “Divers sciences”, 2005. 
Benslama, Fethi and the Association of the Manifesto of Freedoms. "Texte de fondation de l’Association du 
Manifeste des libertés". www.manifeste.org. 17 Dec. 2004.http://www.manifeste.org/article.php3?id_article=113. 
Consulted 4/11/2012.  
225 Benslama, Fethi. “The Veil of Islam”. Transl.Emiliano Battista and Sigi Jöttkandt. S online journal.  
http://www.lineofbeauty.org/index.php/s/article/view/32/86. Consulted 4/6/2012. 
Originally published in French as: 
Benslama, Fethi.  “Le Voile de l’islam”. Cahiers Intersignes: “La virilité en Islam”. # 11-12, 1998, p. 59-73.  
It appeared in another form as early as 1997, however: 
Benslama, Fethi. "Le Voile de l'islam". Contretemps 2/3: "Voile". Ed. René Major. 1997. 
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on “conspicuous” religious symbols at public schools and the 2010 ban of full-face veils 

anywhere in public. Benslama’s analysis at this stage of his career was lauded for its 

imaginative qualities, his impressive knowledge of Islamic symbology, and his lucidity and 

non-judgmental calm in regard to the politically “explosive” material he was treating: a 

marked contrast with his more explicit and trenchantly political later essays.  

 Benslama’s intervention fits into a particular political moment, falling between two 

contrasting argumentative campaigns against the veil in public schools. One rested on laïcité, 

while another abandoned this tactic in order to emphasize equality of the sexes (and in a more 

implicit way, complementarity of the sexes) as a French value. This was visible in the tonal 

difference of the two veil “affairs”: in the nineties, concern for secularism was more often 

cited, while in the early 2000s, the veil issue was traversed by concerns for women’s rights 

and perceptions of a “regression” on this front. Critics of this causal substitution, such as 

Christine Delphy, a feminist essayist who has lobbied against the various veil bans, have 

argued that the anti-veil activists only adopted the equality argument once they realized how 

difficult it would be to reconcile the tenets of laïcité with the proposed law. Thus, she argues, 

equality of the sexes was retroactively rendered an “eternal” French value, when it had in 

actuality been chosen in strategic haste. Such a shift from a secularism-based argument to a 

gender-based argument is not without consequences for the psycho-political readings carried 

about by psychoanalysts weighing in on the veil issue. It moves the matter from the territory 

of government policy on religion into a more uncertain territory influenced by sexual 

projection.  

 The content of Benslama’s critique of veil politics revisits a fundamental symbolic 

opposition, in North African (Islamic) symbology, between the “hand” and the “eye,” both of 

which are common motifs in jewelry and superstitious ornaments. According to Benslama, 

values like protection, goodness, limitation, and asceticism govern the hand, while 
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excessiveness, bad faith, bad luck, jealousy, and rumor govern the eye. The veil, Benslama 

says, lines up with the hand against the eye, and thus becomes an instrument that limits 

excessiveness.226 Projecting further, the veil would seem at this stage to counter, not foment 

“ostentation”.227 Benslama argues, however, that in the politicized French context, the original 

idea of “limiting excessiveness” (turning the hand against the eye) has been lost and replaced 

with its opposite (the eye trumping the hand, “ostentation”). This happens in two ways, which 

hopelessly confuse the question of whether wearing veiling is an act of self-demonstration or 

self-censorship. “Conspicuousness,” for French officialdom at least, would be manifest in the 

gesture of protecting oneself with one’s hands—via the veil— against surrounding eyes; it 

would also be manifest in the gesture of showing modesty, for some Muslims. To call a 

demonstration of modesty “conspicuous” may seem paradoxical, Benslama says, in light of 

what he has supposed about the veil limiting excess, but it is in exactly this paradoxical sense 

that veiled subjects are assessed in France. In other words, not wanting to show is showy, a 

point echoed by historian Joan Scott.228 

  “Show” and more particularly “demonstrate” are terms that Benslama returns to 

repeatedly, opening the essay with a provocative turn of phrase, calling veiled women 

“monstrating monsters” because of their high symbolic charge. He links the roots of 

“monster,” “demonstration,” “montrer” (to “show”) and “démontrer” (to “prove”) in order to 

argue for the interconnectedness of the veil in both attesting to faith and being a monstrosity 

for those barred access to the woman (who signifies polymorphously). This is due to the veil 

inhabiting the ambiguity between showing and not showing. Going back to the idea of the veil 

as anti-sign, the veiled woman and signification itself are overcharged: she “means” too 

                                                
226 “While excess is thought of as essential to the (eye), the hand symbolizes the ethical organ par excellence, 
capable, or not, of standing the eye in its excessiveness.”  
Benslama, Fethi, “The Veil of Islam”. Op. cit..  
227 “From the Islamic theological perspective that prescribes it, the veil is not a sign. It is something through 
which the feminine body is partially or totally occulted, because this body would otherwise indicate too much 
(ferait trop signe).” Op. cit.. 
228 Scott, Joan Wallach. The Politics of the Veil. Princeton University Press, 2007 
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much, and the veil would act as a filter against what Benslama calls her “monstration,” or 

outward radiation of signs. “The veil is not a sign,” Benslama explains, “but that which makes 

the woman into a sign. It shields her body, which emits a multiplicity of signs, in order to 

envelop it as a unique sign,” a limitation that would “cease the monstration of woman as a 

swarming monster of signs” and that “effects a de-monstration of how a woman becomes an 

obscure sign.” This nuance provides an exit from the contradiction of the veil’s showiness 

mentioned earlier, for we now have a distinction between exhibitionist signs and inhibitionist 

signs. Yet still, for both the French state and the Muslim subject as presented by Benslama, 

woman is taken as a nexus of meaning and signs, recalling the sexist consideration of women 

as symbols that must be defended, protected, or managed. In this economy disagreement only 

regards whether the veil, or the woman under the veil, is the source of signing, and which 

kind of signing is appropriate: the unfiltered kind (the symbolic state) or the restricted kind 

(Benslama’s understanding of the veil for Muslims). Thus, the French politicians wishing to 

manage the signage of the veil have to face a conceptual contradiction: despite the recent 

elevation of equality of the sexes to a historical French Republican value, the sincerity of their 

adherence to that value would not to extend to the idea that women’s bodies should not be 

instrumentalized into signs.  

 French politicians and journalists did sometimes take note of the politicized stakes of 

the symbolism being attributed to women’s bodies in the veil debate. François Bayrou, a 

centrist political candidate and prominent opponent of the veil came under criticism in an op-

ed published in Le Monde by the philosopher Jean-Jacques Delfour, who aligned Bayrou’s 

willingness to regulate sartorial choices with a violation of free “speech.” Delfour entitled his 

intervention: “François Bayrou, semiological censor.”229 Bayrou, who was Education Minister 

at the time, had said in 1994, as Benslama cites: “According to whether we will have 

                                                
229 Delfour, Jean-Jacques. “François Bayrou, censeur sémiologue”. Libération 20 October 1994, p. 7. 
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defended our ideal or renounced it, the face of France, in ten, twenty years, as well as the 

place of Islam and that of the Muslim woman, will not be the same.”230 The figure of the 

veiled woman was considered uncontrollably significant by those who were ostensibly 

lobbying for her liberation. Working against men who supposedly thought her “too 

significant” in her unveiled state, French political actors were falling into a conceptual trap by 

assenting to the idea that women’s bodies were signifiers in need of control, albeit only when 

veiled.  

As Fethi Benslama’s work illustrates, the symbolic investment of the Islamic veil is 

rendered more complex by its resignification in the context of post-immigration generations, 

wherein the veil (among other practices) can be deployed as signs of political revolt by a 

population of immigrant ancestry that feels disempowered. Interpreted in this way, the veil 

goes from being an instrument of censorship in Benslama’s reading, to one of identitarian 

expression in the more recent political moment. Those wearing it in an identitarian style 

would modify the traditional meaning of the veil as defined by Benslama, by displaying their 

cultural belonging but coding that display (which some would criticize as “ostentatious”) with 

a “righteous,” politically embattled meaning. The importance of “body language” in the 

articulation of socio-political disaffection has been emphasized by commentators analyzing 

immigration and social conflict.231  

 If the recent symbolic investment of the veil seems to reflect contemporary politics, it 

must be mentioned that this is not the first time that the veil has become an object of 

psychoanalytical debate. As Keller shows, earlier commentaries by colonial-era psychiatrists 

practicing in North Africa have informed French political policy-making (206). Before any 

                                                
230 Bayrou, François. Interview in Libération 10 Oct. 1994. 
231 Jalil Bennani’s study of worker’s bodies, as we’ll see, alludes to a kind of “right” to speak with one’s body as 
the sign of an “active,” inclusive, and healthy immigrant life (Le Corps...,46). Instead of the worker’s body 
remaining “invisible” or restricted to the construction site, it is displayed to French medical and psychological 
institutions with an implicit demand for recognition, as Ben Jelloun and Sayad have also argued.  
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commentary on immigration, however, colonial psychiatrists engaged in a pervasive discourse 

about the veil as an instrument of anti-modern patriarchal control of women. For Keller, the 

difference between the past and present psychoanalytical actors—a difference that some 

critics of ethnopsychiatry dispute—is that political orientations have shifted such that 

currently the majority of ethno-psychiatrists situate themselves on the anti-racist left, while 

their colonial psychiatrist forbears’ supplied argumentative fodder for curtailing immigration 

(205). Keller describes how that controversy and others like it helped implant the new 

ethnopsychiatry, which criticized the stigmatization of the veil: 

In controversies over Muslim girls wearing headscarves in French public schools, the radical 
polarization of French politics, and the sentiment of rising insecurity linked to immigration in 
peri-urban France, psychiatrists and psychoanalysts have offered elaborate interpretations 
designed to sway public debate. In so doing ethno-psychiatrists have prodigiously developed 
the legacy of their colonial forbears, yet they have also taken the profession in a new direction. 
Where colonial psychiatrists intervened regularly in public debates about colonial policy, 
ethno-psychiatrists in a globalizing France have remade themselves in the model of engaged 
Paris intellectuals. (206) 
 

These intellectuals switched the political tenor of ethnopsychiatric interventions from colonial 

stigmatization of Arab/Islamic culture to post-colonial defense, and were involved in what 

Keller calls a “recasting of the debate over the administrative ideologies of assimilation and 

association for a post-colonial context” (206). Within this movement, the veil (among other 

symbols of cultural belonging) became part of an ethnopsychiatric lexicon helping to 

illuminate the psychological itineraries of immigrants, rather than a barrier to analysis.  

The debate over the veil and its polyvalent symbolism regards men as much as it does 

women. Rarely is veiled women’s speech solicited in the mediasphere, or considered 

independently from the commentaries of male theologians (when included side-by-side, this 

gives the appearance that the theologians speak for them). Even the Stasi Commission, the 

body of experts that was charged with holding hearings and laying the groundwork for what 

came to be the 2004 law, declared that it “had heard enough” after only two veiled women 

gave testimony. Rarely is it suggested that the veil is a convenant between God and women, 

despite many Muslim women’s declarations that the veil is worn out of modesty before God, 
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not Man. For Benslama, like many psychoanalytic observers, the veil is primarily a marker of 

sexual difference and also a site of eroticism. He speaks of the veil as the “hymen of truth” 

and asks what would happen if “the extremity of men’s desire was to want to enjoy this place 

where the truth and the non-truth communicate with other?”232 Expressions like the “hymen 

of truth” and references to the veil as a truth condition may seem perplexing when taken out 

of context, but begin to make sense when the story of Khadija, the Prophet’s wife, is analyzed 

by Benslama. When the Prophet began to receive spiritual “visits” from the Angel Gabriel and 

to hear the voice of inspiration, he did not know whether he was receiving an angel or a 

demon/djinn. Khadija used her knowledge of spirits — a knowledge considered here specific 

to women— to help answer the question. During a subsequent visitation she removed her veil 

and the Prophet noted the absence of the spiritual presence. Since the revelation stopped, she 

explained to her husband that he was dealing not with a demon but with an angel who fled out 

of modesty when presented with an unveiled woman. Thus Khadija, and veiled women, 

become a “condition of truth,” because they clarify the answers to questions that men cannot 

answer alone. This also becomes, for Benslama, a platform for describing how the 

relationship of Muslim women to Muslim men reflects, perhaps paradoxically, the 

complementarity of the sexes enshrined as an enduring French cultural value. Thus, one goes 

from ostensibly supporting equality of the sexes to supporting the sexual difference supposed 

by complementarity of the sexes.  

 

From the veil to the public/private distinction: 

The psychoanalytic commentaries on immigration surveyed here consistently return to 

the public/private distinction, and differing attitudes about it, in their “diagnoses.” Benslama’s 

suggestion that the most erotic thing for a man’s desire is to enjoy the place where truth and 

                                                
232 “The Veil of Islam”. Op. cit..  
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non-truth communicate with each other— that place being marked by the veil—reflects an 

underlying perception that the public-private distinction can be eroticized. He also sheds 

philosophical light on how such criticized notions as clandestinity (which plays on the private 

and public, the inside and outside, the veiled and unveiled) can be a locus for the most 

important of values, “truth.” The root word “private” takes on different shades of meaning in 

Benslama’s argument, which plays on the confusion of “privacy” and “privation.” The veil, 

and the privacy it conceals, become an intolerable privation (in the sense of inhibited access) 

for the barred party. 

 The psychoanalytical ramifications of immigration for the public-private distinction 

have been a consistent focus of Jean-Michel Hirt. Though he doesn’t explicitly call himself an 

ethno-psychiatrist, Hirt, a psychoanalytical essayist with a keen interest in religion, draws on 

psychoanalytic theory to argue that the public-private distinction is alive and well in Muslim 

countries, but that the cutting in two (“découpage”) of the public and private there is 

“unsimilar” to their separation within French social structures, where laïcité has rendered 

religion a private affair. According to Hirt, the Umma (the Muslim community of believers) 

and Islamic culture play the role of both religion and structuring symbolic universe for the 

subject (17), who accesses his or her subject position by passing through this universe 

regardless of the actual practice or non-practice of the religion. Hinting at a greater 

permeability of the public and private spheres in an Islamic context, Hirt concludes that such 

lack of separation is anathema in the French context of laïcité.  

 In the era of immigration and implantation in France, psychotherapy has moved from 

being a private practice, most often sought by individuals of a certain social standing, to one 

that can be partly or entirely covered by state health insurance, or used as a treatment option 

by judges as part of the rehabilitative process. This does not apply to traditional 

psychoanalysis, although ethnopsychiatry stands somewhere in between: Tobie Nathan has 
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spoken of numerous case studies in which youths that had run afoul of the law were addressed 

to his university service. Moving from the private to the public in this way significantly 

impacts the issue of confidentiality. In the case of low-income immigrants and their families, 

this opens the door for increased psychological scrutiny for a population already exposed to 

state services, with consequences for the public/private distinction and the “right” to intimacy. 

Some critics (like Didier Fassin) warn against the echoes of colonial ethnopsychiatry in the 

new ethnopsychiatry. 233 He points to the “alarming” number of cases addressed to ethno-

psychiatrists by the state, alleging that populations of immigrant origin may be subject to the 

unchecked experimentation and highly culturalist analyses he has reproached ethno-

psychiatrists of engaging in.  

 The public-private distinction, and navigation through it, are impacted when the 

immigrant encounters the medical apparatus, of which the psycho-therapeutic wing is a part. 

Commentators as various as Jalil Bennani, Abdelmalek Sayad, and Ben Jelloun concur that 

subject formation can be adversely determined by the potentially traumatic and dehumanizing 

conditions of immigration. These authors describe immigrants who turn to, with mixed 

results, the medical and psychiatric field to have a “problem” recognized, and as a 

consequence their subjectivity validated. Bennani points to a significant risk at the center of 

this recourse to medicine for recognition: he finds that the disclosure (and the ensuing exit 

from the private) may be harmful in the long term, because although the subject’s difference 

can finally appear and possibly lead to more personalized solutions, that difference appears 

only to be stigmatized as problematic by the medical community.234 As far as the project of 

detailing an “immigrant psychology” is concerned, such potential medical alienation only 

                                                
233 Fassin, Didier. “L’ethnopscyhiatrie et ses réseaux. L’influence qui grandit”. Op. cit.. 
234 “The immigrant’s faculty of speech, seeking a place to express itself, will address itself to the medical field to 
speak his subjectivity. It will be spoken but not without risks... We have seen it: one might recognize the psychic 
fact, only to better pervert it. One might make speeches about difference, only to better exclude it” (41).  
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causes the private to become more private, with immigrant patients avoiding psycho-

therapeutic options and discussions of the “private” in light of possible abuses.  

 The potential for the state psychiatric apparatus to engage in abuses of power, 

addressed here by Bennani, is echoed by Richard Keller. Though he is speaking of colonial 

medicine, Keller’s conclusions are relevant for the contemporary French networks of psycho-

therapeutic and ethnopsychiatric institutions— and their official “solutions” — for ailing 

immigrants and their descendants.235 “Colonial medecine,” Keller says, “can amass data about 

the population because it can demand any form of information in exchange for its services. It 

can establish truth about patients because it exploits their vulnerability. It is a unique form of 

totalitarian power because it is one to which we willingly submit” (187). This Foucauldian 

language circling around the notion of vulnerability is crucial to the question of clandestinity: 

it is worth noting that the confessionalism and incitement to discourse that have characterized 

many memoirs and accounts that express immigrant sexual suffering have emerged through 

the framework of cooperation with psychoanalysts or psychiatrists. I think for instance of 

Samira Bellil’s Dans l’enfer des tournantes, which Marie-Hélène Bourcier has characterized 

as an act of psychological ventriloquism (discussed in this chapter’s conclusion), in addition 

to the aforementioned works by Ben Jelloun, Chebel, and Bennani.236 It is this private, 

intimate space of bartered, necessary confession that allows for the exposure of sexual secrets 

that might have otherwise remained clandestine. What’s more, the tone of confessionalism 

obtains a higher degree of “truthiness” as it emerges from what is suggested to be 

vulnerability, a mode of relinquished control.  

 Ranjanna Khanna examines such abuses of power in regard to the public/private 

distinction, in her reflections on psychoanalysis and colonialism. This occurs within a 

                                                
235 One of Didier Fassin’s consistent critiques is that lower-income patients addressed to ethno-psychiatric 
services have no other recourse but to pursue that option. 
236 Bourcier, Marie-Hélène. Sexpolitiques: Queer Zones 2. La Fabrique Editions, 2005, p. 68-75. 
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discussion of the Heideggerian neologism “worlding,” which she explains in the the following 

way:  

Worlding, for me, is the process of understanding the violence of the production of 
psychoanalysis in the world... Worlding is the understanding of global strife in the production 
of textuality. It understands history as an utterance projected into the world and understands 
the world, and not only the local context, as profoundly shaped into unconcealment through the 
event of saying. (5)  
 

The epistemic violence Khanna refers to in colonial omnipotence—which is the condition of 

unveiling and “naming things into being”—has ramifications for post-colonial 

psychoanalysis. To extend Khanna’s reading, if the clandestine, as we have suggested in other 

chapters, is a consistent characteristic in portrayals of post-colonial immigrant societies in 

Europe, then psychoanalysis— as an “uttering,” disclosing medium— “worlds” those 

societies into an exploitable shape that bears the imprint of hierarchies of power, of the social 

inequality between immigrant and native. The process terminates in an immigrant entity that 

can be seized, analyzed, and, as has been suggested, stigmatized. 

 Jean-Michel Hirt touches upon the cultural ramifications of stamping out the 

clandestine. He explains that the “invisible is no longer recognized, in the West, as a 

dimension of existence valuable in itself, a dimension in no need of being converted into the 

visible. Worse, the invisible has become synonymous with the occult, or in other words, that 

which is reluctant to appear in the open.” Respect for the invisible, Hirt concurs, is the 

casualty of a European cultural evolution towards confessionalism. It is a loss that the 

immigrant, attesting to this change of affairs, suffers intimately. Hirt goes on to explain how 

the “visible”— a key conduit of his reading of Muslim psychology—is culturalized and also 

sexualized: “The interiorization of the ‘Western’ visible can provoke a conflict in the exile 

that opposes the invisible, collapsed henceforth with the abandoned and then idealized origin, 

and the visible, understood as a permanent visual solicitation incarnated by the land of exile.” 

(111) In other words, Hirt details how the immigrant might think of his rapport to the visible 

in cultural terms, and also spells out, in the idea of “permanent visual solicitation,” the 
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visible’s connection to the sexual disclosure routine in “Western” public life.  

 A noteworthy confusion emerges when the notions of the invisible, the clandestine, 

and the secret are attributed a political orientation. While respect for the clandestine could be 

considered “leftist” in a multicultural sense of respect for private customs, respect for the 

“secret” earns a rightest connotation in “Western” political affairs according to Michel 

Schneider, who finds this left-right splitting unfair. When immigrant cultural attitudes about 

the private and public are introduced, established political compasses can be momentarily 

scrambled. Michel Schneider supplies fodder to those who would seek to revalorize the 

clandestine, as he reveals here in his characteristic mocking tone: “Transparency is of the left, 

the secret is of the right. Don’t ask me why... I would like for someone to explain why the 

secret is always vicious and nudity virtuous, an idea which in its generality is as false as its 

contrary... When will we see a Secretary of State for Outing, a Ministry of Transparency?” 

(90). Does this example of an alignment between right and left “across cultures” point to a 

political inconsistency? Or rather, has the left compromised its values of visibility and 

transparency in its “misguided” attempts at being multi-cultural? This ambiguity could 

explain in part why the persistence of immigrant-issued subjects retreating into the 

clandestine so irks the mainstream left, as in the example of young homosexual men of North 

African descent criticized in gay-interest magazines for preferring the vilified banlieues to the 

more “open-minded” yet “un-interesting” gay meccas of Paris.237 However, a distinction 

could be articulated showing that respect for the secret need not be akin to deception or 

inconsistency, but rather a consequence of freedom of expression and the right to determine 

the private and public. Oftentimes, recourses to the clandestine, the private, or the secret have 

been portrayed as stemming from schizophrenia or stubborn non-assimilation in much 

literature spanning the social sciences, the media, and even feminist and LGBT interventions. 

                                                
237 See the portraits of intentionally clandestine young men in Franck Chaumont’s Homo Ghetto, analyzed in 
Chapter One, p. 52-60.  
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It remains a challenge, for the section of the French Left concerned about immigration’s 

impact on sexual mores, to philosophically articulate within its immigrant outreach an 

understanding of the sexually clandestine, just as it had with the politically clandestine (as 

seen with the sans-papiers support movement).  

 

The Impotent Father: 

After the turbulent adolescent and the veiled woman, the figure of the “impotent,” 

formerly employed, immigrant father rounds out the constellation of the family unit 

pathologized by this psycho-political group of thinkers. This figure has often been positioned 

as the “enabler” of the rise of the adolescent, who replaces him (as Bennani explains). To this 

inculpation of parental oversight— articulated especially by a mass media depicting youth 

violence as rising within the vacuum of authority— authors and activists from disparate fields 

have added new dimensions. Fadela Amara, the former government minister and founder of 

the group Ni putes ni soumises profiled in Chapter One, strangely echoes the genealogy 

provided earlier by Schneider about the absence of Father, by underlining what happens when 

paternal authority falters. In her banlieue storyline, a generational malaise triggered the rise of 

the “grands frères” (big brothers), replacing “the father (who) has become the Great Absent 

One... his place confiscated by the oldest son... especially as regards the function of protection 

and repression...”238 Jalil Bennani also speaks of the dire consequences of a replacement of 

the father by the male adolescent, in a manner that echoes Amara’s warning, declaring that an 

adolescent must not replace his father in the household as this might provoke the return of 

incestuous sexual impulses (because the newly patriarchal adolescent threatens to replace the 

father in his husband role) (42). This replacement has psychoanalytical ramifications when 

considered in light of the Freudian idea of “killing off the father,” a point much commented 

                                                
238 Amara, Fadela with Sylvia Zappi. Ni putes ni soumises. Éditions la Découverte, 2004. 
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on by psychoanalysts practicing in North Africa or the banlieues (Bennani and Tahar Ben 

Jelloun respectively), who say that one of the singular aspects of the Franco-Arab case is the 

problematic ease with which the father has been eliminated.  

This point impacts the notion of Big Mother in the sense that the “big brothers” have 

been enabled by the withering away of parental authority, introducing a “perverted,” less 

responsible patriarchy in its place: in Schneider’s reading these are the foot soldiers contesting 

Big Mother, the residual blowback after the disappearance of Big Father. He describes the 

distinction between the types of discipline enforced by the adolescent and the mother state 

respectively: “Big Brother has you under surveillance. Big Mother watches out for you/over 

you. (Big Mother veille sur vous).” (61) This point echoes the ambivalence about 

surveillance— between protection and intimidation—explored in some cinematic 

representations of Franco-Arab men (as with Sami Bouajila’s policeman in Les Témoins, see 

Chapter Four, 266-267).  

Jean-Michel Hirt, however, questions the onus placed on the absence or presence of a 

father figure in analyses of “Muslim psychology.” He focuses on the Freudian understanding 

of the Father in monotheistic religions, commenting specifically on Freud’s idea in Moses and 

Monotheism that the Islamic civilization enjoyed splendor only when it recovered the concept 

of the unique, great primitive Father.239 In this history, Muslims briefly enjoyed a Golden Age 

but missed the opportunity to prolong and deepen the interior development of the new religion 

because they did not duplicate the murder/death of the founder of the religion, as occurred in 

varying forms in Judaism and Christianity. Hirt however, says this passage cannot provide an 

encompassing understanding of Islam’s historical arc because it fails to acknowledge that the 

concept of God in Islam explicitly does not include paternal, male, or any gender attributes 

(11). Other thinkers, like Ben Jelloun, who have weighed in on this issue claim that, on the 

                                                
239 Op. cit..  
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contrary, the murder of the mortal Father happens without enough resistance in Arabo-Islamic 

culture, putting to rest the idea that “killing off the father”—a required phase of universal 

psychological development—would somehow be absent in “patriarchal” North African 

cultures. 

 Schneider nevertheless reproaches youth of immigrant origin of not properly 

internalizing the Freudian killing of the father. What’s lost when the subject bypasses this 

essential phase is the acquisition of respect and fear of authority, as well as the reproduction 

of authoritative law in the subsequent generation. For Schneider, something has gone off the 

“normative” Oedipal track in the case of French youth delinquency, which he repeatedly 

attaches to immigration. Here he explains how the psychological superficiality stemming 

from an Oedipal itinerary not traveled translates into a lack of moral intelligence:  

The desire to get rid of the father by interiorizing the law he represents, the “guilt toward the 
father,” has, it seems, strongly declined, and the loss of a moral sense in very young 
delinquents must be connected to the historical decline of the Oedipal complex on the paternal 
side of things (sur son versant paternel). It’s a major change in the psycho-pathology of 
delinquency: those who break the law no longer recognize the legitimacy of sanction... their 
(violence), called gratuitous, without cause nor stakes, is the product of those who have not 
gotten into conflicts with their parents, something necessary for their maturity. (136) 
 

 Not all psychoanalysts writing about immigration have sourced delinquency in 

paternal failure as original cause: others suggest that (immigrant) fathers had been infantilized 

back into sons, creating a generational confusion. Ben Jelloun speaks of a type of French Big 

Father that constrasts with earlier descriptions of the country of origin as Mother:  

This host society (which doesn’t offer an image of the mother) presents itself to the immigrant 
via perpetual phallic aggression: it’s the repressive and foreign father who imposes himself on 
the (immigrant’s) imaginary faculties in the form of a cop, a boss, a foreman, of unreadable 
technology (technique illisible), hence the “deculturizing” process they have been subjected to. 
(60)  

 
It was Ben Jelloun who arguably first depicted the portrait of the faltering immigrant father, 

so dispirited by his unaffectionate welcome in France that he expresses no interest in 

continuing a line of filiation there. Ben Jelloun, better known for his novelistic output, 

occupies according to Richard Keller a pivotal role in regard to increasing awareness about 
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sexual anomie in immigration. Ben Jelloun’s research for La Plus haute des solitudes was 

rooted in social psychiatry work at Université Paris VII, where his thesis “explored the 

psychological tensions of the immigrant worker from the perspectives of sexuality, isolation, 

and the political economy of desire, and in so doing radically interrogated French attitudes 

toward immigration and the dangers of the immigrant body” (209). The book, a best-seller for 

its genre, appeared in the publishing house Seuil’s series Combats (lending it a certain sense 

of social mission) and caused a critical splash, setting the tone for the sexual themes explored 

in Ben Jelloun’s later novels. One of his last offerings, Leaving Tangier, features a Moroccan 

immigrant who practices a homosexuality of economic necessity, moving in with a Spaniard 

whom he isn’t sexually attracted to at first; the novel makes links between sexual and social 

insatisfaction that recall Ben Jelloun’s initial psychiatric study.240  

 Keller attributes the concept of the “deracination of desire” to Ben Jelloun, crediting 

him with explaining how the severing of affective roots triggered by immigration breaks a 

reproductive cycle at the imaginative level, the immigrant no longer being able to project 

himself into the future. The immigrant feels an acute sexual “homelessness” at a time when 

only immigrant men were traveling to France on worker’s visas. They discovered through 

sudden lack what a “sexual home”— and the comfort of filiation— was and is. However, Ben 

Jelloun’s conclusions about impotence triggered by affective isolation are time-specific, his 

research occurring shortly before the introduction of the policy of family reunification 

advanced for the first time in 1976 (in interviews since he has acknowledged that the policy 

significantly alleviated the isolation he described in La Plus haute des solitudes). 

 Jalil Bennani has described, like Ben Jelloun, how the affective suffering brought on 

by immigration often expresses itself through a language of sexual impotence. He adds 

another dimension by explaining— as sociologist Guénif-Souilamas does in her historical 

                                                
240 Ben Jelloun, Tahar. Leaving Tangier. Penguin, 2009.  
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genealogy of an atrophying immigrant affectivity worn down by factory life— that affectivity 

gets lost when immigrants confronted with the scientific facts of medicine and industry 

increasingly speak of their bodies in “mechanical rather than affective terms.” These 

diagnoses of social malaise informed by rushes to modernity recall Kristin Ross’ work in Fast 

Cars, Clean Bodies, wherein she correlates new relationships to industrial and commercial 

objects with changes in social policies and attitudes, making a direct link between banlieue 

consumerism and disaffection with the Algerian war experience, a disaffection which in turn 

caused a certain neglect of the influx of Algerians into France. Such “mechanical outlooks” 

inhibit the talking cure because, as Bennani explains, “it is striking to see that the sexually 

impotent speak little and ask for a medical or surgical solution... when I would propose that 

we speak more, the most frequent response was: ‘I’ve already told you everything’ ” (35)241. 

Bennani goes on to relate the varying dispositions of workers’ bodies—either active or 

passive— to whether or not they choose to speak, to verbalize their condition. The passive 

body, Bennani explains, is “frequently that of a subject working on the construction site or at 

the factory.” With the sexual connotations of passivity present in the background, this reading 

supplements the notion of the deterioration of “active” virility inherent in the act of speaking 

suffering. This deterioration, according to Bennani, is part of a vicious cycle that gets ever 

worse “the longer the body has followed the medical circuits, the more it presents itself in a 

passive way to the institutions it meets” (45-46). The reason that presenting one’s body 

passively to the medical apparatus gets conceived as a “failure,” is that the aforementioned 

body, “linked to a certain social condition” of working life, “finds itself in France to insure an 

active role from the start... a patriarchal role” (46). As if describing an insurance policy that 

failed in its protective function, Bennani introduces a dimension of abrogated responsibilities 

and botched ventures, devastating for what was supposed to be an entrepreneurial virility. 

                                                
241 Le Corps suspect. Op. cit..  
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“We leave healthy, we return broken” is a phrase Bennani frequently collected in the clinical 

arena, establishing themes of integrity and dissolution. Within these case studies, the act of 

immigration becomes less of a venture and more like a risk of symbolic castration, plunging 

the subject ever deeper into an isolated silence, with recourse to family and the possibility of a 

collective cure inhibited for reasons of shame. 

 Ben Jelloun echoes this idea of a “talking animal” rendered silent. The premise of his 

clinical study La Plus haute des solitudes was to bear witness to a great affective exclusion 

from the host society, one that expressed itself, often enough to merit a book-length work, in 

sexual impotence. Ben Jelloun described the latter as the outcome of a “subversive silence” 

which passes through the passive-aggressive “death within life.” The latter is the sole 

remaining tool of resistance when the hopes raised by the immigration project are dashed (8). 

When asked at a talk in 2010 about the origins of this project, Ben Jelloun mentioned that the 

incidence of sexual impotence among immigrant North African patients coming in for 

treatment at his service was extraordinarily high; he also noted a startling lack of enthusiasm 

at the institutional level for treating this phenomena in a manner recognizing the alarming 

collective pattern.242 Ben Jelloun found himself stranded, at an uncharted juncture between 

psychotherapy and social work, wherein the remedies proposed for what seemed like a basic 

social problem of affective isolation were disproportional psychiatric/chemical solutions. In 

the same talk, Ben Jelloun discussed affective separation and, he said sarcastically, the 

“generous” proposal of family reunification, which post-dated his clinical work. Speaking 

somewhat comically, he continued by adding that French officials thought family 

reunification “was very nice, but they may have thought immigrants didn’t have sex with their 
                                                
242 Ben Jelloun went on to say, in translation: “When I was doing my doctorate, I found myself taking care of 
immigrants who were coming in for the specific problem of sexual impotence, there were only immigrants 
coming in for that. The boss of the hospital was a sexologist (sexologue). I thought when he hired me I would do 
interpretation. The boss was so racist. He would say, I don’t understand this nonsense (charabia), work it out 
with your compatriots. I became a psychotherapist by myself, that’s why I did my doctoral thesis.” 
From a book talk for Leaving Tangier Ben Jelloun gave at the NYU Department of Middle Eastern and Islamic 
Studies in October 2010. Ben Jelloun, Tahar. "Comparative Approaches to Middle Eastern Literature: Leaving 
Tangier". NYU Department of Middle Eastern and Islamic Studies. 22 Oct. 2010. 
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wives. They had children, their kids grew up, and in 2005, they were 30 years old. They were 

French, they went out and burned cars. In the media they said immigrants rebelled, but it was 

their kids.” Such an interpretation brings us full circle back to the image of fathers powerless 

to restrain adolescents mentioned earlier.  

 Pioneering sociologists like the late Abdelmalek Sayad had already described how the 

stakes of “becoming sick” have dire consequences for the immigrant. In The Suffering of the 

Immigrant, Sayad explained that the immigrant couldn’t afford to get sick, either physically or 

psychologically, because this would imperil his working status and negate his entire 

immigration project by bringing about the dreaded final stop, unemployment.243 When hopes 

tied to the “virile” project of providing for and then reuniting one’s family in the host country 

were dashed, this carried a distinctly sexual dimension of masculine failure. This theme is 

developed at length in the documentary-style film Welcome Europa, which presents a 

masculinity broken by unemployment and the fruitless search for jobs as the catalyst for the 

last “emasculation” of prostitution.244  

 Sayad’s work on immigrant suffering frequently stated that the immigrant uses illness 

to settle a dispute of a social nature. Similarly, Ben Jelloun’s case studies of immigrant 

impotence reveal a strong correlation between sexual satisfaction and the possibility of work: 

the second would seem imperiled by the loss of the first, with medical consequences. 

Unseasoned doctors for whom this immigrant language of impotence was hard to decipher 

were quick to counsel drug remedies instead of examining the socio-affective foundations of 

the problem. One patient explains that, without the accompaniment of a woman, work is 

impossible, one no longer has enough “character,” but that “now,” with the drugs prescribed, 

he is fine because he no longer thinks of women and just sleeps (30). Thus, in the case studies 

collected by Bennani, Ben Jelloun, and to a certain extent Sayad, a somewhat confounding 

                                                
243 Sayad, Abdelmalek. The Suffering of the Immigrant. Polity, 2004. 
244 See Chapter Four, p. 304-305. 
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etiology of impotence passes from the affective, to the professional, to the psychiatric, 

provoking analysts treating and studying them to lose sight of the origins of their afflictions 

along the way. 

 

Conclusion: Psychoanalysis, Assimilation, and Individualism: 

 In composing the broken family portrait of absent father, self-effacing mother and 

delinquent child, psychoanalytically informed commentators have elaborated a pathology of 

non-assimilation, in which these subjects “stick out” as sexual miscreants or victims. This 

pathological family unit contrasts with the normative model of a psychological path toward 

Republican subjecthood. In some instances writers have gone a step further by indicating how 

psychoanalytic therapy itself is a marker of successful assimilation when consented to by 

immigration-issued subjects. A key dimension of the idea that psychoanalysis can provide a 

gateway to successful assimilation is the underlying principle of individualization. 

Individualization, I argue, is seen as the necessary condition of a succesful transition from a 

communitarian to a Republicanist model of self-assertion. A crucial consequence of 

individualization is, however, potential alienation from community and family bonds. 

Psychoanalytical critiques of communitarianism bring sexuality into the equation when they 

call for ruptures of filiation (with the group or community), which then impact a host of 

orienting psychoanalytical notions like the incest taboo and the reproduction of the father’s 

law, to name only the most obvious. 

 Discussions of psychoanalysis and assimilation have often revolved around links to 

the parents’ or ancestors’ country, and whether they should be severed for the purposes of 

better integration into French society. The work of Fethi Benslama and Tobie Nathan 

illustrate the wide range of responses offered to this question. Their positions diverge notably 

in regard to the psycho-sexual question of filiation, with Nathan positing that psychological 
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well-being can only be the result of a coming-to-terms with filiation and roots, while 

Benslama maintains that well-being often comes about in spite of those attachments, by 

replacing parental or cultural filiations with filiation to France. Continuing with his 

presentation of Islam and immigrant culture as “challenges” (épreuves), Benslama introduces 

in his essay “The Challenge of the Foreigner,” a case study examining the appropriateness of 

psychoanalytical solutions that propose recourse to ethnic and national origins in the 

treatment of “disoriented” youth.245 Néjib, born in France, soon to be eighteen years old and 

in a position, according to French law at the time, to choose French citizenship, is addressed 

to Benslama after a suicide attempt. Depicted by the psychoanalyst as suffering from acute 

identity problems, as becoming enraged or paranoid when his origins are brought up, Néjib 

proclaims after ten months of therapy: “I am here and this is where I’ll stay.” In response to 

Néjib’s decision, his Algerian father throws him out, declaring that he wants “no 

foreigner/stranger in his house.”246 Here is Benslama’s summing-up of the implications of this 

case:  

The Oedipal resonances are troubling, because the son is thrown out by the father and rendered 
a stranger to him because he threatened his identity: this father who supposedly told the 
mother: “I consider him dead.” Such a stumbling block makes us attentive to what we can 
apprehend as an oedipal dimension to the challenge of the foreigner/stranger, a dimension 
perhaps insufficiently thought out, because one remembers that it is by becoming a stranger to 
his family that Oedipus meets his father and kills him, and it’s as a stranger that he is reunited 
with his mother and commits incest. (57) 
 

Though the timeline of this case study is not entirely clear, Benslama proposes some 

psychological ramifications surrounding citizenship choice that could be applied to a 

controversial immigration law, the 1993 Pasqua legislation requiring that children born in 

France to immigrant parents formally request nationality between the ages of 16 and 21, 

instead of having it automatically attributed at the age of legal majority (18).247 In Benslama’s 

reading, it seems as if the “stranger-making” process that alienates the son from the father 

                                                
245 Benslama, Fethi. “Epreuves de l’étranger”. Le risque de l’étranger: Soin psychique et politique. Ed. Jean 
Ménéchal. Dunod, 1999, p. 54-76. 
246 The meaning of étranger carries this ambivalence in French. 
247 The Guigou law of 1998 put an end to this requirement. 
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would, despite being “troubling,” nevertheless place the son on the path of psychological 

maturity, as it would facilitate passage through the Oedipal stage, and negotiation of the incest 

taboo. 

 Benslama’s decision to focus on the father-son dynamic, instead of the state-family 

dynamic, could itself be called “troubling” because it ignores the larger “stranger-making” 

process engineered by the state, which rendered France-born children foreign. This state-

engineered process had the effect of performing the “return to origins” decried in official 

critiques of communitarianism. If pressed to justify his analysis, Benslama might answer that 

it is important to state which origins are to be returned to: he might privilege the filial link 

between son and immigrant parent, rather than North African parent, with the filial network 

existing completely in France, rather than spread out on both sides of the Mediterranean. 

Benslama importantly joins with commentators who have warned of the too-easy death of the 

North African immigrant father, and its consequences for youth disorientation, delinquency, 

and as we see in the above, sexual confusion that leads to symbolic incest.  

 Jalil Bennani similarly turned to a case study with a “successful” outcome in order to 

explain how the act of therapy, and especially self-therapy, leads to an instructive lesson in 

the values of the Republic. Speaking of an “obsessive” Muslim patient who nourishes his 

urges for repetitions and ritual with incessant prayer, but eventually falls into “blasphemy” 

because of exhaustion, Bennani describes how “(the patient) often informs his entourage of 

his symptoms, thus breaking the barrier between private and public, of the intimate and the 

social, of the individual and the collective. Through his words,” Bennani asks, “does he not 

express, unconsciously, a certain form of laïcité?” (38).248 Laïcité constitutes in this case a 

publicity of the private and an abandonment of the binary thinking that helped establish the 

public-private distinction in the first place. This is far removed from the tenets of laïcité that 

                                                
248 “La psychanalyse au Maroc”. Op. cit..  
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actually support the public-private distinction in their suggestion the religion should be a 

private affair. 

 Tobie Nathan, like Benslama, revisits the Oedipus myth in the context of immigration, 

but comes to a different, anti-Republican conclusion. Against assimilation for reasons of 

symbolic violence, Nathan argues that the Republican values underpinning it animate the core 

of a sedimented and “conservative” psychoanalytical practice in France. He questions the 

relevance of the Oedipus myth, as well as Greek mythology, for assessing the particular 

networks of filiations that he believes govern immigrant psychology in France:  

Oedipus does resolve an enigma, but in the Greek style. He is definitely a founder, a civilizing 
hero, but of a city that opted for the secularization (laïcisation) of thought... a city where the 
son knows more than the father. On the other hand, he initiates a world of equals where, 
politically, the son is identical to the father, suppressing with the same stroke all extra-
territorial niches and exceptional status. In this, Oedipus does belong to the modern West; and 
as a result one understands why psychoanalysts, unconscious priests of a forgotten religion, 
continue to honor him with their prayers and to offer in sacrifice the children of “métèques”249 
who have made the mistake of being born into other myths. (15)250 
 

Connecting laïcité to absorption in the Oedipus myth, Nathan “Republicanizes” traditional 

psychoanalysis and contests its appropriateness for populations in which filial piety is 

assumed to be stronger. This comes in opposition to Benslama’s case study, which allowed 

for the possibility of the son “knowing more” than the father, or at least “knowing something 

different,” and thus being ready for assimilation in France. For Nathan, these sons and 

daughters will have to look outside of Republican structures for an anchoring principle of 

psychosexual organization. Nathan has parodied what he sees as an increasing imperative to 

submit to officialized psychoanalysis. Responding to criticism from Elisabeth Roudinesco, 

herself a great defender of psychoanalysis’ place in society, Nathan mockingly announced: 

“Immigrants, go seek psychoanalysis and you will finally become Republicans!” (71)251 

Joseph Massad, in his critique of Fethi Benslama, suggests, similarly to Nathan, that certain 
                                                
249 This term contains an ambiguity that Nathan plays with. On the one hand its meaning in Greek etymology 
suggests a person who resides in another city, while its contemporary, pejorative French use refers 
xenophobically to immigrants, and very often, “Arabs.”  
250 Nathan, Tobie. “De la fabrication culturelle des enfants: Réflexions ethnopsychanalytiques sur la filiation et 
l’affiliation”. La Nouvelle revue d’ethnopsychiatrie. Number17, 1991, p. 13-22. 
251 Nathan, Tobie. Nous ne sommes pas seuls au monde. Les Empecheurs de Penser en Rond, 2001. 
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Arab/North African psychoanalytical thinkers’ insistent attachment to liberal principles 

resembles religious observance at the psychoanalytic level.252  

With increasing regularity, psychoanalytical writers of North African background are 

called upon to explain “Muslim attitudes” about sexuality to French audiences. In these 

exegeses they marshall their simultaneous knowledge of Islamo-Arab symbology and their 

psychoanalytical attunement to sexual projection. Their sensitivity, as psychoanalysts, to 

gender and to the essential role of complementarity of the sexes in the symbolic order, 

“qualifies” them to speak to listeners already paying keen attention to these questions. 

Although “equality and complementarity of the sexes” has been enshrined only relatively 

recently as a French Republican value, Fethi Benslama has shown himself to privilege the 

value, somewhat anachronistically, in his readings of Islam’s foundational myths. His 

“recoveries” of the Prophet’s wives are notable for the passages in which Benslama re-reads 

Islamic history to extract a hidden motif of sexual complementarity. Much like a certain 

branch of feminist scholarship of the Arab world, Benslama favorably highlights pre-Islamic 

Arabia for its allegedly more liberal attitudes towards female sexuality and woman’s place in 

the public sphere.253 We see this especially in his essay “The Glow,” which recounts the story 

of Ruqayya, the sister of the Christian monk Waraqa who was a seer and saw a “glow” 

between the eyes of Abdallah, the father of the Prophet.254 She had been intensely attracted to 

him, at the sight of the glow, but the attraction dissipated once he had chosen to sleep with 

                                                
252 “This unwavering commitment to the liberal values (or should I call them commandments?) of individualism, 
freedom, tolerance, separation of the theological from the political, begin increasingly to function like religious 
doctrine for those intellectuals who uphold them”. Massad adds that this attachment “can be analogized to 
obsessional neurosis, as religion had been analyzed by Freud.” 
Massad, Joseph. “Psychoanalysis, Islam, and the Other of Liberalism”. Psychoanalysis and History. Edinburgh 
University Press, Volume 11, p. 193-208. 
253 For an illustration of such views see: Al-Hibri, Azizah. “A Study of Islamic Herstory: Or How Did We Ever 
Get Into This Mess?”. Women’s Studies International Forum. Vol. 5, No. 2, 1982, p. 207-219. 
For criticism of such views focusing on ahistoricism, see: Kandiyoti, Deniz. “Islam and Patriarchy: A 
Comparative Perspective”. Women in Middle Eastern History: Shifting Boundaries in Sex and Gender. Ed. Nikki 
Keddie and Beth Baron. Yale University Press, 1991. 
254 This essay appeared in the same journal issue as “the Veil of Islam”.  
Benslama, Fethi. “The Glow”. S: The Journal of the Jan van Eyck Circle for Lacanian Ideology Critique. 
Special Issue: Islam and Psychoanalysis. Ed. by Sigi Jottkandt and Joan Copjec. 2009. 
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Amina, the Prophet’s actual mother, instead. Able to recognize the mark of spiritual destiny 

(contained in the glow) invisible to Abdallah, able to decode the signs on his person that he is 

helpless to decipher, the reading plays on many of the same themes of complementarity of the 

sexes, woman’s mystique, and truth found in Benslama’s reading of the Khadija story.  

 In explaining his reasoning for approaching the question of the veil, Benslama says: 

“This question of modesty vis-à-vis God demands that we explain it.”255 To better explain the 

urgency of the explanation, we must return to the story of Khadija. Mohammed’s wife had 

dispelled his doubts about whether the spiritual presence he felt surrounding him was that of 

an angel or a demon, by removing her veil and thus having the angel Gabriel flee out of 

modesty. Khadija, Benslama concludes, acted as a “veil of truth” for Mohammed, helping him 

to distinguish between divine illumination and its impostor. He thus conditions access to God 

on understanding the synergy between man and woman: “Whereas woman believes what she 

does not see, man does not believe what he sees. He must thus pass through her in order to 

believe”256. It should be recalled that Benslama prefaced this essay by acknowledging that he 

was incited to speak by France’s veil controversies. His reading, which resembles an 

explanation of a criticizable practice rather than a justification of that practice, re-subjugates 

women in its very attempt to recover them. While describing itself as an analysis of Islamic 

symbology, Benslama’s critique nevertheless reifies women as symbolic canvasses and 

instruments, dangerously polyvalent, intimate with magical underworlds, able to commerce 

with demons by virtue (fault?) of what is assumed to be a morally different nature. 

Complementarity of the sexes here becomes instrumentality of the sexes, which are 

differentiated into morally unequal roles. The veil is the condition of faith for an additional 

reason: concealing one’s “signage,” all while emphasizing the existence of that signification, 

produces a spiritual exhortation to believe in the unseen. The imperative “not to look” 

                                                
255 “The Veil of Islam”. Op. cit..  
256 “The Veil of Islam”. Op. cit..  



 

 

188 
 

becomes the imperative “to believe,” this process contingent in the story upon the harmony 

between husband and wife. 

 After completing his symbolic analysis of what the veil “signifies” in an Islamic 

context, Benslama draws out the consequences of such signification when transposed to the 

contemporary French secular context, finding some provocative parallels: “Once young 

women find themselves in a space vanquished by the political unworking of God, and once 

they reactivate the theological imperatives, we are in the presence of a conflict between two 

prohibitions and the two beliefs that underpin them, both of which are necessarily beliefs in a 

certain posture, of woman and of truth.” Benslama goes on to outline two opposing sides, the 

schoolgirl who defends her modesty vis-à-vis God and the minister who sets this in opposition 

to the “face of France.” The minister, he explains, believes that de-monstration is monstration 

(that not showing is showing) and thus forbids it; “in so doing he prohibits the girl’s 

prohibition. The quarrel about signs was a diversion from this act.” Read in this light, the veil 

debate becomes a question about the right to self-censorship, or, in a more charitable reading, 

self-styling. From the minister’s perspective, one does not have the right not to be uncensored. 

Enforced liberty, however, meets no sanction while personally chosen censorship receives a 

heavy one. Again, the sexist platform of “woman as truth” assimilates the minister to 

Benslama’s Muslim man who enjoys the place where truth and non-truth intersect; the 

minister’s sexist position is ironic in light of his articulated reason for pushing for the veil-ban 

(equality of the sexes).  

Joseph Massad criticizes, in Benslama’s Déclaration d’insoumission, the author’s 

investment in equality of the sexes and the attempt to recover the figure of Hagar from 

Islamic “marginalization.” Massad ascribes Benslama’s interventions to an Oedipal complex 

of sorts. Benslama’s insoumission (non-submission, resistance)—which carries a special 

meaning in light of the loose translations of “Islam” as “submission”—would in reality be 



 

 

189 
 

against “Islam” as a father in an Oedipal formation. Against a father that regulates desire (and 

by extension bodies), Benslama embarks on an Oedipal revolt. In his essay “Psychoanalysis, 

Islam, and the Other of Liberalism,” Massad takes Benslama to task for what he explains are 

unexamined biases that prejudice the latter’s conclusions.257 Joining with what we’ve already 

said about Benslama privileging a reading of Islamic foundational narratives that favors the 

value of complementary of the sexes, Massad also claims that Benslama’s psychoanalytical 

take on the practices of Muslims have been formed by his own assimilative enthusiasm for 

European values. Massad states that the persistence of Islam in North African and Arab public 

consciousness creates a deep narcissistic injury in psychoanalytical thinkers writing on the 

subject from France. This is due to Europeanization being the sole telos as far as 

modernization is concerned, in their era. The wished-for modernity and Europeanization 

failed precisely because of this resilience of attachment to Islam in these regions. Instead of 

intervening psychoanalytically on the subject of veiled women—one of the Others of 

liberalism in Massad’s reading— Massad says that: 

Indeed, this might be a great task for psychoanalysis at present, namely to study the processes 
through which the liberal self is constituted by Europeans and intellectual migrants from the non-
European post-colonies. A more curious psychoanalysis, perhaps, would do well to undertake a 
study of the group psychology of liberal and secular thinkers more generally on the question of 
‘Islam’ to uncover the unconscious processes and mechanisms at play in the formation of their 
liberal ego, which in turn privileges this liberal reading of something they insist on othering as 
‘Islam.’ (207) 258 
 

This move, of suggesting that the analyzers should themselves be analyzed, will be familiar to 

communities of sexual minorities (trans, homosexual, and prostitute), who have performed 

“zappings” or targeted actions turning-the-tables on the psychiatrists and psychoanalysts who 

have pathologized them.259 

 Such table-turning has often been practiced and theorized by Marie-Hélène Bourcier, 

an activist and essayist, who condemns the type of officialized psychoanalysis that forcibly 
                                                
257“Psychoanalysis, Islam, and the Other of Liberalism”. Op. cit..  
258 “Psychoanalysis, Islam, and the Other of Liberalism”. Op. cit.. 
259 See especially the chapter “ZAP la psy” (251) in: 
Bourcier, Marie-Hélène. Sexpolitiques. Queer Zones 2. La Fabrique Editions, 2005.  
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assimilates what have been called “sexual outlaws”: in her work, many of these are of 

immigrant ancestry. A frequent critic of what is described as Republican sexual conformism, 

she recounts with regret the tragic story of Samira Bellil (a figure also discussed in Chapter 

One). Her short life was tragic, Bourcier says, not only due to the traumas she experienced— 

multiple gang-rapes at home and abroad in Algeria— but additionally because of how the 

psychoanalytical apparatus ventriloquized her incessantly victimized body, having her declare 

that her real “truth” emerged through the expression of suffering. In so doing this apparatus 

removed all faculties of resistance from her formerly volatile, feisty, embattled self, taking 

special care to remove all traces of the (strategic) virility she had mastered as a female 

“caillera” (thug) who had obtained respect in the neighborhood. To Bourcier, Bellil’s co-

written memoir Dans l’enfer des tournantes (“In the hell of gang-rapes”)… 

...seems like it was written so that one might read it like the story of Samira writing a book 
after a long therapy. Exit Sam, as well as her autobiographical resources and her powers of 
self-nomination. Too bad....There were also slaps and some fight back (written in English)... 
Sam dealt blows to tibias, to family members. The aggressive masculinity of Sam the butch 
thug protected her from the boys’ aggression. But Sam became Samira the day where the 
construction of her identity as French victim was set in motion by psy-discourse, proposing to 
her, in the most French of traditions, a writing cure... This is what was needed to get rid of the 
caillera (scum/thug): a psychologist and a ghost writer (written in English). (72-74)260 
 

Bourcier goes on to describe how Sam’s initially apparent performative force, her capacity to 

be multiple, are slain in a kind of gender policing, by what she calls “positive 

pathologisation.” Bourcier mentions that Josée Stoquiart, Bellil’s collaborator, is an 

acquaintance of Bellil’s psychoanalyst, adding that Stoquiart went so far as to preface the 

book to assure the reader that with Samira “we have passed from disintegration to 

integration,” with “integration” suggesting both conformity with the nation as well as mental 

integrity.261 Bourcier connects Samira’s story and the phenomenon of “psychologized 

                                                
260 Bourcier, Marie-Hélène. Sexpolitiques: Queer Zones 2. Op. cit..  
261 Bourcier quotes Stoquiart, who seems to judge the success of Bellil’s recovery on her integration to an almost 
geometric degree: “When the violence of her story was extirpated from her memory, printed, read and re-read, 
she started to distance herself from her past and to pacify herself. All had been said, shouted, cried. All had been 
reflected on, understood, integrated. She had put the pieces of her life back in their right places. Everything had 
been sorted, arranged, consigned” (16). Bellil, Samira with Josée Stoquiart. Dans l’enfer des tournantes. 
Gallimard, 2003.  
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depoliticization” to the Stasi commission, formed to elaborate a law on the veil. She describes 

the committee members’ attempts to create an “instruction manual on laïcité” (74) and cites a 

pertinently named Le Monde article that describes the Stasi process as a “psychoanalysis of 

French consciousness.”262  

 In her sociological study Des beurettes, Nacira Guénif-Souilamas also speaks of 

volatile young girls and the “variable but real alienation that assimilation can implicate” 

(60).263 The epistemic violence of assimilation, normatively considered a positive process of 

inclusion, is rarely considered in the mainstream; the isolating effects of anti-communitarian, 

de-cohabitation, and other imperatives to escape the ghetto even less so. Psychoanalysis as a 

heuristic tool remains uniquely positioned, with its elaboration of the meanings of inter-

personal bonds, to study the consequences of these ruptures of filiation. 

 Bourcier’s reaction to the Samira Bellil affair— in which Bellil’s sexual and cultural 

marginality were censored, Bourcier argues— demonstrates how an officialized 

psychoanalysis can successfully provoke a rallying together of “active minorities” ethnic and 

sexual, that are rarely thought in conjunction and are sometimes posited as openly hostile to 

each other. In their common experience of being declared victims of alienation and false 

consciousness, veiled women, virilist youth, prostitutes, homosexuals, and trans people have 

all combatted, in their own way, psychoanalytical repression, some even devising instruction 

manuals for how to speak to psychoanalysts seeking to pathologize them.264 Mainstream 

feminist groups, and writers on feminism, have not always accepted the connection between 

these communities, or have accepted that psychological stigmatization be removed for one 

community but not the other (Elisabeth Badinter, for instance, allows psychological maturity 

for prostitutes, but not veiled women). As with many populations previously pathologized by 

                                                
262 Bernard, Philippe. “La commission Stasi recherche les lignes d’un compromis sur la laïcité”. Le Monde 28 
Oct. 2004. 
263 Guénif-Souilamas, Nacira. Des Beurettes. Paris: Hachette Pluriel, 2003. 
264 See the chapter  “ZAP la psy” (251-272) in: Bourcier, Marie-Hélène. Sexpolitiques. Op. cit..  



 

 

192 
 

the medical field, these minorities have often redeployed the scientific language used to 

disqualify them toward positive, self-fashioning purposes, deriving psychic enrichment from 

the process.  

 Going back to Nathan and Massad’s critiques of an officialized psychoanalysis as a 

kind of religion that opposes non-normative marginalities, we find a parallel in long-time 

Nouvel Observateur chronicler Jean-Claude Guillebaud. Alongside Jalil Bennani in Le Sacré, 

cet obscur objet du désir?265, he reflected on the “symbolic order” and asked:  

Is it not ... an old belief that we would do best to emancipate ourselves from? (Psychoanalysis) 
today has become the guardian of the idea of the limit... From this perspective, we can say that 
psychoanalysis has become the nurse of social desperation, the depositary of collective 
representations... This is why sexual minorities and gender studies activists have laid siege to 
it. For them, psychoanalysts have become the new parish priests, the last defenders of genital 
normality, of morality, of moralism, even obscurantism. (18)  

 
Guillebaud echoes Bourcier’s insistence that an officialized pscyhoanalysis has departed from 

the critical, cutting-edge stance of its early foundations, becoming of late a conservative 

limiter, prescriber, and dictator of psychological itineraries. Yet perhaps this ambivalence was 

always a tendency of psychoanalysis, as Foucault’s work suggests. 

 A potent illustration of the aforementioned alignment of minorities is contained in the 

title of Ben Jelloun’s book: “The Highest of Solitudes.” This expression emerges from a 

discussion of prostitution— called a form of slavery—which Ben Jelloun then connects to the 

status of immigrants.266 He adds that the catalyst for the psychoanalytical problems he 

describes was most often a visit to a prostitute, who reminded the immigrants of the 

impossibility of true affective satisfaction in immigration (86). Another illustration is Eric 

Fassin’s analysis of prostitution as an issue, “problematic” in society not only in itself, but 

more so in so far as it is connected to the issue of immigration. Fueled by demographic waves 

from Eastern Europe, South America, and Africa, it has become a much more publicly visible 

                                                
265 Op. cit.. 
266 “There is a misery on the scale of the highest of solitudes: that of prostitutes, used up, tired, bitter; those who 
‘work in the field of immigrants’ (‘font dans l’immigré’), emptied of the slightest illusion, destined to a category 
of bewildered men who come, from time to time, to empty their testicles in an impulsive move of turned-on 
worry (‘chaleur inquiète’), shame, and desperation” (83). Op. cit..  
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phenomenon, far from the traditional, more discreet maisons closes presided over by more 

established women.267 Legal questions about prostitution in France—vacillating between 

regulationist and abolitionist attitudes— have also revolved around visibility and the 

public/private distinction without defining the phenomenon in those explicit terms. 

 These descriptions of the way that officialized psychiatric care encounters resistance in 

Franco-Arab and immigrant populations are not without precedent. Frantz Fanon was 

famously ejected from French Algeria after declaring that psychiatry as it was practiced there 

made a mockery of medicine. After renouncing French citizenship, he transplanted his 

practice to Tunisia, where he developed what can arguably be called precursors to the new 

ethnopsychiatry, elaborating forms of game and group therapy, even instituting a “Moorish 

café” that re-created a North African homo-social environment.268 It is this homo-sociality 

which Jalil Bennani identifies as a lost therapeutic instrument in post-colonial psychiatry in 

France, citing a case study in which one patient, who already had difficulty accepting outside 

help, announced that he preferred the plural care and support of his friends, rather than the 

dependency on a nurse he found “humiliating.” Bennani went on to say that “what appears 

here is the inversion of the classic cultural behaviour in Maghrebi societies… male 

accompaniment... is not forbidden but valorized” (52).269 It is this emphasis on collectivity 

that practitioners like Bennani insist should be implemented in officialized psychoanalysis 

and psychiatry in France, to reduce the alienation sometimes felt by immigrant populations 

due to treatments that isolate the individual: “...the individual treatment of the person must not 

be the sole response to this suffering, which necessarily requires a collective treatment, 

emanating from social actors and public decision-makers.” The stakes of this project are high: 

Bennani’s expectations for this reformed practice take on the ample scope of public relations, 

                                                
267 Fassin, Éric et Fabre, Clarisse. Liberté, égalité, sexualités: actualité politique des questions sexuelles : 
entretiens. La Flèche 2004. 
268 Keller. Colonial Madness. p. 181. Op. cit..  
269 Bennani. Le Corps suspect. Op. cit..  
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with the task of changing prevailing opinions about psychoanalysis on the one hand, and 

immigrants on the other: “the psychoanalyst can do prevention work, notably where the media 

is concerned” (174).270 

 There is another way in which sickness triggered by immigration disconnects the 

immigrant from his social constellation. The sociologist Abdelmalek Sayad has explained that 

once given the official status of “sick person,” the immigrant finds himself separated from the 

able-bodied group body. Remedies gravitate around the self rather than the community. No 

sooner has the immigrant discovered the individuation of his body than he is dispossessed of 

it, Sayad explains. Richard Keller reprises Sayad in order to speak about the isolating, 

individuating effects of assimilation into the medical field as a patient. It would mirror the 

process by which the immigrant is reduced to his body for the labor market: “conceived as 

part of the social and familial group in the country of origin, the body becomes individuated 

through social functions of capitalism and the specific forms of alienation that apply to the 

immigrant” (211).271 This violence of individuation has been touched upon more recently in 

Guénif-Souilamas, who says, when speaking of the figures of the garçon arabe and the 

beurette, that the passage from family to individuality often requires a certain material-class 

foundation not always evident in immigrant itineraries: “An adhesion to the invidualist model 

becomes, when deprived of material and cultural support systems (assises), a negative model” 

(73).272 In a similar sense, a certain imperative in gay liberation narratives requires a 

dissolution of family bonds, an escape into a life of individuality in the city center, as so many 

documentaries and news reports about the “conflict” between cultural belonging and 

homosexuality show (Cité du Mâle, Homo Ghetto, Banlieue Gay).273  

                                                
270 Le Corps suspect. Op. cit..  
271 Colonial Madness. Op. cit..  
272 Des beurettes. Op. cit..  
273 Op. cit.. 
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 Tobie Nathan has given psychological voice to a certain backlash against 

individualization. Because of this, Nathan has come under attack in the press and within 

strands of academia for promoting ghettoization. Fethi Benslama himself criticized Nathan in 

the pages of Le Monde for trying to “send (immigrants and their descendants) back on a flying 

carpet in the direction of their culture”.274 At stake in this intellectual debate is the answer to 

how immigration should be psychologically conceptualized: as a story about the individual 

(experiencing solitary exile and alienation) or a story about the group (struggling to hold on to 

a collective culture). Richard Keller cites the importance, however, of placing this debate 

within a context of rising xenophobia that brought increased scrutiny of communitarianism 

(218).  

 Nathan’s opposition to individualism takes a somewhat sexist turn in a few of his case 

studies. In one, Nathan profiles an Arab mother with what he calls an “Amazonian” past of 

rebelling against the men in her life. His analysis refers to “the fallibility of women’s 

independence” and suggests a return to familial filiation. In the same essay, he describes 

France as the “country of ‘solitary liberty,’ which one occasionally also calls ‘individual 

liberty’,” stressing the alienation that can result from a kind of freedom overdose so to speak 

(22).275 In the same essay, Nathan follows the case of Attis, a “troubling” boy, prone to 

solitary wandering, with an “ephebe’s allure” who seems to be “a fragment of pure sexuality” 

(28). After extrapolating evidence that the boy had partaken in homosexual prostitution, 

Nathan’s proposes an ethnopsychiatric ritual treatment, and judges its success based on Attis’ 

evocation of a new heterosexual relationship. He concludes his final analysis by saying that 

“it is perhaps the greatest of paradoxes that, in denying the young man the liberty to ‘choose’ 

his own referential frame, we drive him to exist as a human being, that is, naturally, as a 

                                                
274 Benslama, Fethi. “L’illusion ethnopsychiatrique”. Le Monde 4 Dec. 1996. 
275 Nathan, Tobie. “L’art de renaître: Fonctions thérapeutiques de l’affiliation au moyen du traumatisme 
sexuuel”. Nouvelle revue d’ethnopsychiatrie. Numéro 18 (“Marques sexuelles”), 1991, p. 15-36. 
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‘cultural being’ ” (32). Such interpretations recall sexist strands of Marxism that constructed 

homosexuality as an intolerable form of individualism276.  

 In the tradition of emphasizing homo-social and collective solutions, one of modern 

ethnopsychiatry’s most pragmatic innovations has been to interview all “love objects” 

together, in a perspective of providing a group cure, but also to confront the subject with other 

family members (to whom one can usually trace the origins of psychological suffering as seen 

in many psychoanalytical case studies). The setting is also important, as the clinical theater is 

most often crowded by a varying assortment of doctors, relations, social workers, and 

traditional healers, creating a decidedly un-private space (a far cry from the typical 

psychotherapist’s chair and divan) in which doctor/patient confidentiality is abandoned for a 

cure that happens not in spite of a suffocating family presence, but because of it. There are 

detractors to this approach however, who warn of the potential of cultural imprisonment.277 

Nathan, for his part, often describes how the tensions the individual hosted in his or her 

body— born of being torn in two by family conflict— are evacuated and sublimated by this 

approach into the room itself, where the “love objects” who began the conflict in the subject’s 

mind must come to a long-delayed resolution. This was the case in a memorable case study 

from the Nouvelle revue d’ethnopsychiatrie wherein a Franco-Arab young male patient 

complained of bodily pain— later revealed to be psycho-somatic— triggered by an enduring 

and unspoken conflict between his French wife and his Arab mother about the couple’s 

mixed-marriage: the patient became the “one who waits” while his two love objects thought 

through their differences.278 

                                                
276 See the analysis of Jean-François Richet’s communist cinema in Chapter Four, p. 283-284.  
277 In contrast, Fethi Benslama mocks this unusual, multi-disciplinary gathering of “experts” for its supposed 
regression towards the mystical: “The layout consists of a cultural dramatization of the migrants’ symptoms, in 
front of a heterogenous assembly that is supposed to represent the group or village one belongs to” (60). 
“L’Epreuve de l’étranger”. Op. cit.. 
278 Pons, Michèle. “Kabyle sous la peau: renversement dedans/dehors dans les épisodes aigus de jeunes patients 
immigrés de seconde génération”. Nouvelle revue d’ethnopsychiatrie. Tome 5 (“Psychothérapie sans frontière”), 
1986.  
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 This case study, and the many others like it, illustrate how assenting to psychoanalysis 

can constitute a form of assimilation, with the prerequisite that the Franco-Arab subject 

divorce him or herself from the obstacles of family filiations and cultural attachments. 

Wrapping up this portrait of the pathologized immigration-issued family, I now proceed in the 

next chapter, first, to a consideration of expressive rather than analytic media and second, to a 

closer examination of that family’s “blacksheep”: the troublesome Arab boy. This figure 

shows up in a variety of venues: from travel literature to descriptions of Franco-Arab virility 

in more recent fiction that depict it as a source of both envy and repulsion. The psycho-sexual 

projections explored in this chapter continue unabated: much of the Francophone literature at 

hand also participates in the construction of an essential, “problematic” nature, attributed to 

Franco-Arab virilities in particular. These expressive modes of literature (and as we’ll see 

later, film), however, also offer the possibility of bypassing the judgmental and conclusive in 

order to access, through esthetic consideration, the missing or under-valued dimensions of 

Franco-Arab sexual subjectivity. 
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CHAPTER THREE: Collaborations and Inter-ethnic Relationships in Literature 
 
 

Ever since my return from Morocco, it’s been a problem for me: what is it, to be French? People 
reproach me for being too French. I’m hurt each time that people exclude me from the beuritude 
so in vogue today. The gays (les pédés) fixate on the archetype of the beur thug (racaille), with 
good reason I might add. These bodies are sexualized quite a bit. But I can’t reconcile myself with 
the idea that any beur that has not turned thug is a well-integrated beur. Or, to say it better, I can’t 
stand being told: oh, but you, you’re not a real beur. Hold on! Then I’d be a French spirit 
camouflaged by an envelope of beuritude. To me, it seems more complicated than this (116-
117).279 

 
  —Farid Tali, novelist.  

 

Introduction: Sexuality, Ethnography, and Literature: 

 What has come to be known, for better or worse, as “beur literature” still bears the 

traces of a debate that broke out upon its advent, having to do with the connection between 

fiction and the social sciences. A central question has been whether literary works by 

immigrant writers are more prone to focusing on social questions than other works, and 

whether readings of these works over-emphasize this dimension. Such questions have arisen 

before in considerations of Francophone writers from the former colonies, often commissioned 

to play the role of “native informant” or ethnographic guide. The debate has recently taken a 

new direction with regard to works that explore sexuality, especially those that seem to offer 

anthropological insight into sexuality in the banlieue or within what appear to be “closed” 

immigrant circles. Franco-Arab writers have generally been characterized as treading a difficult 

path between wanting to claim a voice as members of a minoritized group and having their 

work defined by this ethnic identity. This dynamic is especially acute in the case of LGBT 

Franco-Arab authors who experience conflicting impulses with regard to the question of sexual 

and cultural identity, over which identity to emphasize. This double-bind is in a sense falsely 

restrictive, as some of these authors have moved beyond these choices and achieved distinction 

largely due to esthetic merit, as with Nina Bouraoui.  

                                                
279 Tali, Farid with Renaud Camus. Incomparable. P.o.l., 1999. 
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 A number of contemporary Franco-Arab authors have resisted being taken as 

“representative” or being read anthropologically, while others have embraced that reading and 

taken advantage of the offered role of “native informant.” Still others adopt the posture of the 

“native informant” in order to effect change “from within,” supplying narratives designed to 

thwart a knowledge/power complex.280 A central, exacerbating factor enabling the 

continuation of the “native informant” trope has, especially in recent years, been the literary 

demand for, as well as the success of works containing the disclosure of Franco-Arab, and to a 

greater degree Muslim sexuality.281 

   After an initial reception of “beur lit” works as “realist” first-person memoirs and 

novels, a consistent motif appeared tending toward tell-all accounts in which the furthest 

informational reaches— involving gender and sexuality— would also be surveyed: such 

production documents everything from sexual misery in the banlieues (Chimo’s Lila dit ça282, 

or Soraya Nini’s Ils disent que je suis une beurette283), to testimonies exploring the delinquent 

and sexual antics of young boys (Thé au harem d’Archi Ahmed by writer and film-maker 

Mehdi Charef284), to dark-humored novels detailing a merciless banlieue and prison 

underworld where machismo is the currency of choice (writer/actor Rachid Djaïdani’s 

Boumkeur285). Each of the examples mentioned above were adapted for the screen, such was 

their social and esthetic novelty (with the exception of Boumkeur, adapted for the stage). 

Taking site in what has been depicted as the bleak, urban wastelands of public housing, these 

                                                
280 Kathryn Kleppinger’s 2010 NYU doctoral thesis—“Why the Beur Novel? Authors, Publishers, and the Media 
Confront a New French Voice"—explores questions of Franco-Arab authorial agency in the media and resistance 
to restrictive interpretations of their work.   
281 A litany of journalistic articles have called upon Middle-eastern sexual minorities to “disclose” themselves. 
For a recent example, in an article appearing in Le Monde des Livres, journalist Catherine Simon laments the 
“suppressed” voice of Middle-eastern homosexuals and calls for its articulation, despite documenting several  
recent titles published or translated in French on the theme of homosexuality. 
Simon, Catherine. “La Voix étouffée de l’homo moyen-oriental”. Le Monde des Livres 9 Dec. 2011. 
http://www.ladifference.fr/La-voix-etouffee-de-l-homo.html?id_document=221. Consulted 4/6/2012.  
282 Chimo. Lila dit ça. Plon, 1997.  
283 Nini, Soraya. Ils disent que je suis une beurette. Fixot, 2001. 
284 Charef, Mehdi. Thé au harem d’Archi Ahmed. Gallimard, 1988.  
285 Djaïdani, Rachid. Boumkoeur. Seuil, 2005.  
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post-colonial novels build upon the highlighting of a supposedly under-exposed sexuality, a 

highlighting that was arguably already at work in the monde des lettres channeling of North 

African voices in the aftermath of decolonization. A previous generation of North Africa-born 

writers— with perhaps the most noteworthy among them Rachid Boudjedra, Assia Djebar, and 

Tahar Ben Jelloun— met with a critical reception that focused a special attention on the 

exploration of gender and/or sexuality in their work, celebrating them for boldly discussing 

“alternative” aspects of North African “sexual culture.”  

In one sense, these authors’ welcome reception can be construed as evidence of their 

compatibility with values of “sexual modernity” favored in the publishing world.286 By 

exploring sexuality and especially sexual “eccentricity,” Franco-Arab and immigrant writers 

can become intelligible to and resonate with a French readership already curious about those 

topics. On the other hand, the emphasis on the novelty of the sexual “eccentricities” being 

described is not that novel. It recalls the overexposure of sexuality in colonial-era French 

anthropological production arguably obsessed with indigenous sexual difference. The 

“shocking,” and thus marketable component of the Franco-Arab affective and sexual practices 

on display in this recent literature, I argue, result rather from an unfamiliarity with such 

histories of sexualization, increasingly forgotten with the severing of the colonial cord (one 

could mention, for example, the anthropological fervor for documenting allegedly widespread 

North African male bisexuality, inter-generational relations, zoophilia, and so on).287 Such 

instances of fabricated shock value are a motor of a certain literary economy that presents the 

voided as new. 

It is important to acknowledge, however, that “ethnic” or minority literature has not 

always settled for merely being an impoverished substitution of the socio-political for the 

esthetic, a charge leveled by many French literary commentators of beur lit. Neither does that 
                                                
286 See definition of “sexual modernity” in the Introduction of the dissertation, p. 28-29. 
287 Such fervors are explored in the section on the Algiers School, and the practice of colonial ethno-psychiatry, 
in Chapter Two.  
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literature have to be grittily attached to social realism to be of critical interest. The surreal or 

fantastical sequences of a Taïa or a Ben Jelloun speak volumes about the very “real” social and 

cultural issues formative for them.288 In important ways, an alternative literature exists both to 

“correct” or adjust such insistently realistic representations and introduce another kind in its 

place, less judgmental, more stylistically adventurous, and amenable to what cannot be easily 

explained or categorized. In Desiring Arabs, Joseph Massad speaks not only of “distorted” 

political and journalistic representations of Arab sexuality that dwell exclusively on regression, 

violence, intolerance, and phallocentrism, he also presents the potential of Arabic literature 

(and the cinema based upon it) to offer a non-judgmental and non-fearmongering view more 

attuned to local vocabularies of the sexual. Literature sometimes succeeds in representing a 

fuller scope of sexual diversity where an abusive ethnography obsessed with classification and 

truth claims fails. This is shown in the work of Bernard-Marie Koltès and Nina Bouraoui, who 

arguably create a more detailed and instructive world, in their fictional accounts dwelling on 

sexual and ethnic difference (and complementarity), than the often reductive ethnographic 

examinations of the same themes.  

  When the criterion of sexuality shows up in the gray area between beur literature and 

the ethnographic mission, this exacerbates a pre-existing tendency in ethnography-oriented 

fiction. The element of ethnography that pries into fields resistant to inquiry takes on a new 

layer of meaning. Immigrant sexuality would seem to constitute an ethnographic target par 

excellence, because of the way it has been represented: occurring in secrecy, animated by 

specialized and uncharted codes, in need of excavation. Thus a knowledge battle is set up 

between the writer and a non-consenting partner (practitioners of clandestine practices who shy 

                                                
288 As far as film, Ozon’s fairy-tale fantasy Les Amants criminels arguably says more, within a child-like but 
intensely symbolic cinematic vocabulary, about sexual anxieties stemming from race and class, than most hyper-
realistic social exposés. 
See the Conclusion of the dissertation, p. 319. 
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away from exposure), a challenge against which writers of ethnographic fiction can perhaps 

best demonstrate their excavating skills, unpinning the Orientalist knot of old.  

A significant difference exists, however, between literature that stands in for social 

science and literature that seeks to dismantle the very platforms of scientificity that permit the 

rush to judgment. What is the place of sexually dissident Franco-Arab writers when it comes to 

this epistemological conflict? The dilemma often pits the desire to divulge Arab “alternative” 

sexuality against a reticent instinct which cautions that this airing of experience could result in 

the disappearance of those practices or appropriation for other agendas, as has happened with a 

certain feminism (co-opted for imperial or Othering purposes, partly legitimating intrusions 

into Afghanistan, and less famously, the banlieue) and as is starting to happen with LGBT 

rights campaigns. Gay-identified Franco-Arab writers, I argue, have special access to worlds 

often separated by class, ethnicity, gender, and sexual orientation, and can thus act as 

intermediaries (in addition to native informants) between them, with a crucial role to play as 

regards epistemic problems relating to the intelligibility and translation of sexual particularity 

for outside readers. Uniquely positioned, they often play a “peace-making” role— absent from 

sensational and judgmental media treatments of these issues— in acknowledging symbolic and 

physical violence against sexual marginality where it does occur, while at the same time 

questioning the “problematic” nature of immigrant sexuality. Their stories evince a respect for 

difference and a kind of communitarian right to privacy, for the importance of accommodating 

family along with individualist concerns, all while asserting sexual agency in the public sphere 

without cover of anonymity. Such authors often effect a rehabilitation of an otherwise vilified 

Franco-Arab masculinity, presenting the rarely-discussed ways in which this “problematic” 

masculinity could instead serve a welcome, productive, or ethical purpose.  

 Regardless of the use made of the opportunity to speak on this subject, a question 

remains: what are the relevant factors contributing to the success of Franco-Arab writers 
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speaking of sexuality? Whether in fiction or non-fiction, is sexual marginality, and especially, 

suffering, seen as a qualification for publication? These questions relate to a noteworthy 

incidence in the contemporary French media: Franco-Arab and Maghreb-born writers whose 

main expertise is in the field of sexuality are increasingly being called upon to discuss the issue 

of Islam, assimilation, and whether that religion can exist comfortably in Europe. Malek Chebel 

is perhaps the strongest example of this phenomenon: a multi-disciplinary scholar and writer 

known most of all for his work on sexuality in Islam— an oeuvre which sits at the juncture of 

anthropology, psychoanalysis, sexology, and Islamic studies— he has repeatedly been selected 

by media outlets to deliver the Islamic perspective on issues of the day, from the veil to the 

place of reason in regard to religion.289 Chebel has come under criticism from Frédéric 

Lagrange, a scholar of Arabic music and literature, who called him a “caricatural representative 

and neo-apologist exalting an erotic Golden Age in the Arab World” (26), and faulted him for 

extrapolating loosely from psychoanalysis, producing strange anachronisms, and confusing 

sexual practices with identities.290 Chebel is however uniquely positioned as one of the only 

prominent voices challenging the aspersion of a generalized Arab homophobia. 

 This chapter examines the sexualization of post-colonial relations at the level of 

literature, paying special attention to how post-colonial resentment is portrayed via the figure of 

the “Arab boy,” transplanted from an exploited status in colonial settings to an un-assimilated 

status in contemporary France. I start with a consideration of how gay-identified North African 

authors (Rachid O. and Abdellah Taïa) who write from France have responded to calls for 

sexual disclosure as "native informants," while simultaneously supplying disturbing and 

                                                
289 For one example among many, see his interviews in the magazine Le Point (February 12th 2004, Septembre 
22nd 2005, September 13th 2007), or his frequent TV appearances as part of variety shows and debates (invited 
several times by Laurent Ruquier and Maurice Dantec). To get a sense of his mediatization, an INA (Institut 
National de l’Audiovisuel) search for Malek Chebel yields 100 results in the DLTV database of local channels 
(Depôt légal des chaînes de télévision hertziennes), and 236 on the CabSat database of cable channels (Depot 
legal des chaines du cable et du satellite), meaning he has appeared that many times as guest, commentator, or 
subject. Chebel also was a long-running member of the roundtable talk show Les Enfants d’Abraham on Direct 
8, about monotheistic perspectives on issues of the day. 
290 Lagrange, Frédéric. Islam d’interdits, Islam de jouissance. Téraèdre, 2008.  
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destabilizing answers. These writers both contest and in other ways reify a tradition of 

literary/sexual collaboration that has existed ever since Paul Bowles fostered the emergence of 

Moroccan voices. Modern-day collaborators like Renaud Camus and Frédéric Mitterrand have 

themselves pursued forms of collaboration with North African cultural actors that recall the 

collaborative precedent. Between then and now, however, their young Arab interlocutors have 

gone from being available and servile, to "difficult" and resentful. The trope of the difficult 

Arab boy has been taken up more recently by Nina Bouraoui, who importantly offers a lesbian 

perspective on what the imitation of Franco-Arab models of masculinity by French non-Arab 

youth might mean in contemporary French society. Though she departs from previous 

vilifications of these boys, she recounts stories in which protagonists become fascinated with 

rigid, ethnic models of masculinity through a rejection of both the feminine and gender 

confusion. The playwrights Bernard-Marie Koltès and Jean-Marie Besset drop this 

ambivalence toward ethnic virility and instead valorize it in plays which dramatize inter-ethnic 

and inter-class conflict. They stress the "need" for such virilities even as they are condemned, 

and furthermore meditate on a crisis of hospitality that the rejection of virility is the mere 

symptom of. 

 

Globalization, sexuality, and literature: 

 While the actions of authors like Taïa, Rachid O., and others reporting on clandestine 

worlds becomes post-colonially “problematic” when perpetuating the Orientalist trope of the 

native informant, it is worth noting that the terrain upon which information gets collected has 

shifted significantly since decolonization. As has often been the case in francophone literature 

dealing with immigration, territories become “uncharted” not so much anymore due to distance 

but because of barriers of class, race and culture, such that a suburb only ten minutes away on a 

Parisian train can become exotically worthy of exploration, its “novel” mores—sexual and 
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otherwise— conducive to surprise. A hushed, surreptitious tone haunts Nina Bouraoui and 

Taïa’s prose especially, both of them voyeuristically portraying their respective milieus, 

lending an exotifying strangeness to the local neighborhood, populated by residents from the 

most disparate of origins. Taïa documents the lives of neighbors spied on from his window in 

Le Rouge du tarbouche, while Bouraoui surveys and scrutinizes the nocturnal residents that 

haunt the city’s clubs and bars in Poupée Bella. They both describe the ways in which the 

“clandestine secrets” prized by an exotifying ethnography, assumed to exist only in distant 

countries, can be found under one’s nose in the metropolis. 

 Authors writing in this vein do not mourn a dying, nativist Arab “authenticity” left in 

the country of origin, an attitude which impacts their depictions of sexuality. They do not 

construct a “Golden Age” in which an irretrievable Arab sexuality blossomed, a point in time 

before sexual terminology and categorization. They accept that such attitudes toward sexuality 

may have changed in immigration as well as in North Africa itself: they often find the 

“changes” as worthy of exploration and study as what has been “conserved.” Their literature of 

sexual dissidence embraces transnational promise, relating a certain “Arab” nomadism to, for 

example, stories of Arab Wanderlust in Europe—intoxicated, at first, by narrative and sexual 

freedoms, no longer lamenting points of no return. At the same time, they employ a Franco-

Arab specificity to challenge an ethos of “modern sexuality” that loses in modernity when it 

does not take into account the transnational. Françoise Lionnet and Shu-mei Shih describe how 

a certain kind of transnationalism— “transnationalism from above”— tends to idealize a 

writerly homelessness of the intentional kind, a world-citizen attitude that dwells 

narcissistically on a “free-flowing subjectivity rooted only in language”.291 While Lionnet and 

Shih describe the “utopian impulse of post-colonial intellectual approaches” that have led “to a 

romanticized view of the seductive power of geographical displacement” (18), I argue that one 

                                                
291 Lionnet, Françoise and Shu-mei Shih (ed.). Minor Transnationalism. Duke University Press, 2005.  
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can expand upon this and say that the market for immigrant sexual confession also encourages 

a rootlessness, built upon the disavowal of homeland, family, and language in favor of a 

modern sexual enlightenment.292 This is visible in such instances as the preponderance of 

narratives in our corpus that present the family home as a place of strife that must be escaped, 

the choice of French as the default language for expressing sexuality, or, an avoidance of 

rooting sexual alterity in a Arab context and speaking of salvation in a “western” one. The 

transnational positioning of many of authors like Taïa and O.— who write from France about 

North Africa— has come up for critique from the former Le Monde journalist living in 

Morocco Jean-Pierre Péroncel-Hugoz, who writes: 

Today, north of the Mediterranean, a small handful of penpushing Maghrebis— without any 
inspiration besides pimping themselves or “sword-crossing” (partie de touche-pipi) in public 
bathrooms— have calculated that, by posing as victims in their home countries while in the 
Marais... or on the Ramblas of Barcelona, they might find the ideal means to flatter their ego, their 
misplaced vanity, and spur to fruition the sale numbers of their repetitive autobiographical 
booklets.293 

 
Such a comment goes to show just how much Franco-Arab writing about sexuality is 

embroiled in conflicts about authenticity and “the right to represent.” These conflicts are 
                                                
292 Anecdotally, a visit to any major French bookstore can confirm the market for testimonial works about gender 
and sexuality authored by immigrants, immigrant-issued populations, or Muslims. As far as scholarly work, an 
interview-based study of the journalism and public relations projecting such authors into media prominence has 
been undertaken by Kathryn Kleppinger. Though she examines the formation of the “beur” voice in general, she 
pays special attention to gender in the marketing arena. In one section, she profiles Faïza Guène, a precocious 
literary talent who resisted having her work portrayed as ethnography or sexual confession. In a rare TV 
appearance, she responded to a journalist attempting such a reading by complaining, “it’s like I have to apologize 
as an author for not being the victim of a gang rape.”  

The scholar and poet Mohja Kahf has analyzed marketing pressures affecting female Arab and Muslim 
authors in the international English-language press. Speaking of her own experiences with publishers, she 
identifies common representational demands, especially as regards book covers which must inevitably feature 
veiled women with enraged or depressed expressions, in order to “sell.”  
Kleppinger, Kathryn. “Why the Beur Novel? Writers and Journalists Interact to Construct a New French Voice”. 
New York University, 2011. ProQuest Dissertations and Theses. 
http://ezproxy.cul.columbia.edu/login?url=http://search.proquest.com/docview/885875207?accountid=10226. 
Accessed 4/6/2012. 
Kahf, Mohja. Western Representation of Muslim Woman: From Termagant to Odalisque. University of Texas 
Press, 1999. 
293 “Aujourd’hui, au nord de la Méditerranée, une toute petite poignée de plumitifs maghrébins sans autre sujet 
d’inspiration que le gigolisme ou des parties de touche pipi dans des toilettes publiques, ont calculé qu’en 
posant en victimes de leur pays d’origine dans le Marais … ou sur les Ramblas de Barcelone, il y avait là un 
moyen idéal pour flatter leur ego et faire fructifier leur gloriole et les ventes de leurs répétitives plaquettes 
autobiographiques…” 
See Péroncel-Hugoz’ letter and Taïa’s reply in Minorités:  
Taïa, Abdellah. "Abdellah Taia répond à Péroncel-Hugoz". 
www.minorites.org.http://www.minorites.org/index.php/3-lagence/776-abdellah-taia-repond-a-peroncel-
hugoz.html. Consulted 4/6/2012.  
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difficult or even epistemologically impossible to settle in an age when transnational exchanges 

obfuscate the borders between supposedly impermeable national cultures, Moroccan or 

French.  

 This criticism notwithstanding, the embrace by sexually dissident authors of the 

transnational (and opportunities from it) reflects one of the authors’ essential “roles,” or 

perhaps, “prerogatives”: that of being a conduit. The condition of being a sexual minority 

would allow for a unique reconciliation of perspectives that are normally discrete: on the one 

hand, sexual dissidents act as intermediaries between communities, gay and straight, between 

male and female segregated spaces, from both a physical and even a somewhat mystical 

standpoint in certain examples.294 On the other hand, their status as immigrants in Europe, I 

submit, positions them as mediums between cultures, in perpetual transit, ideally situated for a 

commentary on globalization (as well as the globalization of sexuality) and its destabilizing but 

also promising components. This breakdown reflects the myriad connotations of 

clandestinité—in the sexual and immigrant senses— examined earlier: being a sexually 

dissident immigrant means being exposed to how sexual and ethnic “undergrounds” intersect, 

armed with unique capacities for explaining what they have in common.  

 The literary demands of editors, public, and journalists, however, attenuate these 

authors’ agency because these demands can be said to epistemologically influence what 

surfaces as North African sexuality: sexually dissident literature is most often written in a 

confessional mode (for a mostly Diaspora and European audience), and discloses clandestine 

practices that might otherwise remain silent. However, the Franco-Arab writers who respond to 

this call are significantly able to alter or redeploy the incitement to discourse in directions they 

find more respectful of sexual and cultural particularity. Accepting their place at the receiving 

                                                
294 For a cinematic example, see the spiritualization of sexually dissident characters in Un Prophète, in which 
they act as spiritual guides, in Chapter Four, p. 269-271. 
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end of a demand295, some Franco-Arab writers have seized upon the invitation to speak to 

circumvent and deconstruct such demands: their answer details how a Franco-Arab sexual 

sensibility, as they articulate it, troubles hetero- as well as homo-normativity in instructive 

ways. The possibilities of subversion do not end there, however: even the ostensibly un-

locatable frontier of the “queer”— which has in certain contexts sedimented itself and ceased 

evolving as truly “queer”— is subject to new interrogations as a result of the encounter with 

Franco-Arab sexual alterity. This phenomenon—present especially in Taïa, O., and Bouraoui— 

can occur in a variety of ways. The following elements in particular provide pressure on 

normativities: an avoidance of the term “homosexual” in favor of an unstable, shifting 

nomenclature; a homosexual erotics that abandons a universalism of imperatively equal sexual 

roles in favor of a sympathy for inter-generational difference and hierarchies; and an 

exploration of the controversial subject of adolescent sexual agency (not always of a liberatory 

nature). Further elements include: frank discussions of dystopic inter-racial relationships; a 

spiritually-informed erotics that sometimes replaces sexual relations with other modes of 

relationality; and finally the sexualization of family relationships in which the prohibition of 

incest is respected but also eroticized. 

 The early output of Rachid O., in the fictional narrative Chocolat Chaud296, or in the 

semi-autobiographical L’Enfant Ebloui297, featured stories of an intergenerational sexuality 

articulated by an adolescent agents who narrate, retrospectively, their underage sexual 

experiences with married French diplomats or with teachers more than twice their age. One 

vignette in L’Enfant... recounts how the pubescent narrator has surpassed a stage of no return, 

no longer possessing the ephebe appeal that once drew men to him. He meets a group of French 
                                                
295 See the critique of such authors by former Le Monde journalist Péroncel-Hugoz, preceding pages. In addition, 
the mainstream gay press, like Têtu, has depicted authors like Taïa and Rachid O. as homosexual pioneers first 
and writers second, while they themselves dispute such framings.  
Dryef, Zineb. "Maroc : Abdellah Taïa, l'homosexualité à visage découvert". www.tetu.com. 4 May 2009. 
http://www.tetu.com/actualites/international/maroc-abdellah-taa-lhomosexualite-a-visage-decouvert-14577. 
Consulted 4/10/2012. 
296 O. Rachid. Chocolat chaud. Gallimard, 1998.  
297 O. Rachid. L’Enfant ébloui. Gallimard, 1999. 
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homosexual tourists visiting Morocco who are fascinated by his tales of child sexuality. They 

beg him for more with a kind of Sheherazadian insistence for continuity, reveling openly in the 

idea that they can engage in a subject of conversation “out-of-place” in France. Their 

excitement at the time notwithstanding, they make clear, to the narrator’s disappointment, that 

they are no longer interested in his now mature body: 

We went to a restaurant in Marrakesh owned by a French homosexual. And that’s when we started 
talking. The only thing that interested Julien was my life with Antoine. It was unusual in Morocco 
for a twenty year-old boy to live with a forty-five year old for five years. He was curious, he asked 
questions so that I would speak without stopping… Telling this story, I saw Julien marveling at 
me, he was happy to hear this… It was then I understood that he was a man suited for very young 
boys and that I would have no chance with him. And then I told myself, on the spot, because I had 
a vicious side: “Since I have no chance, I will tell an even more extravagant story, I will go back 
even further, to when I was thirteen and had experienced a love story with thirty year-old man, my 
professor.” (110-111) 
 

As semi-autobiographical narrator he realizes, in a way that crystallizes the literary demands 

talked about before, that a market and audience exists for this type of sexuality just as his 

narratorial self is banished from it. Like Taïa, O. exposes a homosexual tourism which might 

have otherwise remained shrouded, an authorial act that provides an almost vengeful rejoinder 

to “outings” of North African sexual proclivities in past European literature. Although Taïa, in 

comparison with O., is much less explicit about adolescent sexuality, the issue suffuses his 

novels in an intense but understated form, with the eroticization of cousins, brothers and 

opportunities to share beds family-style, as well as the celebration of the sexual eccentricities of 

senior female family members.  

 

Abdellah Taïa: (Sexual) informant of bad news: 

 The pages of mainstream French gay magazines like Têtu and Pref have often singled 

out the Paris-based Abdellah Taïa, hailing him as a courageous gay rights pioneer for his 

Moroccan homeland.298 His “coming out”— an interview in the Moroccan francophone 

                                                
298 Dryef, Zineb. "Maroc : Abdellah Taïa, l'homosexualité à visage découvert". www.tetu.com. 4 May 2009. 
http://www.tetu.com/actualites/international/maroc-abdellah-taa-lhomosexualite-a-visage-decouvert-14577. 
Consulted 4/10/2012. 
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monthly Tel Quel in 2006— was the subject of much fanfare, yielding many declarations of 

historic firsts because he was heralded as the first “out” gay writer from the “Arab” world299  

(notwithstanding historical precedents, i.e. literary production celebrating non-identitarian 

homosexual practices300).  

 While French and more recently American publications have tended to present Taïa’s 

literary project as an extension of a Stonewall liberation narrative— an inexorable march 

towards greater visibility and freedom of sexual disclosure— Taïa’s work, if read closely, 

actually offers a critique of the globalization of homo-normative discourses and the way they 

might obscure or dampen the specificity of Moroccan sexual practices and attitudes. Often, 

Taïa levels this critique at homo-normative discourses that demonstrate latent but 

unacknowledged class and racial privilege. The chapter “Terminus des Anges,” for example, in 

Le Rouge du tarbouche stages an “overdue” confrontation between a privileged position of 

(sexual) tourism and the grievances resulting from economic disparities inherent in tourism.301 

This confrontation is developed through a civil, alternatively stern and emotional conversation 

between a Moroccan protagonist, M’hamed, and a genteel French visitor, René, who, despite 

the best of intentions, is firmly entrenched in the dynamics of economic injury. The chapter 

importantly starts with the morbid invocation of homosexual authors past who sought, in North 

                                                                                                                                                   
Endeweld, Marc. "Maroc : Abdellah Taïa explique l'homosexualité à sa mère". www.tetu.fr. 16 April 2009. 
http://www.tetu.com/actualites/international/maroc-abdellah-taa-explique-lhomosexualite-a-sa-mere-14451. 
Consulted 4/10/2012. 
299 Although Rachid O. is technically Abdellah Taïa’s predecessor in “outness,” he did not make as much of a 
splash in the Moroccan press, with discussion around his reception more so limited to France and North African  
diasporas there. This discrepancy between the authors relates to Rachid O.’s relative shying away from the 
media and reluctance to stake out positions that politicize sexuality. Starting with Le Rouge du tarbouche, Taïa 
started to use the term “gay” in an increasingly vocal and self-referential way. In the Moroccan Tel Quel, Taïa 
penned an alternately combative and reconciliatory letter to his family as well as to Morocco in general, 
entitled— “Homosexuality explained to my mother”— borrowing from his Moroccan “forefather” Tahar Ben 
Jelloun, who published the Oprah-celebrated Racism explained to my daughter. That Taïa’s mother, as he 
describes, is illiterate, complicates the meaning of his gesture and the whole matter of the intelligibility of sexual 
dissidence. In another interview, Taïa amusedly remarked that it was not the disclosure of his homosexuality that 
upset his mother, but rather his stated refusal to ever get married. See:  
Endeweld, Marc. "Maroc : Abdellah Taïa explique l'homosexualité à sa mère". Op. cit.. 
Ben Jelloun, Tahar. Le racisme expliqué à ma fille. Le Seuil, 1998. 
300 El-Rouayheb, Khaled. Before Homosexuality in the Arab-Muslim world: 1500-1800. University of Chicago 
Press, 2005. 
301 Taïa, Abdellah. Le rouge du tarbouche. Editions Séguier, 2005. 
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Africa, a type of sexual and personal release unavailable in Europe (“Paul Bowles is dead,” 

113). This quote seems to signify the literal, historical closing of a chapter perhaps momentous 

and productive for those European authors yet less emancipatory for their sexual interlocutors, 

as well as for those later readers who, like Taïa, became concerned about their sexual 

“conquests.” Such a direct return-to-sender framework forthrightly answers still continuing 

publication trends in international LGBT publishing which favor first-person, “western”-

narrators giving soft-core accounts of sexual dalliance in the “lands of Islam”— from the spotty 

scholarship/sex tourism literature edited by Arno Schmitt and Jehoeda Sofer302 to the recent 

collection Gay Travels in the Muslim World by Michael Luongo.303  

 In Taïa’s version, we witness a sudden transition from the tonality of the romantic, 

depoliticized alignment of two men in a foreign country to one of frank economic necessity: a 

plea for help in getting papers to go to Europe, a replacement of touristic insouciance with 

inerotic realpolitik. This occurs however, only after M’Hamed has delivered himself sexually to 

René, his gift of bodily intimacy presented as the most precious thing he has to offer, deserving 

at the very least of papers. The encounter, which takes place in M’Hamed’s family home, is 

also inscribed within the dynamics of hospitality, making a potential refusal of reciprocation an 

even greater affront: 

 —You don’t find your country beautiful? 
 —No. 
 —Nothing pleases you here? 
 —Nothing. I don’t have anything here, no luck, no future. Only rich people can really 
live in this country. For me, for the others, it’s an everyday combat, and we are never the 
winners… So why would Morocco be beautiful? I don’t see anything done for our sakes, 
everything is done for you, for tourists… I have to enter Europe… and for that I need you. You 
have to help me. Only you can. You see, I’m a nice guy, a poor person, I don’t hurt anyone… Do 
you hear me? Only with your help will I be able to enter… It’s the only present you can offer me 
in exchange for what I have just given you… my body… do you hear me? 
 René wondered where he had just landed, he was starting to get scared. M’hamed’s eyes, 
as we was speaking, were becoming ever more red. He was speaking in utter seriousness… 
 M’hamed was crying and screaming. All of his anguish, all of his demons were assaulting 
him without respite. Desperation transfigured him. René was paralysed, incapable of reacting, to 
say a word, to be compassionate… (122-123) 

                                                
302 Soefer, Jehoeda and Schmitt, Arno. Sexuality and Eroticism among Males in Moslem Societies. Haworth 
Press, 1992. 
303 Luongo, Michael. Gay Travels in the Muslim World. Haworth Press, 2007. 
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The cold water splashed upon the tourist’s excitement is not merely a gratuitous, vindictive 

gesture, but also serves to mark a definite break with sexual tourism literature past. Taïa refuses 

to demonize René, nor does he prolong the tone of corrosive resentment against unwilling 

sexual participation obvious in the novels of Mohammed Mrabet or Mohammed Choukri. Taïa 

affords René the capacity of ethical reaction when faced with his interlocutor’s socio-economic 

misery and dependency, an awareness of which was absent or even avoided by the Tangiers 

generation.304 In the ensuing scene at M’Hamed’s family home, it is the plaintive voice of 

M’Hamed’s mother, concerned after hearing the sound of her son crying from her bedroom 

uptairs, that moves René. The sudden reminder of familial attachment and corresponding 

humanity causes him to embrace M’hamed at chapter’s end with an implicit, if not verbalized 

pledge to assist him.  

 This scene’s location and the theme of exchange raise the issue of hospitality, often 

saluted in charitable readings of the Maghreb as a kind of ethnographic, pre-capitalist 

counterpart to systems of exchange in the “West.” Expectations of hospitality are significantly 

impacted here by economic and political strictures that have implications for reciprocity. These 

cause evolution toward a much less spontaneous, more planned model compared with the type 

of hospitality that “goes without saying.” Taïa’s reflection on hospitality comes in the footsteps 

of a vogue for hospitality in recent French philosophical writing— something Mireille Rosello 

has explored in Post-colonial Hospitality— a wave of pro-hospitality interventions precipitated 

by increasingly stringent French immigration laws.305  

 Taïa’s impact on French literary and extra-literary discourse is complex. While in his 

novels he doesn’t take a prescriptive attitude in regard to what kind of sexual liberation, if any, 

should be encouraged, in his public engagements he speaks of homosexuality in North Africa 

                                                
304 See the pioneering essay by: 
Boone, Joseph. “Vacation Cruises; Or, the Homoerotics of Orientalism”. PMLA. Vol. 110, No. 1, Jan. 1995.  
305 Rosello, Mireille. Postcolonial Hospitality: the Immigrant as Guest. Stanford University Press, 2001. 
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and homosexuality in France on the same continuum, and has very vocally reproached family 

members and Moroccan society as a whole for their attitudes toward sexuality in the French 

press, as well in the Moroccan francophone press. For instance, a chapter on cohabiting with a 

lover in Paris might be found in the same collection of vignettes as a chapter exploring 

adolescent sexuality in Morocco. He does not meditate, to the extent that scholars have, on the 

kinds of effects geographic displacement might have on “sexual cultures”: in so doing, he 

opens himself up to a critique suggesting that he might reify a universalist notion of 

homosexuality. Like his compatriot Rachid O., Taïa chooses to write in French, from France, 

about sexuality involving mostly North African subjects. While significant interest has been 

generated in the Moroccan francophone press regarding their works, the Arabic-language press 

has paid less attention. When asked whether they have intentions to one day write in Arabic, 

both Rachid O. and Taïa express a certain reverence for Arabic as a language: while O. has 

declared he finds the language too “holy” to write in, Taïa often expresses a future ambition to 

write in Arabic (though he admits he will need much practice before approaching such a task). 

306 When asked to comment on his appeal to French readership, O. has spoken of the productive 

“shock” that his books elicit in the French population, showing awareness of a market307; Taïa, 

on the other hand, has resisted such commentary. 

 

Renaud Camus, Frédéric Mitterrand, and ambivalence toward Franco-Arab men: 

 Outside his novel writing, Taïa developed a substantive literary relationship with a 

figure who, in 2010, appeared at the center of a controversy touching upon youth sexuality and 

tourism: the Minister of Culture and Communications, Frédéric Mitterrand. Prior to fulfilling 

                                                
306 "I've done Arabic studies... I've tried to write in Arabic... Arabic impresses me... it comes from the fact that 
it's sacred, the universal side of the Koran. I'm not yet ready for that. But like I said, what I write about, it's not 
something inside of me, it's something which has to do with my encounters with people here in France. With a 
dream I have." 
From an undated interview with Rachid O. at the " Les Mots à la bouche " book-store in Paris’ Marais quarter, 
organized by Michel Daureil, now removed from the media section of the Kelma website. 
307 See the interview above. 
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his ministerial role, Mitterrand enjoyed a decorated career in television, directed the French 

Academy in Rome, launched an international art-house cinema in Paris, and produced the work 

of aspiring film-makers, several of them hailing from North Africa. A media storm erupted in 

2009 around his “autobiographical novel” La Mauvaise vie—which describes past trysts with 

“immediately available boys” in South East Asia—after he publicly defended film-maker 

Roman Polanski, detained in Switzerland for having sexual relations with a thirteen year-old 

girl.308 A bi-national and bisexual nephew of François Mitterrand, the former French president, 

Frédéric was accorded honorary Tunisian citizenship and often declares a great affinity for 

North Africa. It was deposed Tunisian president Ben Ali who granted Mitterrand citizenship in 

the 90s after Mitterrand organized a cultural “Week of Tunisia,” a fact which proved 

embarrassing during the Arab revolutions of 2011. During the uprising, Mitterrand dismissed 

claims of Ben Ali’s tyranny, admitting only after his demise that Ben Ali had perhaps accorded 

him nationality for political reasons.309 The “affaire Mitterrand” problematized the encounter 

between the ethics of sexuality, politics, and aesthetics in a way that has ramifications for the 

representation of Franco-Arab sexualities. Mitterand came in for criticism from two sides: first, 

from morally conservative politicians who found in his writings worrisome indications of 

pedophiliac sex tourism (under cover of sexual liberation and aesthetic “explorations”), and 

second, from the leftist LGBT wing which, although it did defend the “right” to explore sexual 

marginality and diversity, highlighted the lack of reflection on the power differentials (in terms 

of race and class) inhabiting the sexual tourism “exchange.” In their book-length critique of 

contemporary gay cultural tendencies toward exoticism, Homo Exoticus, Maxime Cervulle and 

                                                
308 Mitterand, Frédéric. La Mauvaise vie. Robert Laffont, 2005.  
309 Mitterrand insisted that, despite his admission, he had made no compromises with Ben Ali:  
Agence France Presse. "Frédéric Mitterrand assure qu'il n'a pas fait de 'compromis' avec Ben Ali". 
www.lepoint.fr. 20 Jan. 2011. http://www.lepoint.fr/monde/frederic-mitterrand-assure-qu-il-n-a-pas-fait-de-
compromis-avec-ben-ali-20-01-2011-130438_24.php. Consulted 4/7/2012. 
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Nick-Rees Roberts elaborate on how the Mitterrand scandal was a missed opportunity for self-

reflection310:  

The whole affair could have provided the occasion for the gay community to engage in self-
criticism; the ideal moment to consider the place that sexual tourism occupies, as well as the 
exotic, colonial and orientalist imaginary in gay representations and practices… Beyond Thailand 
and sexual investments permitted by mass tourism, gay exoticism poses the question of people 
reminiscing about colonial eroticism. The Mitterrand affair pulls up a mirror to a sexual culture 
where colonial tensions, socio-economic precarity and racialization organize fantasies and 
representations. (13-14) 
 

Mitterrand shows up relatively often in our corpus, penning with Abdellah Taïa the ode to 

Morocco Maroc, 1900-1960 Un certain regard.311 In 1987, he produced the film Avril brisé312, 

whose director Liria Bégéja later filmed actors Sami Bouajila and Roschdy Zem as transvestite 

prostitutes in 2001’s Change-moi ma vie.313 He also took an acting role in the Philippe Barassat 

film Mon Copain Rachid314, in which he reads an Albert Camus citation at the prologue about 

“sin” being a relative notion.315 Such a film, and Mitterrand’s participation in it, are notable for 

the links made between an interest in children’s sexuality, and the interplay of sexual and 

ethnic difference. Film-maker Barassat and writer Mitterrand echo what we have already 

mentioned in Taïa, with their focus on the fascination of children for their sexually mature 

peers or even family members.316 The film, which had interested LGBT audiences and film 

festivals primarily, was unearthed again by the media during the Mitterrand affair and 

                                                
310 Rees-Roberts, Nick and Maxime Cervulle. Homo Exoticus : race, classe et critique queer. Armand Colin 
(Editions INA), 2010. 
311 Mitterrand, Frédéric with Abdellah Taïa. Maroc, 1900-1960 Un certain regard. Actes Sud, 2007. 
312 Begeja, Liria (dir.). Avril brisé. Canal +, Les films du Sémaphore, 1987. 
313 Begeja, Liria (dir.). Change-moi ma vie. Pan Européenne Edition, 2001. 
314 Barassat, Philippe (dir.). Mon copain Rachid. La Vie Est Belle Films, 1998. 
315 The short also explores children’s sexuality, taking a young boy’s perspective (Eric) on his slightly older 
Franco-Arab friend Rachid, with the object of the boy’s fascination being his well-endowed companion’s 
genitals. The film dwells on the metonymy of the penis standing in for the human being, with Eric wondering 
aloud about what irresistibly draws him to Rachid’s member, while at the same time acknowledging that “it 
wasn’t what (he) truly wanted.” Their friendship becomes slightly exploitative when Eric starts paying Rachid 
for a chance to see his genitals, after Rachid had initially stated that to touch it would be impossible as both boys 
agree “they are not faggots.” Rachid’s alpha-teen unavailability and distracting interest in girls grate on Eric, 
who nevertheless takes him as a masculine role model in the formation of his eventual heterosexuality. The film 
ends with Eric getting a classist “revenge” of sorts on the virilist anti-hero: Eric is visibly married and content 
while the thuggish-looking Rachid seems socially static, stuck in a rut professionally, during a chance encounter 
many years later in the street. 
316 Another Franco-Arab, out, gay writer who sexualizes his siblings, Farid Tali, meditates abstractedly on his 
relationship to bodies through his brother’s death, in the novel Prosopopée.  
Tali, Farid. Prosopopée. Editions P.O.L., 2001. 
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examined for possible clues leading to other charges of pedophilia, this time in regard to the 

sexualization of North African youth (the film profiles a young narrator’s fascination with his 

friend Rachid’s penis, see earlier footnote).317 

 Franco-Arab masculinity, in Barassat and Mitterrand especially, seem to provide an 

orienting anchor for masculinities in formation, while also puncturing the egos of those who 

admire it; despite their efforts of rapprochement, these wounded admirers seem to be kept 

always at a distance. In La Mauvaise vie, Mitterrand expounded upon the emotional 

unavailability and sexual brutishness of a Moroccan man met in the saunas, made more 

injurious by his own attraction to him. Here, he recounts that it was the experience with this 

man, whose perceived attempts to “fuck the colonizer” he ridicules, that provided a watershed 

moment along the path toward sexual maturity 318:  

There are some things that I no longer accept ever since a bad experience with a Moroccan, thirty 
years ago in a sauna. He was an immigrant worker, kind of good-looking, who thought only of his 
own pleasure and took revenge for everything else, like a good old macho, with class struggle on 
the tip of his zob (argotic arabized French for “penis”) stuffed to the hilt inside young bourgeois 
ass. He had injured and infected me with a disease, a persistent and secret suffering that took me 
months to recover from. (320) 
 

As we’ll soon see, the denial of access to Franco-Arab affectivity, in Mitterand and other self-

identified gay or bisexual writers like Patrick Cardon, seems to provide a unique opportunity 

for poetic lament about love unrequited because of a presumed “civilization” gap. This lament 

originates in the contrast they underline between a callous Franco-Arab masculinity and their 

literary attempts to grasp it. 

 The “difficult Arab boy” is a trope that extends from precedents in the travel literature 

of Gide and Wilde— now legend in the “gay” tourism canon— all the way to modern examples 

like the “thuggish” yet attractive types that show up and steal the show (and “women”) in an 

annoyed Houellebecq. One recent real-life literary meeting of minds encapsulates this 

                                                
317 See the article entitled, in English “Frédéric Mitterrand forgot his ‘Friend Rachid’: a film relaunches a 
polemic”:  
Berretta, Emmanuel. “Frédéric Mittterrand a oublié son ‘copain Rachid’: un film relance la polemique”. Le Point 
15  October 2009. 
318 La Mauvaise vie. Op. cit.. 
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discussion: the collaboration of the famed journal writer Renaud Camus and the young Franco-

Arab author Farid Tali. Both openly homosexual, Tali met Camus at a screening of a film about 

one of the prominent author’s writing workshops, directed by Pascale Bouhénic in 1997. As 

they recount, a tense but finally amicable relationship ensues, special enough that they decide 

to publish a co-written journal about their encounter, entitled Incomparable, named after the 

handsome “Farid” whose name translates to “unique” or “singular” in Arabic.319 The journal 

entries, they agree, are to be placed one after the other, with Camus’ appearing first. Such a 

structure echoes the longstanding tradition, within “gay” European literature about North 

Africa, of collaborative writing as an at once literary and sexual inauguration (cf. Paul 

Bowles).320 Slowly evolving in tone from hopes of inter-generational love (fifty-something 

Camus desires twenty-something Tali) to the mute bitterness of dashed expectations (resulting 

in the abrupt end of Camus’ section), the journal then shifts, with Tali’s section, to a much 

shorter, sparer, arguably more “innocent” (the full meaning of this word choice will become 

imminently clear) account of a young author’s impressions upon meeting an admired pioneer, 

and his ensuing hopes of one day getting published.  

 Tali and Camus’ interaction is arguably more noteworthy for its socio-cultural and 

political ramifications, rather than its literary particularities. Shortly after the book project, Tali 

appeared, alongside Abdellah Taïa, in the groundbreaking faux-documentary film Tarik El 

Hob/Le Chemin de l’amour directed by Rémi Lange, which tackles the intersecting questions of 

homosexuality, immigration, and North African roots.321 The film features a pilgrimage to Jean 

Genet’s grave in Morocco, and suggests that a return to a kind of same-sex Arab heritage 

(Egyptian and Lebanese included) would constitute a necessary rite of passage for self-

identified gay Arabs in Europe, disoriented or unassimilated in terms of sexual identity and 

                                                
319 Camus, Renaud and Farid Tali. Incomparable. P.o.l., 1999. 
320 See the article by: 
 Boone, Joseph A.. “Vacation Cruises; Or, the Homoerotics of Orientalism”. PMLA Vol. 110, No. 1, Jan. 1995, 
p. 89-107. 
321 Lange, Rémi. Tarik El Hob (Le Chemin de l’amour). Les films de l’Ange, 2001. 
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ethnic belonging. Though not miserabilist, Lange’s film is quite voyeuristic with its 

unexplained nudity and visual fascination with brown skin; the script was written by Lange 

although the characters are shown to speak autobiographically. Tali appears in the film as a 

pessimistic voice on the question of whether Muslim/Arab “origins” can be reconciled with 

“homosexuality,” answering in the negative while the camera focuses on his handsome yet 

anguished face. He speaks of the harsh but exquisite suffering that surfaces— productively for 

his literary output— when that dilemma is intentionally not resolved.322  

 Renaud Camus, on the other hand, has been celebrated as a gay literary icon, famed for 

his journals, art histories, and especially his chronicle of sexual encounters Tricks.323 After the 

colloboration with Tali, in which he flattered his protégé’s immaculate French, as well as his 

level of “integration,” Camus ventured into novel territory. He founded a political party, Le 

Parti de L’In-nocence, whose mission statement underlines that the party “is constituted around 

values of civic-ness, civility, civilization, urbanity, respect for speech and ‘in-nocence.’324 In-

nocence is a virtue; as such it consists in never ceasing to increase in virtue. It is, by its nature, 

political.” In-nocence is to be distinguished from innocence: it is a doctrine against “nocence,” 

easier to assimilate in French to “nuisance,” or “harm,” with the imperiled object being French 

Culture.325 Camus rings the alarm bells warning of an endangered French civilization, alleging 

that a gradual process of cultural impoverishment has been fomented by waves of immigrants 

                                                
322 Similarly, Sandi Dubowski’s film Trembling Before G-d, which examined the questions of origins and 
homosexuality in relation to Orthodox Judaism, was notable— in a field of LGBT documentaries on religion that 
advocate for its revision or abandonment— for its examination of LGBT Jews who, “paradoxically,” had 
decided to permanently inhabit a space of non-reconciliation and permanent interrogation in regard to their faith.  
Dubowski, Sandi (dir.). Trembling Before G-d. Simcha Leib Productions, 2001. 
323 Camus, Renaud. Tricks: 25 encounters. Saint Martin’s Press, 1981. 
324 Camus, Renaud. "Le site du parti de l'In-nocence".  http://www.in-nocence.org/index.php. Consulted 
4/12/2011. 
325 In addition to his anti-immigration rhetoric, Camus has made statements betraying anti-jewish xenophobia. In 
what later came to be known as the “Camus affair,” the author reproached, in his 1994 journal, the publicly-
funded France Culture for what he deemed the over-representation of Jews and jewish themes on its radio 
program “Panorama.” 
Former Les Inrockuptibles literary editor, Marc Weitzmann, who penned the original article in the magazine 
describing Camus’ anti-semitism, revisits the controversy here: 
Weitzmann, Marc. "De l'in-nocence: à propos de La Campagne de France, de Renaud Camus)". Les 
Inrockuptibles. 18 April 2000. http://www.renaud-camus.net/affaire/weitzmann.html. Consulted 4/6/2012. 
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engendering youth who lack “respect” for the French language. Camus was one of the official 

signatories behind the controversial “Apéro Géant de la Goutte D’or: Saucission et Pinard”— 

la Goutte D’or being a Parisian district heavily populated by Muslim immigrants— an event 

which consisted in a cultural provocation of sorts whereby participants would ostentatiously 

savor prized French gastronomical symbols (pork sausage and spirits) in an area which they 

declared in danger of being completely islamicized, where Sharia law could one day be 

imposed.326 Camus published the Abécédaire de l’In-nocence327, an instruction manual crossed 

with an introductory encyclopedia of terms, whose objective is to keep an insufficiently aware 

French public (Muslim or not) informed about a threatening religion presented as a novel 

arrival.328 The party has attracted much political attention in a context wherein platforms of 

cultural endangerment and possible islamicization have successfully been rendered mainstream, 

after being first disseminated by the far-right Front National party. Under Marine Le Pen, 

daughter of founder Jean-Marie Le Pen, the party made great electoral gains and increasingly 

defined the tenor of the immigration debate: in the 2012 Presidential election Marine outdid her 

father and obtained nearly 18% of the vote.329 In 2010, Camus convened the “Assises 

internationales sur l'islamisation de nos pays” (the Assizes/Seated International Meeting on the 

Islamicization of our Country), where he bemoaned the euphemization of threats to French 

linguistic institutions, connecting that issue to contemporary political controversies:  

And hence we have the language that it (the political-mediatic complex) has invented in order to 
not say, to not show, to hide what is happening and what has already happened: youth for 
delinquents, popular neighborhoods for the neighborhoods that the indigenous popular classes 
have had to flee, sensitive neighborhoods for zones of violence and lack of rights, multiculturalism 

                                                
326 François, Sylvie. "Apéro Goutte d'Or: Sylvie François livre la liste des soutiens officiels". novopress.info. 14 
June 2010.  http://fr.novopress.info/60784/apero-goutte-dor-sylvie-francois-livre-la-liste-des-soutiens-officiels/. 
Consulted 4/6/2012. 
327 Camus, Renaud. Abécédaire de l’In-nocence. David Reinharc, 2010.  
328 Now France’s second most practiced religion, Islam has firmly and irreversibly implanted itself in France, 
innumerable sociological indicators suggest. The 2006 Machelon report confirmed this: 
Editors. “L’Islam est devenu la deuxième religion en France, Rapport Machelon”. www.saphirnews.com. 20 
Sept. 2006. http://www.saphirnews.com/L-islam-est-devenu-la-deuxieme-religion-en-France-Rapport-
Machelon_a4593.html. Consulted 6/12/2012. 
329 French Government. “Presidential Election Results 2012”. http://www.resultat-presidentielle.fr/. Consulted 
6/8/2012.  
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for the great “deculturation,” diversity for the triumph of the same, for the disappearance of 
identities, for the universalization of the banlieue.330 
 

That the wheel flattening identities should be consequent to a policy of multiculturalism— 

arguably a strategy of tolerating limited assertions of cultural identity— and not from 

Republican universalism is telling. This fact renders Camus’ complaint strangely similar in 

structure to that of the very constituency— immigration-issued identitarian minorities— he is 

criticizing. His use of the word “indigenous” is also ironic, as he inserts a colonial category in 

order to refer to a France untouched by colonial experience and the ensuing diversification of 

the population. Similarly, in interviews, Camus has spoken of a “counter-colonization” of 

replacement; he has declared agreement with the recent analyses (but not the formerly 

negationist and anti-semitic platforms) of the Front National, and has professed his admiration 

for such anti-immigration polemicists as Eric Zemmour and Alain Finkielkraut.331 More 

recently, critics have pointed to the “rightward” movement of homosexual elites, inscribing 

Renaud Camus, François Mitterrand, and Caroline Fourest in the same phenomenon. They 

point to the ever-increasing trend of apocalyptic writing that mourns the “inevitable” loss of 

cultural and sexual liberty in the same breath.332  

 Camus is not the only celebrated gay French writer to make connections between 

immigration and the dissolution of French culture and letters. Roland Barthes, who was a close 

acquaintance of Camus’ and wrote the preface to Camus’ Tricks, filled the impressionistically-

                                                
330 Camus, Renaud. "Editorial n° 46, décembre 2010. Ce texte constitue l'allocution de Renaud Camus aux 
'Assises internationales sur l'islamisation de nos pays' qui se sont tenues le 18 décembre 2010 à Paris."in-
nocence.org. Dec. 2010. http://www.in-nocence.org/index.php?page=editoriaux&edit=edit_46_main.html. 
Consulted April 12th 2011. 
331 Editors. "Renaud Camus et la 'contre-colonisation': Interview de l'écrivain Renaud Camus". agoravox.tv. May 
2010.  http://www.agoravox.tv/tribune-libre/article/renaud-camus-et-la-contre-26634. Consulted 4/6/2012. 
332 Frédéric Martel, a frequent critic of Camus, takes up Didier Lestrade’s book on rightward gay trends, for a 
January 2012 L’Express article entitled: “How Sarkozy Will Attempt to Win the Gay Vote through Fear-
mongering about Islam”. See link: 
Martel, Frédéric. "Comment Sarkozy va tenter de récupérer le vote gay par la peur de l'Islam". lexpress.fr. 1 Feb. 
2012. http://www.lexpress.fr/actualite/politique/comment-sarkozy-va-tenter-de-recuperer-le-vote-gay-par-la-
peur-de-l-islam_1078081.html. Consulted 4/6/2012.  

In addition to sections on Caroline Fourest and Camus, Lestrade’s book contains a section on Frédéric 
Mitterrand, in which he accuses the minister, who has Tunisian nationality and routinely vacations in North 
Africa, of sex tourism: 
Lestrade, Didier. Pourquoi les gays sont passés à droite. Seuil, 2012. 
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named Incidents with mostly regretful stories of sexual trysts with boys called “Mohammed (of 

course)” he met during a teaching engagement in Morocco, boys he finds depressingly dull, 

especially when they try to assert themselves intellectually (28).333 In his literary-romantic 

dalliance with Tali, Camus explicitly inscribes himself in the re-creation of Barthes’ itinerary, 

almost as a sort of filiation ritual connecting sentimental mentorships past and present.334 

Camus sees in his relationship with Tali an exact echo of the inter-generational one he had 

earlier established with Barthes, with the elements of age disparity, Morocco, and regrettably 

“platonic” admiration conserved. Here Barthes notes— regarding the same “incident” that the 

“Mohammed (of course)” citation was culled from— the over-abundance of “Mohammeds,” 

and the simplicity of their literary ambitions:  

Mohammed L., encountered one morning around ten, is still half-asleep; he just got up, he says, 
because last night he composed some verses for a play he's writing—"no characters, no plot," 
etc.—and stayed up very late. Another Mohammed, the little one, told me he wrote poetry "to 
keep from (getting) bored." In this country poetry allows you to go to bed too late. (28)  
 

Camus too states in Incomparable, that literature, the subject Tali most wants to discuss with 

him, takes second stage in the dynamic between sage mentor and handsome apprentice: 

“(Farid) softly reproached me for not wanting to speak of literature with him… I abstain from 

telling him that I’ll only be able to speak of literature with him, potentially, after love, within 

the heightening of satisfied desire” (23). 

  Perhaps the most extreme example of a French gay author both incited to discourse and 

displeasure on the subject of Franco-Arab sexual partners, is Patrick Cardon, who wrote the 

                                                
333 “Mohammed (of course), a policeman's son, wants (later on, when he's through with the lycée), to be a police 
inspector: that's his vocation. Moreover (he says): he likes football (right guard), pinball, and girls.” 
Barthes, Roland. Incidents. Transl. Richard Howard. University of California Press, 1992.  
A new edition of Incidents strangely includes contemporary color photographs by Bishan Samaddar of South 
Asian men in addition to North African young men. 
Barthes, Roland. Incidents. Transl. Teresa Lavender Fagan. Seagull Books, 2010.  
Photography link:  
Samaddar, Bishan. "Roland Barthes Incidents: Photographs by Bishan Samaddar". 
http://seagullindia.com/samrc/incidents/incidents.html. Consulted 4/6/2012.  
334 “Everything makes me think of Barthes, in this story, this non-story—starting with Morocco of course. There 
was, between Barthes and I, the same age difference, give or take, as between myself and this boy. And not once 
did I consider, despite the veneration I had for Barthes, that anything on a sentimental or sexual level  might 
transpire” (12). 
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ostensibly literary but monotonously pornographic Le Grand écart ou tous les garçons 

s'appellent Ali (vignettes post-coloniales), a novel that in its very title repeats the gesture of 

interchanging all Arab boys for one another.335 Cardon, who has been an invited guest of 

Frédéric Mittérand’s on Pink TV336, writes the following, in a chapter entitled “Mohamed 

(bis),” the use of bis indicating a “second time” or a “second boy” and thus reinforcing 

anonymity: “The first time I met him, he did not strike me as very original. But I do recognize 

him in the street and, according to my mood, or my entourage, he recognizes me too” (50-51). 

Cardon concludes the three page vignette with: “I would like to be rich to conserve my boys 

(“mes boys,” an expression which formerly had manservant associations in the colonies), so 

that they’d never again tell me, when they have to leave, that they have to go to work” (52). In 

Incomparable, Camus himself had confused not “Arab tricks” but rather Moroccan writers with 

one another, taking Tali for Rachid O. at first.337 Joseph Boone has documented the prominence 

of such gestures producing an effacing anonymity of Arab boys in the highbrow gay travel 

literature of Orton, and Gide, among many others.338 Boone’s analysis (of Joe Orton, in this 

passage) is worth citing in full as it pinpoints the symbolic and affective violence— also found 

in Barthes, Cardon, and Mitterrand— of ridiculing Arab boys and their romantic or 

professional ambitions as intellectual voids. It also connects the dots that demonstrate a 

persistent interest in adolescents below the (French) legal age: 

A corollary of the occidental tourist's fantasy that all boys are available for the right price is the 
assumption that they represent interchangeable versions of the same commodity: (nearly) under-
age sex. The number of identically named Mohammeds that Orton meets thus becomes a running 
joke in his diary ("His name, inevitably, was Mohammed"[193]339), and to keep his schedule of 

                                                
335 Cardon, Patrick. Le Grand ecart ou tous les garcons s'appellent Ali (vignettes post-coloniales). L’Harmattan, 
2010.  
336 Mitterrand, Frédéric (host). "Ca c'est passé comme ça -- Patrick Cardon". PinkTV. 2006. 
http://www.telephant.com/tv/20100530-23-40/Magazine/34074419/Ca-s-est-passe-comme-ca-Patrick-Cardon. 
Consulted 4/10/2012. 
337 “I also remember that I had envisioned that he was Rachid O. … of whom I had seen only one photograph, 
quite impressive, in the Nouvel Observateur, two or three years ago. But he, not without some emphasis, like 
someone irked that one would compare his beauty with that of any other, denies all resemblance with Rachid O., 
whom he says he knows well and who he says belongs to an entirely other physical, or even ethnic type. 
Nevertheless they are compatriots, both are Moroccan” (9). 
338 Boone, Joseph A.. “Vacation Cruises; Or, the Homoerotics of Orientalism”. Op. cit.. 
339 Orton, Joe. The Orton Diaries. Ed. John Lahr. New York: Perennial-Harper, 1986. 
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assignations from becoming hopelessly muddled, Orton assigns the boys farcical surnames: 
Mohammed (I), Mohammed Yellow-jersey, Mohammed Goldtooth. What may be humorous in the 
abstract is of course dehumanizing in reality, for such type-casting only reinforces the boys' 
anonymity and dispensability. Tellingly, Orton not only turns against the one Mohammed who 
attempts to assert his individuality— proudly declaring to Joe and company that he is off to 
Gibraltar to make a life for himself, with a legitimate job— but also belittles this ambition as 
bourgeois careerism and then claims, to top it off, that Mohammed is a bad lay. Not 
coincidentally, it is also this Mohammed who has asserted his subjectivity by complaining to 
Orton, "You give me money, yes—but me want l'amour. Me like you. Me want l'amour" (174). 
L'amour, of course, is the one item missing from the vacation cruise package Orton has signed up 
for." (102) 
 

What this group of authors shares—besides a closed-circle citationalism by which they refer to 

each other—with the “forefathers” of literary gay sexual tourism, is a common agreement about 

an irresistible yet exasperated attraction to “dim-witted” Arab boys, resulting in 

pronouncements about the “difficulty,” brittleness or one-dimensionality of such boys, who 

seem propped up as cultural vacuums unreceptive to their “poignant,” esthetic appeals. Barthes 

and later Cardon complain that they can’t find a suitable Arab boy with whom to talk literature. 

Joseph Boone and others have pointed out that, in privileging sexual discovery and liberation 

above all else, such writers have turned blind eyes to power differentials of class and race, the 

very factors that may have produced the educational discrepancies writers like Barthes 

complained of. Yet some commentators, like Jonathan Dollimore, have sought to minimize or 

nuance the exploitative aspect of literary sex tourism, asking of the critic more appreciation for 

the (abstracted) homosexual’s historic “engagement with difference.”340 Whether between the 

colony and the mainland, or between the banlieue and the centre-ville, such writers have 

implicitly constructed an “incompatibility” between an enlightened homosexual aesthetics of 

belles lettres and a “brutish,” ethnic, male bisexuality, which must remain essentially dumb if it 

is to be properly virile and attractive. To what extent their representations “trap” (Franco-)Arab 

                                                
340 “The homosexual is involved with difference… because, contrary to what (a critique of sexual tourism) 
implies, she or he has, in historical actuality, embraced both cultural and racial difference. The relationship to 
these other kinds of difference has, for some homosexuals, constituted a crucial dimension of their culture. 
Sexually exiled from the repressiveness of the home culture… homosexuals have searched instead for fulfillment 
in the realm of the foreign. Not necessarily as a second best… That this has also occurred in exploitative, 
sentimental, and/or racist forms does not diminish its significance; if anything it increases it. Those who move 
too hastily to denounce homosexuality across race and class as essentially or only exploitative, sentimental, or 
racist betray their own homophobic ignorance” (250). 
Dollimore, Jonathan. Sexual Dissidence. Oxford Paperbacks, 1991.  
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boys in postures of mute virility because of the very demand for that virility, has not been 

critically engaged with in this literature.341 

  Camus’ collaborator, Farid Tali, departs from these limiting expectations courtesy of 

his adventurous style, experimenting with form and abstraction, abandoning the socio-fiction 

often expected of first-time Franco-Arab novelists. Though Tali is, in terms of linguistic 

sophistication if not storytelling ability, “superior” to Abdellah Taïa and Rachid O., he is still 

much less elaborate than Camus, his prose being both much sparer and shorter (his section 

consists of less than half the length of Camus’). Considered side by side, Camus seems to 

eclipse Tali in volume and presence, Tali’s literary entrance almost timid in its restraint. This is 

not the “split writing” among peers seen with Derrida and Anne Dufourmantelle in De 

l’hospitalité, with columns placed side by side.342 Reciprocity has often been a key concept in 

philosophical reflections on hospitality: would hospitality rest upon a presumed reciprocity, or 

upon selfless overtures that assume no reciprocity? By being so generous (voluminous?) in his 

prose offerings, does Camus honor Tali or eclipse him? Conversely, by being so humble 

(ungenerous?) in his literary stature does Tali honor Camus or deny him? What seems apparent 

most of all in their collaboration, is a communication gap, as occurs often in love stories about 

disproportional expectations and misunderstood intentions. However, when considered against 

a heritage of collaborations, between France and North Africa, that toe the line between the 

literary and the sexual, Tali’s stylistic reticence stands out for its unwillingness to perpetuate 

that heritage. 

 Thus, even though the collaboration appears to offer an opportunity for Tali to 

demonstrate literary skill and gain notice, the evident contrast in verbosity reinforces the 

                                                
341 Another avenue worth exploring is just how such connections between virility and education are reflected in 
contemporary mediatic representations that declare the disruptive, “hyperactive,” and “hypersexual” 
immigration-issued teenage boys in French classrooms to be beyond educational salvation. Hopes of salvation 
are sustained, however, for their female counterparts who ultimately, for obscure reasons of gender preference, 
have the potential to escape a deadening, sexually-informed ignorance.  
342 Op. cit..  
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stereotype of relative intellectual dullness. Taken by itself, Tali’s contribution might have been 

evaluated on its own merits; next to Camus however, the text appears almost as a meek 

withdrawal. Camus, like Barthes, takes near-sarcastic tones in Incomparable when commenting 

on the outmoded interest of his Franco-Moroccan interlocutor in the formal questions of 

literature, suggesting his protégé might be late to the game. Tali recounts being taken aback by 

the offer to publish journals in parallel, and mentions his feelings of being pre-determined to 

muster a lesser offering:  

First I thought he was being ironic. But he was serious. He said, since I was already writing a 
journal, it would be a good idea. Maybe. But spontaneously. In my identificatory rage (rage 
identificatoire), I told myself I could not write as much as him, that it couldn’t be as interesting, 
that he is well-tread in that technique, uninhibited through practice, as opposed to myself… I 
thought he would clarify (literature) for me, offer for my discovery the already traced path toward 
the literature to come… That was my obsession, thinking that I could go faster than the music and 
avoid years of work… (111-112). 
 

One incident, touched upon by both authors in Incomparable, is especially revealing, as it 

offers two radically different interpretations of the same event, a dinner party with the artist 

Flatters (a nick-name for Jean-Paul Marcheschi) during which Tali committed a striking breach 

of etiquette— according to Camus’ reproach— guilty of disrespecting the food and being 

difficult during conversation. The latter circulated around the volatile topics of: whether Zidane 

is a harki (descended from those indigenous Algerians who collaborated with France during the 

war of independence), and whether it is problematic to call Tali’s Moroccan compatriot Rachid 

O. and his writing “graceful” (what’s next, Tali, wonders, will we call it “pure”, “authentic”?) 

(30, 100). Tali, on the other hand, detected a hint of the politically objectionable, as well as 

much condescension, in the speech of Camus’ entourage. “We spoke of Zidane, of Monaco 

royalty and very rarely of literature,” Tali remembers, “and here I was thinking that 

intellectuals spent all their time talking about it” (100). 

 For Tali and his generation of Franco-Arab “gay” writers, the precedent of the 

European/Arab homosexual encounter (embodied by Burroughs, Gide, Wilde, Barthes, Orton, 

Bowles, and to a different, more solidary extent by Genet and Sénac) is something that has 
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been internalized and “sensitized.”343 In other words, the site of that encounter has become a 

“sore spot” that such authors—ever since the first instances of resistance with Mohammed 

Choukri and Mohammed Mrabet—become alarmed by when it resurfaces in the post-colonial 

relations between European and Franco-Arab. In some rare but vocal post-colonial “European” 

gay writing, there exists a hyper-awareness of the politicized stakes of such encounters, and an 

airing of stories of self-declared “revenge fucking,” sometimes happily encouraged by the 

European party. This becomes a sort of mock therapeutic exercise that voluntarily delivers the 

nationalized, “pristine” European body to the injured colonial party for a subversive 

penetration, as the radical gay activist and artistic group FHAR suggested in their manifesto344: 

"We are more than 343 sluts. We've been fucked by Arabs. We're proud of it and we'll do it 

again. Sign and circulate this petition."345  

 As within that statement, the site of such encounters was already shifting as early as 

Barthes’ era to the European metropolis. The “exotic,” sheltering distance of North Africa 

could no longer permit such temporary, affectively irresponsible sexual forays, the (Franco)-

Arab partner could not be as easily abandoned, sexual relations could no longer remain 

inconsequential, without the possibility of a jilted party acting on resentment. At the same time, 

metropolitan gay writing itself— on the subject of (Franco)-Arabs— could no longer issue 

uncontested statements about “Arab” sexuality, as access to this topic had been pluralized and 

the claims regarding it could more easily be challenged by those with an interest in it, as Taïa’s 

“correctives” have indicated. These demands of reciprocity have occurred at sites of post-

colonial contestation, including not only the parks and cruising grounds of intramuros Paris, 

but also the banlieue itself. There, a certain gay “consumer” interested in the domestic-exotic 

                                                
343 For a more substantive discussion of this difference, see the chapter “Homosexuality and Anti-colonialism” 
in: 
Aldrich, Robert. Colonialism and Homosexuality. Routledge, 2003. 
344 This was a parody of the famous 1971 "Manifesto of the 343" circulated by French feminists who advocated 
for the legalization of abortion in France.  
FHAR (Front Homosexuel d'Action Révolutionnaire). Report Against Normality. 1971. 
345 See the conclusion of the dissertation for a more expansive analysis of the FHAR, p. 342-343. 
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has increasingly become interested in an “Other” sexuality, encountering a banlieue populace 

previously separated by economic segregation, all of this facilitated by the shortcuts through 

clandestinity afforded by the internet and personal-ads. Such a change of circumstances has 

only recently been attested to in first-person gay Franco-Arab autobiography (Ilmann Bel’s Un 

Mauvais Fils).346 In journalism, reports have echoed this post-colonial eroticization of the 

banlieues and “classist” revenge scenarios (Chaumont’s Homo-Ghetto,), with an especially 

revelatory exposé being Fouad Zeraoui’s debate with Chaumont in the pages of Têtu magazine, 

on the evolution of being gay in the banlieue, analyzed in Chapter One.347 It is in film, 

however, that the trope of post-colonial “class revenge” of a homosexual nature has most fully 

been explored (Sébastien Lifshitz’ Les Terres froides, Robert Salis’ Grande école, Jean 

François Richet’s Ma 6-t va craquer, see Chapter Four). 

 

Nina Bouraoui and misogynistic homosexuality: 

 The trope of the “difficult Arab boy” is taken up by the Algerian-born Nina Bouraoui, 

an author who meditates on the disappointed coveting of Franco-Arab masculinity. She is 

perhaps the only prominent female North African author to write in depth about male 

homosexuality, depicting it, in one novel especially, from a lesbian perspective.  

Bouraoui partly echoes Mitterrand, Cardon— and before them Gide and Barthes—in whose 

literature Arab youth are portrayed as confident, simple, physically splendid pillars insensitive 

to “higher culture” as well as the fragilities of their European interlocutors, an unbearable 

contrast which provides the continued spark for the narratorial lament over fractured 

masculinity to proceed. This is not without irony, because such narrators assert their cultural 

“superiority” over Arab boys just as they state their victimhood at their hands.  

                                                
346 Op. cit.. 
347 Fouad Zeraoui is the promoter of the popular gay ethnic club night in Paris, Black-Blanc-Beur. 
Chaumont, Franck and Fouad Zeraoui. "Débat Têtu: Gays de Balieue Faut-il en sortir pour s'en sortir ?". 
Kelma.org. November 2009.  http://blog-gay.kelma.org/gays-en-banlieue. Consulted 3/3/2012. 
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Bouraoui however departs from the well-tread tonalities of oral testimony and storytelling often 

found in francophone novels on North Africa or immigration, and also significantly exits the 

sexual sub-genre incarnated by Taïa and O., both in terms of literary experimentation, as her 

stream-of-consciousness style demonstrates, and in terms of the opacity of the text, attracting 

readers who seek challenge rather than immediate gratification.348 Bouraoui’s more recent 

output seems far less concerned with presenting nativist credentials for the sake of striking a 

tone of ethnic “authenticity,” compared with her first offering— a tale centering on a Muslim 

Algerian woman’s claustrophobia at being sequestered and her ensuing street voyeurism. La 

Voyeuse Interdite, which visited the theme of “Arab” masculine domination and its female 

victims, received accolades, including the prix Inter in 1991.349 The question of reconciling les 

origines et la sexualité (cultural roots and sexuality) seems much less anguished for her, 

relative to for example Farid Tali (who declared it impossible in the faux-documentary Tarik el 

Hob).  

 Her 2007 novel, Avant les hommes, marks a turn in its departure from her auto-fiction 

style and lesbian themes in favor of an exploration, from a male teenage perspective, of a desire 

to match and duplicate Franco-Arab masculinity.350 Like Taïa and O., she writes critically of 

the gay communitarian enclaves of the Marais and other identitarian gathering points available 

to the LGBT population in Paris. This is explored in the nightlife diary Poupée Bella, which 

can be read as a scorecard of the breaches of etiquette that occur in a nocturnal world where the 

“savage” laws of base natures routinely take precedence over the genteel etiquette of daytime 

life and commerce.351 Her picture of savagery applies not just to the gay world with its 

discriminating door policies toward female patrons, but also the lesbian milieu and its quotidian 

cruelties. The novel depicts in stark colors the lesbian-gay divide, both spatially (in terms of 

                                                
348 Reaching an apogee with Mes Mauvaises pensées, winner of the prix Renaudot in 2005. 
Bouraoui, Nina. Mes Mauvaises pensées. Stock, 2005.  
349 Bouraoui, Nina. La Voyeuse interdite. Gallimard, 1991. 
350 Bouraoui, Nina. Avant les hommes. Stock, 2007. 
351 Bouraoui, Nina. Poupée Bella. Le Livre de Poche, 2005. 
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nightclubs and bars) and inter-personally, as expressed in her testy friendship with a gay male 

friend chided for his vanity, anti-femininity and carnivorous consumption of men. The theme of 

a sometimes misogynistic male homosexuality extends into Avant les hommes, where the gay 

teenage protagonist’s resentment against his mother— often absent as a flight attendant— 

provides a “justification” for his later obsession with a substitutive Franco-Arab virility. 

Bouraoui effects, like Taïa, certain post-modern shatterings of the self which allow her to adopt 

an opposite-sex perspective in Avant les hommes, or call auto-fiction a novel which takes a 

male perspective.352 Such antagonism toward the separation of sexual perspectives makes her 

portrayals of virility— Franco-Arab and otherwise— much more sympathetic than most 

Franco-Arab novels under the LGBT/feminist rubric. One such confusion of gay male and 

female perspectives is evident in the words of the female narrator of Poupée Bella: “I am 

searching, like the men search... In the women’s milieu.” The hybridity of perspective evoked 

here joins with a similar genealogy of sexuality in Garçon manqué: the auto-biographical 

protagonist’s child-hood friendship with the effeminately beautiful character Amine provides 

the conditions for her desire for women to emerge.353 By describing isolationist/communitarian 

tendencies both sexual and ethnic, by detailing how Franco-Arab virility is sometimes taken as 

a reorienting compass for non-Arab men with identity crises, and by underlining solidarities 

between men and women from a lesbian perspective, Bouraoui goes beyond the usual LGBT 

mediatic treatment of Franco-Arab masculinity, seeking out the potent, the poetic and the non-

normative in a domain often avoided for its “phallocentrism.” 

 This process is evident in Avant les hommes, whose teenage protagonist Jérémie hails 

from a broken home, his mother a flight attendant still working through an over-extended phase 

of sexual promiscuity, and his father a retiree living in a separate town near the sea. Strongly 

dis-identifying with his mother and feeling disoriented and vaguely misogynistic as a result, 

                                                
352 Bouraoui, Nina. Le Bal des murènes. Fayard, 1996. 
353 Bouraoui, Nina. Garçon manqué. Livre de poche, 2000.  
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Jérémie identifies instead with a boy at school, the Franco-Arab teenager Sami. Jérémie 

gravitates toward him as an archetype of more potent and self-confident masculinity. Sami’s 

ability to “keep it together” is coded as an antidote to the broken home and shattered self from 

which the narratorial, voice emerges.  

 This description of the psycho-corporeal integrity of young men of North African 

descent— and the envy that integrity engenders— seems like a post-colonial continuation of 

the colonial themes mentioned earlier. Much in the same way that a sickly André Gide 

attempted, in his desire for convalescence, to “absorb,” or rather, be dissolved into the healthy, 

energetic fabric of North Africa by surrounding himself with vital young boys, Avant…’s 

protagonist Jérémie searches for a similar self-dissolution in his school-friend Sami, wishing to 

take a vacation from himself by confusing their identities to the greatest extent possible. The 

parallel is perhaps most evident in the following quote: “... I want Sami, I want his saliva, I 

want his sweat, I want his sperm, I want my blood to circulate already, I want a man in me to 

know who I am” (40). The trope of self-dissolution evident in Jérémie lines up with the 

hallmarks of literary “transnationalism,” as defined by Lionnet, wherein the self-shattering of 

(in this case non-Arab) subjectivity helps the writer surpass outdated precedents in monolithic 

national and heroic narratives. In Sami, by contrast, one notices a kind of neo-traditional 

resurgence of rigid masculinities that seem to have bypassed this “crisis of masculinity”: he 

belongs to the increasingly apparent (in literature at least) post-colonial figures of ethnic 

virility, mentioned in authors like Houellebecq, who have no interest in a post-modern 

exploration of vulnerability or the fissures within masculinity. Jérémie’s quest for a virilist 

integrity of personhood is neo-traditional in light of its departure from the requirements of the 

era of “sexual modernity,” defined by self-shatterings and gender experimentation, something 

Nacira Guénif-Souilamas echoes: 

We live in the moment of porous borders between the sexes, in the epoch of the attenuation of 
social differences between sexes, we live under the sign of the euphemization of persistent, sexual, 
biological differences, even a confusion of genders, all of these processes being activated and 
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provoked by the denunciation of the millennial domination of men over women, the precise clinic 
of its forms and intensities. In this context, those Arab boys—and their acolytes, blacks and ‘petits 
blancs’ (young/little white guys) from working-class areas—seem wedded to an ahistorical 
machismo, its presence forbidden in those sites of reconciliation between the sexes which we 
pretend are peaceful, rejected to the sidelines of this unprecedented process of social 
transformations of sexual identities, prevented from participating in them but expected to serve 
them by inhabiting the role of counter-example, of the unadapted (63). 
 

It is precisely this stigmatized, macho counter-example that is valorized by Jérémie and 

injected with a dynamism invisible to others. Thus, in his desire to “return” to an essentialist 

masculinity that he must unlock within himself, Jérémie often iterates almost redundant 

assertions of self-identity: “With all men, I feel I am myself, I feel true, I feel myself exist too, 

even if it’s with men who prefer women. It’s like being inside a closed circle, I feel accepted.” 

This solidified sense of personal identity, anchored in homo-sociality, comes in contrast to that 

of his defeated father, who, according to Jérémie, exists “outside the circle of men” (57). 

  In Avant..., Sami is taken as the blueprint of a de-psychologized, confident masculinity 

“without complexes” (décomplexé) that Jérémie would like to embody himself. That 

masculinity constitutes both an ideal and a “lost” model: lost by his father, and a lost 

opportunity during his childhood.354 It is revealing then that in the next sentence after Jérémie 

declares he “wants Sami,” he suddenly announces a desire “...to call my father, to hear his 

voice and then to slumber in his silences like an animal in the countryside’s tall grass” (40). In 

such a way, Bouraoui paints Jérémie’s mother’s world as fragile, inconsistent, and disorienting, 

while Sami in contrast provides a pinnacle of stability and a masculine bridge to his father, if 

only from a painful distance preventing full identification. Though Bouraoui stops short of 

providing a black-and-white “genealogy” of Jérémie’s homosexuality, Jérémie’s idealism in 

regard to Sami indicates a strong attraction for models of masculinity that have gone from the 

role of eroticized object to one of parental substitution. Sami becomes the erotic model 

according to which Jérémie evaluates all other men, seeing fragments of Sami in all the men he 

subsequently finds attractive, as with one of his mother’s boyfriends, Alex:  
                                                
354 “I saw (Sami) as a double and then later as the boy I could have become if I had had another history/story 
(histoire). He sometimes seem to slip off my body as if my desire had fashioned him in my image” (56). 
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When I walk near Alex, I can fantasize about his looks (son image), but I know that at the end of 
my dream Sami will appear, pointing his finger at me... I feel like I’m stealing my mother’s man, 
it’s almost as good as imagining myself naked against Sami’s body. I want to take revenge against 
her, I want to reclaim from her what was mine, what she led astray (ce qu’elle a égaré de moi). 
(57)  
 

Bouraoui’s sympathetic if also pathologizing explanation for Jérémie’s attraction to Sami 

contributes to the idea that Franco-Arab virility, often mocked as outmoded and caricatural, 

does not appear “fake” to the fragile protagonist who finds in it a structuring comfort. A 

different reading might designate Jérémie’s interest as an instance of “slumming it with the 

lower classes” (like the hip, top-down attachment to lower-class cultures described by Bourdieu 

in Les Héritiers355), however Jérémie belongs to the same dreary suburban landscape and seems 

largely undifferentiated if not inferior to Sami in terms of class.  

 Thus Sami’s masculinity cannot be transformed into a commodity for consumption— 

contrary to the “always-available” Arab boys of yore— it is always beyond Jérémie’s reach. 

Jérémie agonizes over Sami, famished for moments of attention and communication, feeling 

even the most insignificant instance of contact with an earth-shattering intensity. All while his 

Franco-Arab friend seems nonchalantly distracted by boyish things like marijuana and bedding 

girls. Yet, even as Sami is constructed as a “complete” young man of elusive integrity, 

Bouraoui does not choose to dignify him with a robust subjectivity, limiting his expressions to 

the simple and teenage while concentrating all soul-searching and inner torment in Jérémie. 

Arguably, Bouraoui’s denying full subjectivity to this Franco-Arab character can be seen as an 

attempt to restrict commentary to the domain of non-Arab projections about Arab men. She 

refuses to fill in the portrait and further anthropologize the garçon arabe, already objectified 

and ventriloquized in so many spheres of representation.356 Ultimately, however, accusing 

                                                
355 Bourdieu, Pierre and Jean-Claude Passeron. Les Héritiers. Les Editions de Minuit, 1964. 
356 Such a pattern or disparity in terms of the development of subjectivity is taken to the extreme in Ozon’s 2001 
film Les Amants criminels, in which all internal dramas are reserved for the two “white” protagonists, while the 
Franco-Arab character Saïd exists alternatively as mirror, canvas, or counterpoint (see Conclusion of 
dissertation, p. 319-320).  

A more recent, pop-culture example can be found in the world of music video, where the electro group 
Justice commissioned Romain Gavras (son of film-maker Costa-Gavras) in 2007 to shoot the video for their 
single “Stress.” Often criticized for the “gratuitous” violence of his videos, Gavras featured banlieue teenagers 
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authors who are commenting on objectification of perpetuating it enters into ambiguous 

territory: confusing Sami’s silence here with a kind of sociological absence is akin to confusing 

representation with reality, and ignores the authorial point that his silence is a result of his 

being the object of more “verbose” projections.  

 While Bouraoui gives a detailed account of the erotic genealogy that guides Jérémie 

toward Franco-Arab virility, it is unclear whether she connotes this process positively or 

negatively. An alternative reading posits Jérémie as a cautionary tale depicting what might 

happen if estrangements between mother and son— and the ensuing demonization of maternity 

and femininity— progress unchecked. Her presentation of degraded filial relations between 

mother and son (and Jérémie’s consequent turn to pillars of virility) recalls certain politicized 

manifestos on parenting, notably those focusing on deficient or excessive mothering, such as 

Elisabeth Badinter’s XY357 or Michel Schneider’s alarmist treatise on the nefarious influence of 

the maternal at the political level, Big Mother (profiled in Chapter Two).358 One cannot ignore 

the parallels Bouraoui establishes between Avant... and her novel Poupée Bella— in which she 

discusses male homosexuality as loosely narcissistic, childish, and misogynistic through the 

character of Julien— because a similar homosexual misogyny is explored through Jérémie. He 

can be likened to an allegorical figure of resentment against a banalized, 60s sexual liberation 

that has weighed negatively on motherhood and the parental unit: Jérémie’s mother is described 

as an aging flight attendant still relying on her fading powers of seduction, distinctly unready 

for motherhood. Such associations recall more extreme portraits in Houellebecq, for instance 

the sections of Les Particules élémentaires359 that wax philosophical about how Western 

                                                                                                                                                   
destroying public property, not paying their metro fare, tormenting tourists, and sexually harrassing women. This 
resulted in a voiding of these youth’s subjectivity for the apparent purpose of exploring society’s fear of these 
types of boys.  The video earned condemnations from all the prominent anti-racist groups in France, though it 
arguably sought to empathize with such figures and criticize the media’s “stressful” representations of them.  
Gavras, Romain (dir.). "Music video: 'Stress' by Justice".  www.youtube.com/watch?v=FU7bFpPJiww. 
Consulted 4/10/2012. 
357 Badinter, Élisabeth. XY, de l'identité masculine. O. Jacob, 2004.  
358 Schneider, Michel. Big mother: psychopathologie de la vie politique. O. Jacob, 2005. 
359 Houellebecq, Michel. Les Particules élémentaires. Editions J’ai Lu, 2000.  
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European society has lost its parental integrity as well as any remaining control over its 

disgruntled youth, an error rooted in the abandonment of rigorous Christian principles and the 

privileging of sexual freedom. It is this version of misogynistic homosexuality, a danger to 

feminism, that anchors Jérémie. He longs to find, amidst the heterosexual homo-sociality 

provided by Sami and others, an orienting principle that evacuates the feminine, for him a 

source of discontent that he amalgamates with failure.  

 Sami also plays a crucial role in getting Jérémie to reinscribe himself in male filiation 

with his father. Acting the part of the teenage friend who invites Jérémie over for after-school 

antics, in a house patently not dominated by the feminine, he introduces Jérémie to a masculine 

bond that constitutes an alternative to the mother upon whom he no longer wants to depend. It 

is toward the end of his adolescent sexual journey with Sami—which remains one-sided and 

introspective—that Jérémie becomes conscious of his estrangement from his father, as well as 

the need to reconvene with him. When he finally does so, visiting his father’s home near the 

sea, away from his urbanized wasteland, Jérémie meditates on the type of relationship he would 

have liked to have with his father: “... I want to tell him that I’m his son, that I’m from his 

blood and that makes him my father, but my mother’s hand still retains me” (78). Thus a 

homosexual education, even if only imaginative, renews traditional masculine principles of 

filiation that have become outmoded in a sexually “enlightened” society wherein family 

relations are always being resignified, and some alarmist authors suggest, weakened. As if to 

make a connection between single mothers and urban decay, Bouraoui writes, of Jérémie’s 

final reunion with his father at sea, that “the waves against the rocks imitate the sound of the 

housing projects crumbling” (79). 

 Bouraoui has explored the attraction toward solid models of masculinity in other 

novels. Just as Sami exhibits teenage aspirations of sexual domination, telling Jérémie that he 

wants to “screw” as many girls as possible before getting married (titillating him but also 
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making him “want to cry”), Poupée Bella’s male protagonist Julien revels in a similar erotics of 

hardness that rejects the “feminine.” The novel’s female narrator— a nightlife companion and 

close friend to Julien— describes in trenchant terms the effect of Julien’s sexual proclivities on 

their tender but tenuous relationship: “...boys are sexual, girls sentimental. I hold myself on that 

line... Julien like thuggish boys (garçons voyous)... I like girls older than me... Julien has never 

fallen in love... in the bathroom, he says: I want to look mean.” Julien later shaves his head in 

order to resemble a prisoner in the sun, as Bouraoui describes.360 A problematic, violent “look” 

surfaces here as a point of esthetic and also moral divisiveness; Bouraoui’s narrator describes 

the difficulties of chaperoning Julien into lesbian space and vice-versa, such logistical obstacles 

presenting threats to their mixed-gender friendship.361 

 

Koltès and the rehabilitation of “ethnic” virility: 

 Bouraoui’s study of Franco-Arab virility does not take the judgmental tone of most 

commentators on the subject. Her vignettes illustrate how Franco-Arab virility remains desired 

and in demand despite outward condemnations: opting for description instead of directives she 

delegates final judgment to the reader, concentrating on fleshing out a virility complex that is as 

interesting as it is “problematic” or “pathological.” After documenting eroticized revulsion 

(Camus, Cardon), and then ambivalence (Bouraoui) toward Franco-Arab masculinity, I now 

turn to authors who stake out a trenchant position in favor of virility’s place in society. 

Bernard-Marie Koltès— a prodigy playwright prematurely lost to AIDS in 1989— and his 

dramatic oeuvre explored sexual and ethnic dynamics in highly sophisticated, abstract ways. 

Koltès took it upon himself to document through literary examples the cultural contribution of 

                                                
360 The term taulard, derived from taule (prison) corresponds in a French gay context to a popular type in erotic 
production. 
361 The references to shaving and thuggery bring up a striking intertext with Gaël Morel’s film Le Clan, which 
depicts the esthetic side of a masculinity violent in terms of body language, verbiage, and in eradicating any 
“feminine” traces of hair. These practices of shaving and their relationship to the self-fashioning of masculinity 
are also explored in the Malik Boutih interview with Fouad Zeraoui (see Chapter One, p. 95-96). 
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ethnic Others to French society, culture, and language, as explained in his interviews. Deeming 

himself a perpetual traveler happily stricken with wanderlust, the xenophile Koltès always 

stated the importance of including people “of color” in his plays. When his directives were not 

followed, he often disassociated himself from the productions. With the same attention to 

ethnic diversity, Koltès sought to valorize an abstracted posture of ethnic virility, for the 

purpose of sussing out what he depicted as its finally non-threatening nature, even its charm 

and generosity, nowhere more prominently than in his play Dans la solitude des champs de 

coton, completed a few years before his death.362 In contrast to dismissive pronouncements on 

the potential of virilist entities or popular masculinities to produce any lasting cultural 

contributions, Koltès takes up a counter-position, letting ethnicized “hustler” types speak in 

richly symbolic, surrealist dream vocabularies (La Nuit juste avant les forêts363), or allowing 

the “dealer” character to make a lengthy case for his offerings— sexual or narcotic— to the 

reluctant “client” character in Dans la solitude.... In the latter play, Koltès turns an anonymous 

after-hours encounter between two shady figures in a seedy park into a literary and theoretical 

framework for evaluating many of the sexualized social dynamics under consideration in this 

chapter.  

 Koltès’ narrative talent lies in staging dramatic encounters between ghosts of 

colonization past and actors of decolonization present, encounters that take place in a 

fluctuating in-between wherein power dynamics are uncertain and contested, shifting in favor 

of the formerly colonized (as in Dans la solitude..., La Nuit..., or the colonial family meltdown 

of Le Retour au désert364). Koltès occupies a central place in the corpus of works examined 

here, because he so often politicized issues of class, race, and colonial memory in profoundly 

sexual ways. He articulates French colonial and pied-noir anxieties through gender-based 

conflict, métissage, and filiation battles in Le Retour..., which chronicles an epic reckoning 
                                                
362 Koltès, Bernard-Marie. Dans la solitude des champs de coton. Editions de minuit, 1986. 
363 Koltès, Bernard-Marie. La Nuit juste avant les forêts. Editions de minuit, 1988. 
364 Koltès, Bernard-Marie. Le Retour au désert. Editions de minuit, 1988. 
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between brother and sister for the family fortune against a backdrop of the Algerian 

“événements” (a euphemism for the “events” of the Algerian War of Independence). In La 

Nuit..., he depicts the suffering and gendered humiliation of an aging, immigrant, urban hustler 

through the latter’s plaintive monologue of implicitly sexual solicitation. The protagonist 

accosts an unnamed man and does not let him go until his story has been told, providing for the 

kind of public transport annoyance that the everyday citizen late for work strives to avoid. 

Koltès seems rather to take the principled position that such “inconveniences” should be part of 

a required confrontation with an ethnicized poverty, too often skipped when possible. Finally, 

in Dans la solitude..., Koltès treats us to a breakdown in relations — explored through breaches 

of politeness and etiquette— between the ethnicized “dealer” character and the gentrified 

“client.” The unlikely companions cross paths at night in what could be a park, a dark alley, or 

a cruising ground, with Koltès building a dramatic patchwork out of a social impasses and 

extended hands left unshaken. In Koltès’ dramatization, most social overtures for inclusion 

originate with the ethnicized party only to be repelled by a materially comfortable mainstream. 

Such a frame counteracts media representations that portray immigrants and ethnic minorities 

as ungrateful, recalcitrant, defensive, or unwilling to make assimilative steps. 

 Not only does Koltès break with established patterns of demonizing “ethnic” virilities, 

he details an alternative history in interviews describing how France has been “improved” by 

immigration. Granted, this occurred within a 1980s socio-political context, before declarations 

of “the failure of multi-culturalism” and the widespread instrumentalization of immigration in 

national politics. He presents the demographic waves of West and North African immigrants as 

fortunate arrivals saving a “stale” or “aging” society from consuming itself out of boredom, 

bitterness, or lack of novelty. Thus, like Jean Genet, his alliance with ethnic virility often took 

the form of an eroticized solidarity, as seen in Koltès’ quotes detailing the “magnificence” of 
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black and brown peoples. In Une Part de ma vie, a collection of interviews, Koltès said365: “I 

find language beautiful when it is handled by foreigners” (20), striking an opposition with the 

mediatic controversies which have it that the greatest threat to the French language, besides 

anglicization, is its “mistreatment” by the youth generation, especially those of immigrant 

descent.366 Koltès injects his plays with a tragi-comic tone strangely suitable for colonial 

drama, as in one of his most celebrated plays, Combats de nègres et de chiens, the chronicle of 

a fading French industrial installation located somewhere undisclosed in sub-saharan Africa367, 

of which he said: “I’ve made an emotional and at the same time radical choice by calling blacks 

‘good’ and whites ‘dogs’... but once the choice was made, I was able to begin to like whites” 

(34).368 Thus, a stark vocabulary— literally black and white— functions as a therapeutic airing 

of grievances, an initial shout that evacuates resentment and allows for reconciliation, marking 

the strange transition from tragedy to comedy (Koltès once said that his only self-imposed 

writing requirement, no matter the play’s genre, was to make people laugh). In contrast to 

writers— from Houellebecq to Paul Smaïl— who take a more pessimistic position on the 

possibility of racial harmony in France, Koltès does not exclusively “demonize” his white 

characters, but endows them with eccentricities and vulnerabilities that, although reproachable, 

have the final effect of humanizing them. Commenting on Le Retour... and his frame of mind 

while writing it, Koltès said, “I understood very quickly that foreigners are Frenchmen’s ‘new 

blood’,” and that were it not for immigration, France would be transformed into a “nightmare, 

something like Switzerland, total sterility on the artistic as well as every other plane” (115). 

While insisting that he did not “hate” (mépriser) the provinces of France— the deep 

                                                
365 Koltès, Bernard-Marie. Une part de ma vie : Entretiens (1983-1989). Editions de minuit, 1999. 
366 For a more substantive discussion of the links between immigration, the dilution of the French language, and 
commentary by homosexual French writers, see the previous section on Renaud Camus. 
367 Koltès wrote the play after a year spent voyaging through Nigeria, Guatemala, Nicaragua, and Mexico in 
1978. 
368 Koltès, Bernard-Marie. Combat de nègres et de chiens/ Carnets. Editions de minuit, 1989. 
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countryside— calling it the site of popular memory and also that which prevents the world 

from exploding (115)— Koltès also claimed that: 

... Deep France... which is a desert... is a place where nothing thrives and, if something at all were 
to happen, it would be because of immigrants. If we speak of Marseille, we won’t be talking about 
the whites... The presence of immigrants is what keeps us at an intellectual level that is more or 
less proper (127). 
 

Though differing in terms of exact locale and cultural medium, the pornography producer Jean 

Noel René Clerc (JNRC) described a similar Franco-Arab salvation of France, in a far more 

politically incorrect vocabulary.369 

 Koltès places his examination of inter-racial and inter-class relations within a larger 

meditation on hospitality. In Dans la solitude... and La Nuit..., Koltès details the draw and 

almost chic character of “risky” hospitality: risk inherent in the sense that one refrains from 

asking the intrusive questions that might reassure the host (“How long are you staying? Who 

are you? Will you steal from me?”) at the risk of violating the hospitable tenor of the exchange. 

Koltès elaborates on the stirring sexual component of the risk that is included in each 

contracted bond of hospitality, giving a detailed cultural illustration of European ambivalences 

about hospitality, like those described by Mireille Rosello. Her Post-colonial Hospitality 

investigates contemporary French cultural engagements with the notion of hospitality, an oft-

visited philosophical topic now at a challenging crossroads due to transnational immigration.370 

Rosello makes wide-ranging connections between documents spanning Derrida’s De 

L’Hospitalité371 to the co-written photographic novel Passagers du Roissy Express, 

emphasizing the legacy of hospitality in French thought and culling its possible lessons for the 

present.372 Passagers… especially dwells on a theme oft-visited by Koltès—that of uncertain 

interpersonal dynamics in an age of immigration.373 In Les Grecs (profiled in this chapter), 

                                                
369 See Conclusion of dissertation, p. 346-347.  
370 Rosello, Mireille. Postcolonial Hospitality: the Immigrant as Guest. Stanford University Press, 2001. 
371 Derrida, Jacques with Anne Dufourmantelle. De l'hospitalité. Calmann-Lévy, 1997. 
372 Frantz, Anaïk and François Maspero. Les Passagers du Roissy-Express. Editions du Seuil, 1990. 
373 Passagers… resembles a modern-day travelogue in which a photographer and a writer decide to visit the 
banlieues as if they constituted a foreign land, finding their sense of hospitality tested by various unexpected 
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playwright Jean-Marie Besset also plays with the theme of risky hospitality, staging a dinner 

party hosted by a stereotypically bourgeois couple— the conversation drowned in wine and 

getting ever more politically divisive— interrupted by their homosexual guest’s lovesick, 

possessive and, they discover, secret Franco-Arab bisexual lover, who ends up spending the 

night at the family home and sleeping good-naturedly with the woman of the house at her 

request.374 In all these noted instances, and within Koltès especially, reticence about hospitality 

is shown to be unfounded, concealing opportunities for the kind of cross-class and cross-

cultural contact auspicious for social harmony. 

 Post-colonial literary revenge for “crimes of hospitality” can take the form of switching 

the figures of the victim and the oppressor, as when the practitioners of literary sex tourism are 

made to suffer by immigrants from the visited countries. It can also take a slier, rhetorical form, 

when it consists of the inconvenience of being forced to listen to forms of speech one could 

have previously ignored. The rhetorical device, perfected by Koltès, of subjecting the imagined 

reader to a monologue that “no one wants to hear,” or of being inconvenienced by (immigrant) 

speech that solicits attention in public space, has been expounded upon by a subsequent 

generation of sexually dissident Franco-Arab authors (see the chapter “Terminus des anges” in 

Abdellah Taïa’s Le Rouge du tarbouche, Chapter Two, 210-211). Instead of the failed cross-

cultural and cross-ethnic communication revealed in the gay literary tourism of old, or more 

recently in Camus and Tali’s Incomparable, what occurs in Koltès is “forced communication” 

and “forced listening.” Not only does Koltès’ Arab hustler protagonist in La nuit... accost the 

reader/bystander in the first lines of the play, he also pulls the latter into his own culturally-

informed complexes about being “Arab” in France. In this way, the character shares with the 
                                                                                                                                                   
exchanges. The sexual component of hospitality is evident in the female photographer and the male novelist’s 
gendered reactions to overtures of hospitality: the photographer finds herself more comfortable, relative to her 
writer friend, in the banlieue, where she accepts (while he declines) an invitation for tea from a veiled Muslim 
resident. She had wanted to photograph the woman, and discovers that, despite the cautious writer’s expectations 
to the contrary, the woman actually loves being photographed. In another instance, the photographer does not 
respond with the writer’s apprehension when approached by a gang of male youth, understanding implicitly that 
they are curious and merely want to examine the camera and have their picture taken. Op. cit..  
374 Besset, Jean-Marie. Les Grecs. COPAT, 2006.  
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reader an inescapable and nearly claustrophobic intimacy of subjectivity. The hustler, as he 

tells the story, is down on his luck, defeated from all sides, not only by a hostile urban climate 

but also by his own “cousins” on the metro: young, good-looking kids of North African descent 

whom he initially wanted to resemble and approach, but who rejected him as a “loser” and relic 

of an outmoded generation, before proceeding to steal his wallet and harangue him with an 

assortment of homophobic epithets: 

Don’t take me for a queer… just because I am holding your arm… I will tell you about a girl on a 
bridge, do you think a queer would have the guts to?... I can’t really manage to say what I should 
say to you, it has to be somewhere else with nobody around, no question of money anymore… (I 
was looking) at the well turned-out yobs who keep fit… maybe we could grab a beer together. 
Yobs so well turned-out that I always want to run after them to say to one or the other: give me 
your clothes, your shoes, your hair, your walk and your face without changing a thing… (They 
steal my wallet. Then they said) we’ll throw this queer off at the next station and smash his face 
in… No one reacts, no one believes about the cash, everyone believes about the queer (13-24).375  
 

Here the desperation of immigrant life in the metropolis provokes the hustler’s incessant 

solicitation, which becomes even more desperate when his solicitation as disoriented immigrant 

is confused for solicitation of the homosexual or prostitutional kind. Guénif-Souilamas, as we 

have seen, fleshes out how metropolitan and factory life managed to partly stamp out affective 

mores of the type present in a North African man amicably clutching another man’s arm. In La 

Nuit... the “complexé” (someone ailing from psychological complexes) Franco-Arab 

protagonist finds no solidarity in his décomplexés compatriots— the “cousins” whom he sees 

on the metro and wants to imitate, to absorb their slick good looks and body language—and as 

a result he turns to the reader/bystander for comfort. Koltès also explores the ambiguity of this 

Arab man’s transience. His desperation for a residence in France is suffused with an ironic 

atavism— socially problematic homelessness here becomes a form of “Arab” nomadism— an 

evolution that attests to a degradation of North African social customs in immigration. The 

listener/bystander, although ensnared and inconvenienced, earns a kind of social reward for 

their patience when they are afforded a rare window into a psychology usually invisible, and 

can thus more easily sympathize with the interlocutor.  
                                                
375 Koltès, Bernard-Marie. Plays. Ed. David Bradby. Methuen Drama, 1997. 
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 Koltès dramatizes instances of inconvenient solicitation through the figure of the 

“dealer” in Dans la solitude.... The playwright takes a banal noctural exchange—as simple as 

asking a stranger for a cigarette or directions—and takes the opportunity of serendipitous 

contact to force a socially auspicious conversation that would otherwise not occur. The “dealer” 

accosts the “client” against his will, but gently coaxes him into an unexpectedly soul-searching 

conversation revelatory for all. In this way, the “dealer” presents a valorized counter-portrait to 

the “sexually aggressive,” uninquisitive Franco-Arab man described in Mitterrand, Cardon, and 

Barthes:  

DEALER: I could release my self-control and have all the violence of an Arab horse… the 
condition that I be humble and you arrogant is dusk, the hour when correctness is no longer 
obligatory and thus becomes indispensable… I would have been able to fall upon you like a cloth 
on a candle flame… this correctedness that I’ve offered you, indispensable, but for free, does bind 
you to me, if only because I would have been able, just out of pride, to loot you… because I know 
that the first difference between us is size (195).376  
 

 If the protagonist of La Nuit represented the desperation of solicitation, the “dealer” 

represents the self-confident and self-mastering omnipotence of virile solicitation. Koltès can 

produce these dynamics of productive ambivalence because the avoidance of explicitness is the 

mark of Koltès’ abstract style. Thus the “dealer” who accosts the client in La nuit... is invested 

with a genteel politeness founded precisely on renouncing the overly explicit. This allows the 

dealer to foster the ambivalence between sexual and platonic solicitation (platonic with all its 

connotations of homo-social friendship). The “dealer” ’s non-avowal of intention and desire, 

his subtle hinting and roundabout overtures, seem connected to a recurrent characterization of 

the ethnic Other in Koltès. The playwright employs “soft” vocabularies to circle around desire 

in a clandestine way, leading to the reification of a vaguely ethnic and courteous etiquette, 

whose codes posit that the too-explicit avowal of desire spells the end of it. Such minimal 

language, reveling in what’s “left out,” touches upon the eroticization of the “clandestine,” the 

unspoken, and the secret. This articulation of a code comes in contrast to the “client’s” 

impatient exhortations in Dans la solitude... to just get to the point already. The “client” refuses 
                                                
376 Plays. Op. cit..  
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outright a familiarity that might signify getting close enough to bargain an inter-personal 

exchange. In response to the “dealer” character’s first overtures, he announces: “… the 

immediate want I have is to see you drop the humility and keep the arrogance… if I do have 

some weakness for arrogance, I loathe humility” (191).  

 This familiarity in public space, on a larger sociological level, is one that did not exist 

when social segregation consequent to urban planning and the concentration of poverty still 

concealed the demographic significance of immigration to France. Koltès’ was writing at a 

transitional time when the banlieues were felt to be especially cut-off from the city center. With 

the aid of an impatient Koltès, that population surfaces in public space and demands human 

relations. The hustler in La Nuit... stands in as an allegory for social blight, the casualty of an 

economy in which immigrants are “interchangeable.” Here he demands recognition, to exit 

anonymity, resisting the precipitous spiral by which each failed overture, each failed job search, 

renders new overtures more desperate and less likely to be acknowledged. “I dream the secret 

song of the Arabs, comrades,” the hustler says, “I find you and I pull your arm, I want a room 

so much… I love you… I’ve looked for someone who would be like an angel in the middle of 

this shit hole, and you are there, and I love you” (26). The hustler’s bitterness seems to stem 

from the notion that such overtures were routine, and routinely reciprocated in his country or 

community of origin.  

 In Koltès, the breakdown of hospitality and what seemed to be a French multi-cultural 

promise are triggered by a harsh urban setting in which the injuries are specifically 

“masculinist.” When unable to provide for his family for lack of work, when mocked by men 

younger and stronger than he, when having to ask for help, the immigrant suffers a 

deterioration of his worker’s masculinity, the integrity of which is sustained on being self-

sufficient, building on points made by sociologists like Abdelmalek Sayad and others.377 This 

                                                
377 Sayad, Abdelmalek. The Suffering of the Immigrant. Trans. David Macey. Polity Press, 2004. 
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“feminization” is reified by the “hustler’s” pleas for a caretaker, a gentleman provider 

compatible with a male prostitute halfway there. This portrait echoes the sociological studies of 

immigrant male prostitution developed by sociologist Malika Amaouche378, parallels to which 

are found in filmic representations like Wild Side379, Un Fils380, and the documentary Welcome 

Europa381, according to which young men experiment with bisexuality out of economic 

necessity at first, before developing a taste for being “kept” (cared for, in every sense) by an 

older, more established person (of any gender, including trans women) who supplies an 

alternative maternal or paternal role for the immigrant or Franco-Arab youth, who is often en 

rupture familiale (a runaway, temporary or not, without family contact). 

 Further exploring the issue of solicitation and its ambiguity, La Nuit... constantly tests 

the line that separates homo-sociality from homosexuality. The “hustler’s ” blédard 

(hearkening back to the old country) mannerisms, which involve free-flowing displays of 

affection, are ridiculed by a younger generation of Franco-Arabs, portrayed as “homophobic,” 

who have no place in their social etiquette for traces of blédard behaviour that could be 

mistaken for homosexuality. Thus the old Orientalist tendency of always confusing homo-

sociality for homosexuality— instead of leaving room for ambiguity— is transferred with a sad 

irony to the youth generation represented by the “hustler’s” tormentors. These boys of 

immigrant background would now be the flag-bearers of an older sexism that used to be 

directed against their fathers when they first arrived in France, instantiating the culturalist 

homophobia of always taking the homo-social affection of immigrants for homosexuality. 

Nacira Guénif-Souilamas speaks of this transfer of homophobia, as she attempts to make sense 

of this youth-driven rejection of parental mannerisms, this lack of inheritance on the level of 

                                                
378 Amaouche, Malika. "Invisibles et indicibles sollicitations: jeunes hommes pratiquant de nos jours la 
prostitution dans une gare parisienne". Les Jeunes et la sexualité. Ed. V. Blanchard, R. Revenin, JJ Yvorel. 
Autrement, 2010.  
379 Lifshitz, Sébastien (dir.). Wild Side. Maïa Films, 2004. 
380 Bedjaoui, Amal (dir.). Un Fils. ML Productions, 2003. 
381  Ulmer, Bruno (dir.). Welcome Europa. Solaris distribution, 2006.  
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affective mores, by referring to an internalization of shame at the ambivalence of the parents’ 

homo-affective practices. She details the “Mediterranean” heritage of both homo-affectivity 

and homosexuality, developed in North Africa before arriving in France:  

The second episode of the amputation of memory takes place here, in France, in the person of the 
fathers and the repression of their inappropriate customs (usages déplacés)... Let’s imagine for a 
minute the reaction of a foreman or a French colleague at the sight of workers arriving in the 
morning for work at the assembly line, and saluting each other with accolades punctuated by an 
exchange of kisses: how could we not think again of the ambiguous disgust of Céline at the café at 
the thought of those inappropriate gestures...382 With the passing decades of factory wear and tear, 
the “immigrant Maghrebi workers” learned the handshake, the relational commodity which they 
procure by loosening the stranglehold of suspicion and rejection, orienting their corporeal hexis 
toward the Occidental to remove disapproval... The loss of the accolade is the fruit of an 
asymmetrical contact between two worlds inheriting the same Mediterranean past but still 
rendered foreign to one another by the colonial era.  
 By adopting the same restraint as their fathers, by seeking out new codes of salutation, 
the sons of immigrant workers did not renew the abandoned gestures. They swerved toward the 
gestural codes of the African-American ghettos, breathing into them an Arabic tonality, the hand 
on the heart punctuating the handshake, all very fine in a context where the end of social customs 
inherited from the factory world requires the invention of new codes which do not negate the 
western virilist principle even in its most violent versions (68-70).383 
 

 The collapse of homo-sociality and homosexuality is crucially provoked by conditions of 

economic necessity. This happens in factory life, as described by Guénif-Souilamas, and in 

Koltès with the economic incitement toward homosexuality through prostitution (in which 

affective solicitation often conceals sexual solicitation). Homo-social affectivity becomes 

sexualized into homosexuality, and another culturally-inflected social practice once 

omnipresent is abandoned in post-immigration generations, leading to depressed reflection in 

the “hustler.”  

 Koltès’ explores the dynamic of social solicitation in Dans la solitude…, describing 

how what seem to be rejections of solicitation actually do not reject it entirely. The play 

instructively describes how something as ordinarily vilified as ethnic virility can also be in 

social demand, across barriers of class, race, and even sexual orientation. The abstract, 

nocturnal encounter between the enthusiastic “dealer” and initially reluctant “client” takes place 

in a minimally defined, semi-concealed space of what easily comes to mind as a seedy park, 

                                                
382 In Céline’s Voyage au bout de la nuit, there is a passage casting sodomitic aspersions on Arabs.  
Céline, Louis-Ferdinand. Voyage au bout de la nuit. Gallimard, 1972.  
383 Guénif-Souilamas, Nacira and Eric Macé. Les Féministes et le garçon arabe. Editions de l’Aube, 2004.  
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where “tops” and “bottoms” of different sorts patrol for a narcotic or sexual fix. Koltes’ said 

the plot could very well be “une histoire de pédés” (“a story about fags”) just as much as it 

could be an encounter between a “punk” and “a bluesman.”384 Intensely symbolic of both 

sexual and class-driven power structures, the play illustrates how bartering and deal-making 

play a central role as the “client” and “dealer” argue over who needs whom more and why. The 

“dealer” character seems to thrive in a clandestine environment of privacy and non-judgment, 

pushing his interlocutor to try what he has been avoiding, to try what he has “on offer,” while 

the “client” is uncomfortable in the same environment, but nevertheless present there. The 

“client” is drawn to the soliciting dealer by an ineffable force, never turning his back and going 

on his way. The “client” ostensibly wants to preserve the conventions of social hostility that 

oppose the “dealer” to himself— finding barriers of class and perhaps race paradoxically 

comforting in an orienting way— and consequently he resists the “dealer’s” attempts to breach 

the gap in familiarity. The “dealer” claims a superior physical expertise and stature, reading the 

“truth” of the client’s desire through the latter’s shifty body language. The “dealer” confronts 

the “client” with his own desire, and the possibility of satisfying it, which disgusts the “client,” 

who hates the idea of his desire being visible. The tone of bitterness and intransigence Koltès 

lends the “client,” in contrast with the smooth speech of the suave yet maligned “dealer,” 

shows the author’s lack of sympathy for the plight of well-to-do, solicitation-wary types lost in 

the forest (in urban Paris a site of prostitution, and thus a strange place to “not be looking for 

something”). Read in another way, Koltès displays lack of sympathy for the stereotypical 

bourgeois and upper classes who ostensibly mind their own business, repelling the solicitations 

of the talkative “poor” who read into their “frigid” faces an obvious but unacknowledged desire 

for sociality.  

                                                
384 Une Part de ma vie. Op. cit..  
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 This war of attrition between partners who refuse to acknowledge their need for one 

another, or their being stuck in an inter-personal rut, has been touched upon by Mireille Rosello 

in her meditation on what hospitality might mean in post-colonial circumstances: “The very 

precondition of hospitality may require that, in some ways, both the host and guest accept... the 

uncomfortable and sometimes painful possibility of being changed by the other” (176).385 In 

this light, the interaction of host and guest, translated to the situation of dealer and client in 

Koltès, can be seen as a failure of hospitality, not just on the side of the client who refuses 

“generous” overtures, but also in the posture of the “active” dealer who refuses a position of 

non-solicitation, who refuses an attitude of to-each-their-own. An analogous, non-fiction 

situation can be found with the reproaches against overly social and flirtatious working-class 

young men in nightclub environments, examined in Chapter One. In Koltès, the breakdown of 

hospitality affects everyone: the resident, the immigrant, even different generations of 

immigration who squabble with each other. This departs from the representations of immigrant 

men examined earlier, in that such men cannot so easily be dressed up as counterpoints defined 

by a rigid and invulnerable masculinity: they too would suffer from unquenched desires for 

hospitality. In Koltès abstract transnational rendering—wherein the transnational requires 

exchange—neat binarisms between types of men can no longer be entertained. 

 The client’s initial hostility toward the dealer also evokes Leo Bersani’s concept of gay 

anti-sociality outlined in Homos, incarnated, he said, in figures like Jean Genet who illustrated 

how queer desire could position itself against imperatives for community or solidarity (this is 

applicable to the early Genet, not so much the politically and internationally activist one, who 

relished solidarities).386 Bersani writes that “we may want to cultivate the anti-communitarian 

impulses inherent in homo-ness… to look at the dangers of our exhilaration in being a 

community” (53). In Koltès, an ethnicized homo-sociality—with its “easy” intra-masculine 

                                                
385 Rosello, Mireille. Postcolonial Hospitality: the Immigrant as Guest. Stanford University Press, 2001. 
386 Bersani, Leo. Homos. Harvard University Press, 1996.  
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touch— is refused by the radically individualist “client” who embodies a type of queer 

antisociality for which hell could in fact be other people. Koltès, in interviews, did 

acknowledge a sexually dissident anti-sociality: “There is a form of rootlessness that belongs to 

homosexuality” (30, Une part...). Yet Koltès does allow for entrenched positions to be broken, 

by indicating what happens when substantive discussions between willing and unwilling 

partners are forced, when each party does not conform to the stereotype they have of the other. 

Thus, the dealer allows himself to be searched for weapons, rhetorical or sexual, and the 

client’s defenses are worn down as he starts to reveal his fear but also his desire for 

serendipitous human contact.  

 One wonders if the “client” is slumming it in an economically exotic area, because his 

presence in what seems like the dealer’s territory is unexplained. These themes of mistrust, 

need, and overture are illustrated in the exchange below: 

DEALER: If you believe I’ve got violent designs upon you... don’t jump to conclusions about the 
kind of violence... My dream was that I would know snow and ice, know the cold which is your 
pain... It is easier to catch a man passing by than it is a chicken in a backyard... If I might say so 
without giving offense, I hoped, in covering your shoulders with my jacket, to make you seem 
more familiar to me. Too much strangeness can make me shy... 
CLIENT: What do you hope to get from me? Every move I think will be a blow ends up as a 
caress; it’s very unnerving to be caressed when one expects to be hit... I’ve not come here for 
gentleness; gentleness works bit by bit, cuts up piece by piece... at least malice will keep me in 
one piece. So come on, get angry: or where will I draw my strength from?... What if I could not 
help approaching you? ...by the same sort of attraction as draws princes to slum it in taverns. (203-
205)387  

 
This notion of “the Other’s malice conserving one’s unity” underlines a common thread that 

connects Mitterrand with Barthes and Cardon. The integrity of personhood and intellect are 

reinforced (“strength”) by an opposition to the Other’s brute physicality: this was visible, for 

instance, in the Mitterrand sauna anecdote wherein he had set higher (“intellectual”) standards 

for himself (“there are certain things I won’t do, anymore”) after a sexual encounter with a 

forceful Moroccan man described as angry and violent. Back to the play, when the client 

overcomes his initial disdain, admitting that he might have succumbed to the draw of 

                                                
387 Plays. Op. cit.. 
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“slumming it in taverns,” the notion of an “erotics of poverty” is introduced. Elaborated by 

Nick Rees-Roberts and Maxime Cervulle in their collaborative work Homo Exoticus, it 

designates a specific gay hybrid between class tourism and sexual tourism that finds its most 

exemplary, contemporary expression in pornography, like that of studios Citébeur (top-selling 

in Europe) and especially Jean Noël René Clerc (JNRC), which eroticize the sartorial choices 

and raw vernacular of lower or working-class masculinity.388  

 

Besset and atonement for cross-cultural injury: 

 Whereas Koltès opts for abstraction, playwright Jean-Marie Besset offers an explicit 

rendering of ethnicized conflicts of hospitality. His work, which has often been adapted for the 

screen, offers a sophisticated account of class and ethnic conflict that politicize the proverbial 

French bedroom. Besset revisits the “client”-like desire to resort to class tourism for an 

unparalleled sexual satisfaction, often swept under the rug when friends from the same class 

cohort are nearby. In Les Grecs, Besset profiles Alain, an ironic and misanthropic gay literary 

type— the epitome of Bersani’s anti-social homosexual— who has had too much to drink at his 

friends’ dinner party. He lectures his friends condescendingly about their bourgeois insularity 

and the empty rebellion of their faux bohemianism, only to have his Franco-Arab lower-class 

but “nevertheless” articulate lover Osman show up at their door in search of Alain, with his 

own lecture about (gay) class to give. When Osman attempts to disclose to the others in the 

room that he and Alain live together, it prompts the husband Henri to conclude that Osman is 

Alain’s “man.” Alain reacts explosively by rejecting the “aspersion” of hospitality— “you 

don’t live with me, you live chez moi (at my house)”— adding that he doesn’t “have a man,” 

because he is “not married,” thus rejecting the moralized cohabitation Osman speaks warmly 

of.  

                                                
388 Op. cit..  
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 Besset’s depiction of Osman is notable for its contrast with that of Alain. While Osman 

is not reticent about speaking publicly of his homosexual union, Alain sees in the disclosure of 

his “true penchants” an unbearable assault on his anti-bourgeois credentials, thus flipping the 

traditional script on Franco-Arab sexual clandestinity and reticence to speak. Osman hints to 

Henri that he knows Alain’s “real nature”— hospitable and couple-oriented— and that his anti-

social harshness is merely a masquerade designed to impress his bourgeois peers. This claim is 

validated when the alcohol wears off and Alain accepts that Osman take him “home.” Alain’s 

“gay” anti-sociality is mocked as being just as bourgeois as everything it criticizes, the posture 

evidencing instead a capitalistic, radically individualist swagger.  

 In the play Grande Ecole, later adapted for film, Besset shows that Mécir, the film’s 

Franco-Arab object of class tourism, is fully aware of the dynamics of the rapport he has 

“fallen” into. The protagonist Paul, a student at an idyllic business school who is a sexual 

explorer of sorts, beds Mécir, the son of a former janitor at the same school, who died after a 

life of back-breaking work. In the following dialogue we pick up on strong echoes of Koltès, 

through the development of an erotics of poverty, class resentments, the sparring and ellipses 

around conflicting desires, roles and “needs”: 

MECIR : She would get up early in the morning, to do the floors, the toilets, vacuum the carpets, 
clean the tables and the chairs. She would wipe each chair, she said. It hurt her kidneys. 
PAUL: There are several women I think. 
MECIR. Several women breaking their backs so that all of you can put your butts on chairs that 
are always clean. 
PAUL. At least you’ll have had your revenge. (A beat) 
MECIR. You like that, do you? 
PAUL. I don’t know... As it’s my first time.  
MECIR. Oh really? It didn’t seem that way...  
PAUL. Well... It must mean that I like it. And you?... Do you like it?  
MECIR. Me?... That’s not the question. 
PAUL. No? 
MECIR. Well, no. (A beat) 
PAUL. I recommend you leave, if you want 
(Mean smile from Mécir, who exits) 
MECIR. I’m out of here, don’t worry. I’m out. (54-55) 

 
This passage provides the first mention of Mécir and Paul’s homosexuality and contrasts 

sharply with the less dystopian portrayal of their relationship in the film. With the cinematic 
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adaptation, Paul’s class tourism graduates to full-fledged political solidarity, going beyond a 

mere act of defiance against the bourgeoisie and the grandes écoles’ cycle of class 

reproduction. In the play, Paul’s progressive political program does not extend to his personal 

life, while in the film adaptation it does, at least until the final scenes. In the play, Mécir’s 

callousness is suggested to be logical in light of the exclusive and insular world he is rejected 

from: Besset seems more interested in detailing an injury than spelling out a cure. In the film 

version, the “pre-homosexual” Paul intervenes when Mécir, who works as a painter at the 

school, finds himself the object of a racist barrage of insults because of a worksite accident. 

Paul “comes out” as the only bystander speaking up for anti-racist values while his colleagues 

look on passively, and thus Paul wins the esteem of Mécir, who intends to thank him, it turns 

out, by inviting him out for a date. Paul’s class anxieties are more deeply explored in the film 

adaptation: a recurring flashback is Paul’s father shouting at his young son for socializing with 

the Arab and black workers on his construction site, a flashback interspersed with Paul’s love 

scenes with Mécir. Rather than falling into sexual warfare, their relationship turns into a 

reciprocal love story, culminating in a tender, extended lovers’ scene set at a romantic retreat 

near the ocean, from which class resentments and cultural hang-ups are temporarily absent.389 

Instead of the play’s difficult delinquent who wants to touch/steal everything in Paul’s room, 

we have in Kechiouche’s Mécir an upstanding man (impeccable manners), financially solvent 

(owner of a car and credit card), with a faultless working-class ethic, who eventually is 

abandoned, with much pathos, by the experiment-minded Paul, whose eye has wandered 

toward the winning example of aristocratic masculinity incarnated by his colleague Louis-

Arnault, a sort of Polo alpha-male, whose lifestyle and body language Paul feels both attracted 

                                                
389 Taking a cue from Carrie Tarr, many films exploring Franco-Arab social and romantic dissatisfaction suggest 
the countryside and especially the oceanside as refuges from the city’s hostility. These become sites where 
“love” can blossom outside the surveillance and pressures of urban life.  
Tarr, Carrie. Reframing Difference : Beur and Banlieue filmmaking in France. Manchester University Press, 
2005. 
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to and repulsed by. Mécir is nevertheless inflected with a great deal more agency and eloquence 

than his counterpart in the play. The following is a fragment of conversation from the film 

scene of Paul and Mécir’s first date, at a Paris restaurant animated by the musicians of a soirée 

orientale (Arabic-themed party or club night): 

MECIR: Should I have sent out an invite? That’s done in your milieu, right? 
PAUL: What would you know?  
MECIR: What I can see. You all seem so sure of yourselves and at the same time so uptight. 
“Well-dressed, but just as soon out of style” (bien sapés, déjà démodés). Arrogant and proud. 
Outside of reality. As a result, how can we be surprised the world is headed in the wrong 
direction? 
PAUL: Oh really?  
MECIR: If it’s people like you pulling the strings. Insensitive and unscrupulous.  
PAUL: You’re speaking without knowing, based on appearances. You’re schematizing 
everything.  
MECIR: But I’m not talking about you. You’re not like them. Albeit, at the beginning... When you 
defended me, let’s just say I was pleasantly shocked. That’s the whole story! 
PAUL: It reminded me of my father and his mania for barking at people. 

 

At this, Mecir gets up to dance in front of Paul. Like the window of moral opportunity Taïa 

afforded his sex tourist protagonist in Le rouge…, here director Robert Salis departs from the 

bleak play and provides a less miserabilist horizon, an opportunity for the bourgeois character 

to redeem himself by righting the wrong when presented with a racist incident, as Paul does. 

Most importantly, Salis, who is less deterministic than Besset, grants new possibilities to 

mixed-race and mixed-class relationships, by allowing the once despondent Mécir to be 

constructively affected by actions which attempt to reverse the course of injustice.  

 In Les Grecs, Besset revisits a similar triangulation of desire between classes. The 

homosexual Alain’s seduction of posh husband Henri is interrupted by the appearance of the 

working-class Franco-Arab Osman, with the difference that in Les Grecs (2003), posterior to 

Grande Ecole (1995), the heart under dispute finally goes “home” with the Franco-Arab lover. 

A pivotal scene in Les Grecs occurs with Osman’s unannounced arrival at the dinner party, 

which has just turned a distressing corner once it is revealed that Alain (best friend of Lena’s, 

wife to Henri), who wants to sleep with Henri, finally gets the green light: 

OSMAN: (Speaking to Lena) I know you, you leave messages on the machine sometimes... and 
(looking at Alain) I’m not allowed to answer. Tonight, he told me: I’m going to have dinner at a 
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female friend’s. You don’t know her. They are not your kind of people (c’est pas des gens pour 
toi), you’ll get bored (Alain nods head vigorously). And then he said, while leaving: with some 
luck, I’ll bed her husband (je vais me taper son mari).  
LENA: He told you that?  
OSMAN: Just as I’m telling you now. (Alain sighs and covers face). I found the address, I made 
an itinerary, the street, the RER (train), I spied, I jumped the fence, I was circling the house, I 
heard your voices, then a female voice, well, your voice, and then nothing. You had gone to sleep 
and them two, they were going to screw like dogs. 
 

The scene delves into the awkwardness of two social circles intersecting where they 

“shouldn’t,” a breach of social segregation that is made possible by the gay character’s class 

tourism. Alain’s social and affective hostility— he snaps his fingers at Osman, tells him that he 

will fuck other men, finds it shameful that they are living together and tries to deny it— 

surfaces when clandestine relations are aired publicly, and most importantly, when visible (for 

judgment) to the bourgeois heterosexual couple. Husband and wife in turn criticize Alain’s 

impoliteness, his behaviour finding censure for the first time because of the serendipitous 

nature of the exposed tri-partite encounter. Besset indicates the unsustainability of a 

“schizophrenic,” classist, homosexual lifestyle— one that allows for certain moral indiscretions 

only in a clandestine mode— by orchestrating an embarrassing breach in the neat separation of 

worlds which serves as a lesson to Alain. This scene can initially be read as a critique of 

homosexual clandestinity tout court, but within a field of representations where such 

maintenance of clandestinity is most often associated with immigrant classes, the scene more 

implicitly stresses that clandestinity can be sought after by those for whom “outness” is 

possible. Alain re-enters the closet and attemps to remain hidden not out of sexual shame but 

rather class shame, as he may be seen to incarnate a bourgeois class tourism he elsewhere 

criticizes. 

 The dénouement of the scene cleverly uses the variable of Osman to throw the plot into 

an entirely new direction. Osman’s stereotypical “Arab” bisexuality is coded as received 

knowledge in Lena’s mind: “You also like women, right?/ Of course, I’m a man, after all./ 

Fuck me. Fuck me in front of these two faggots.” Lena and Osman form an alliance against the 

metrosexual husband and the urbane gay man, pointing out, with pejorative violence, the 
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masculine privilege that encourages surreptitious homosexuality behind the wife’s back. They 

make a spectacle of their heterosexuality, which in contrast does not need clandestine cover in 

order to express itself.  

 

Conclusion: Post-colonial “revenge”?: 

 In the literature at hand, the post-colonial trope of avenging affective injustice does not 

have to take the form of an explicit sexual encounter. Often its strongest instantiation takes the 

form of a practiced indifference, on the part of Franco-Arab literary characters, to the desires of 

non-Arab admirers, or in other words a willful denial of reciprocity. In many of the works 

profiled here, reciprocity is a casualty of the breakdown of hospitality within post-immigration 

circumstances. Parallel to this process, estranged parties position and consolidate themselves 

against one another in a hierarchy, through a process of “critical alterity,” or defining oneself 

through the other’s difference. This inaccessibility often leads to a deprivation of subjectivity in 

the Franco-Arab figures described by disappointed admirers, as Mitterrand and Cardon’s 

“voiding” and construction of Franco-Arab “dullness” makes clear. What some authors view, 

with noticeable frustration, as the opacity of Franco-Arab subjectivities can instead be read as a 

strategy of resistance against exploitation (Choukri and Mrabet are prominent examples). A 

wariness perhaps conducts the described Franco-Arab subjects— chided by Barthes and 

Cardon for their sexually “uncooperative” behavior— to forego a sexual reciprocity that might 

itself go perilously unreciprocated had they engaged in it: this fear is expressed in Taïa’s re-

writing of typical sex-tourism dynamics. Tali, however, in Incomparable, departs from the 

resentment-filled trope of “writing back,” by writing simultaneously (Camus and Tali agree to 

present their material at the same time), and in the process realizes that what seemed like an 

enchanted encounter actually gave way to an astonishing gap in cultural and political 

understanding, upon the discovery of which each party goes their own way. 
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 Franco-Arab writers more recently, however, have decided to revamp and alter this 

now cliché story of Franco/Arab mutual disenchantment. One method has been to create non-

Arab characters that obtain an almost subaltern status in light of the intensity of their own 

unreciprocated desires for Franco-Arabs. Bouraoui illustrates this, with her exploration of the 

vulnerable regions of sexual psychology and cross-ethnic attraction in Avant les hommes. Taïa 

has his sexual tourist figure taken captive by the poignancy of a situation in which he cannot 

help but sympathize with the spectacle of suffering before him, impossible to ignore. Jérémie in 

Bouraoui’s Avant..., suffers from an intelligibility and communication problem in regard to 

transmitting his own subjectivity to his interlocutor Sami, his desire just as painfully closeted as 

his Franco-Arab love object is free: “Sami does not know who I am really, and when I think 

about that it turns my heart upside down” (31). Jérémie’s desire is perilous, vertigo-inducing, 

and disorienting: we are far removed from the structuring recourse to “critical alterity”: “When 

I think of him, I’m jumping from a plane without a parachute, I’m free falling... I feel like a lost 

dog” (31-32). This deterritorialization is all the more marked because the object of admiration 

has, in contrast, such a secure grounding in his own identity, as perceived by Jérémie. Sami’ s 

well-working “compass” has thrown off Jérémie’s in light of its proximity. His infatuation with 

Sami leads to an unbearable confrontation with the fragile psychological roots of his 

masculinity. Such sexual (dis)orientation inaugurates an identity crisis in Jérémie, made 

manifest in a cry for help that calls for an egalitarian versatility, for a non-differentiation of 

roles and a sometimes violent collapse of their identities that would cast off the threat of 

hierarchy and submission. Thus, the psychological logic behind Jérémie’s ethnic solidarity 

reveals itself to be an erotic coveting of Sami’s more solid identity: “I could throw myself upon 

him, take hold of his neck, make him fall and crush my penis against his, I could follow him 

and then hide, I could call him by my first name (as if we had exchanged identities)” (66). 
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 Such a switch in victimhood—with the figures of the once-suffering Arab boy and the 

now-suffering admirer changing places— counters the surplus of miserabilism in the 

contemporary cultural representations we have studied of Franco-Arab men. Such depictions 

usually present Franco-Arab suffering as the fault of an unreceptive host or host country. For a 

filmic illustration, Selim Kechiouche and the late Yasmine Belmadi— the most well-known 

Franco-Arab faces in gay auteur cinema— have played the victim of unrequited love perhaps 

more than any others. Kechiouche’s tortured incarnation of Mécir in the film version of 

playwright Jean-Marie Besset’s Grande Ecole390 wears his heart on his sleeve and seems 

headed for romantic self-immolation. He becomes ensnared in his love for the bourgeois 

protagonist Paul, for whom Mécir finally constitutes merely a sexual rite of passage. Sexually 

enlightened via his experience with Mécir, Paul then discovers a more “authentic” and socially 

“appropriate” love for his aristocratic colleague Louis-Arnault. Kechiouche was also 

figuratively burned in Gael Morel’s Le Clan391 by his half-Algerian beloved (Thomas 

Dumerchez in the role of Olivier) when the latter discarded him for an older, non-banlieusard 

aviator, Kechiouche’s character finding himself in the position of writing one-way love 

letters392. Kechiouche’s body was stabbed and cannibalized in Ozon’s Les Amants criminels 

against the backdrop of a teenage romance from which he was the marginalized third. In the 

Besset play Les Grecs393 Kechiouche plays third proletarian fiddle again to an exquisite 

bourgeois conjugal drama as the lover of the wife’s gay best friend, and he finally suffers the 

aftermath for having assassinated Pasolini in Vie et mort de Pier Paolo Pasolini394.    

 Jean-Marie Besset—author of Les Grecs and Grande école— like Koltès and other 

writers identified in this chapter, have employed tropes of Franco-Arab sexuality to examine 

                                                
390 Salis, Robert (dir.). Grande école. Pyramide, 2004. 
391 Morel, Gael (dir.). Le Clan (Three Dancing Slaves). TLA releasing, 2004.  
392 See Chapter One for the plot synopsis of Le Clan, p. 97-98.  
393 Op. cit.. 
394 Azama, Michel. Vie et Mort de Pier Palo Pasolini. Jean Menaud, mise en scène. Vingtième Théâtre, May-
June 2003. 
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instances where the literary has intersected with issues of socio-political currency, in various 

ways. Such production expands upon a privileging of explorations of sexuality already 

underway in colonial but especially post-colonial North African literature (Ben Jelloun, 

Boudjedra, Djebar), as well as in European literature penned from North Africa (Gide, Orton, 

Barthes). The incitement to represent, a target of many theoretical interventions, becomes 

especially urgent when minorities (and sexual minorities within them) are designated and 

sexual confessions solicited. Franco-Arab and North African writers surveyed here find 

themselves in the unique situation of asserting their own sexualities while illustrating, in 

arresting anecdotes, the social and esthetic “merits” of clandestine sexuality.  

 While Franco-Arab, sexually dissident authors speaking in the tonality of the native 

informant have found considerable success, sometimes the writers selected in the media as the 

flag-bearers for sexual liberation provide counter-narratives to homo-normativity and sexual 

nationalism just as they fulfill the missions delegated to them.395 Abdellah Taïa, for instance, 

derails a cliché staple of erotic fiction— the tourist and the native— toward decidedly non-

erotic, socio-political territory. Yet Taïa, after making the point that the sexual exploitation of 

Moroccans has often been eclipsed by the more "interesting" fact of the sexual liberation of the 

voyagers and writers doing the exploiting, does not stop there, but rather describes what might 

happen had these voyagers been sensitive to the obvious indications of socio-economic 

disparity displayed by their sexual partners. Sexually dissident Franco-Arab authors writing 

today adopt a much more optimistic and entrepreneurial attitude towards this type of cross-

cultural contact. They view globalization as an opportunity and not just simply an occasion to 

lament cultural dilution or confusion, contrary to other prominent North African writers 

preceding them. Authors including Taïa, Rachid O., Farid Tali, and Nina Bouraoui have 

answered contemporary calls for the disclosure of "ethnic" sexuality, while at the same time 

                                                
395 “Sexual nationalism” is defined in Chapter One and the Introduction. 
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offering destabilizing answers. They have disclosed unusually frank stories of adolescent 

sexuality, have presented critical views of sex tourism, and have explored the fractures of 

“European” masculinity. In writers from Frédéric Mitterand to Bouraoui, Franco-Arab men 

have been fashioned as “virilities of reference,” as figures against which to measure 

masculinity, and also, more insidiously, degrees of culture and modernity. In her recent work, 

Bouraoui described a teenager for whom Franco-Arab masculinity helped anchor his 

homosexuality. The author opposed this process of orientation to the boy’s mother, who 

incarnated 60s-era philosophies of sexual liberty and self-experimentation. Thus, in Avant les 

hommes, she offers genealogies of "negligent parenting" and relates them to a teenage 

turbulence that worships virility to the point of sexual rebellion. She also articulates, in Poupée 

Bella, a dystopian vision of an LGBT milieu in which lesbian/gay segregation— triggered by 

gay men's desire for an exclusionary virility— triggers the breakdown of a mixed-gender 

friendship. 

 While Bouraoui explores the moral ambivalence of Franco-Arab virility, the 

playwright Bernard-Marie Koltès offers a militantly valorizing portrayal of ethnic virility. He 

specifies the social utility of virility in his plays and speaks of the cultural contribution of 

immigration to Europe in his candid interviews. Like Bouraoui, Koltès singles out French 

perceptions of virility as a terrain (that reflects matters) of political sensitivity. The ethics of 

hospitality (as well as its accompanying "risks") are significantly tested by inter-ethnic 

dynamics portrayed in this literature. The sexual component of hospitality—giving, receiving, 

exchanging— is emphasized by Koltès specifically through relations between men, negotiated 

with dramatic difficulty.  

 Koltès presents a striking contrast to what has become a tradition in gay-authored 

accounts of the Arab Other, from Gide to Barthes to Frédéric Mitterrand: the description of the 

"difficult" yet attractive Arab boy. Emerging from a citational Orientalist fabric—with travel 
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writers quoting and imitating each other, even partaking in the same exploits— authors like 

Renaud Camus, Patrick Cardon, and Mitterrand have produced self-representations or fictional 

stories in which cultured, sensitive French intellectuals are anguished by their attraction to what 

they believe are non-intelligent boys, producing dynamics in which the intensity of sexual 

attraction is inversely proportional to the degree of intellectual harmony.  

 This produces a range of effects. In Camus, the survival of French culture is imperiled 

by virilist, "dull," anti-intellectual immigrants. Though Camus chaperoned young Franco-Arab 

authors like Farid Tali toward publication, culture and class-based discordances abounded even 

in the collaboration penned with his protégé, pointing the way toward Camus' future political 

stances against immigration. The trope of the suffering French victim of unrequited love is 

novel in light of literary and cinematic precedents that reverse that equation, presenting spurned 

Arab and Franco-Arab lovers suffering perpetually in a miserabilist mode. In contemporary 

times, the trope has been taken up by half-French half-Algerian writers (like Nina Bouraoui) 

who stress that, as far as a coveted “ethnic” masculinity is concerned, the “Arab boy” is now an 

object of envy that can induce suffering in their admirers.  

 Like Bouraoui, authors such as Farid Tali, Taïa, and to a lesser extent Rachid O. defy 

the niche market demands of titillating sexual disclosure by writing in the expected sexual 

frame, while pursuing storylines which are not always erotic and weigh on the conscience. Like 

Koltès, who provokes guilt about colonial wrongs and their post-colonial extensions, these 

Franco-Arab writers engage with the rhetorical exercise of luring the reader in and then, while 

their attention is held, subjecting them to a captivating lesson about class, poverty, and 

sexuality. They force a social familiarity and intimacy across race and class that would 

arguably not be feasible between the characters during their everyday itineraries. In this light, 

the mode of social solicitation evident in Franco-Arab prostitution, hustling, and in the 



 

 

260 
 

everyday act of accosting passers-by, is investigated. It is stressed that a dire social need, 

exacerbated by class segregation, exists for cross-class and cross-cultural contact.  

 This “need” however, as Koltès shows, need not be uni-directional: the socially 

privileged party can also articulate his or her need for exposure to working-class "integrity," 

which is then expressed in class tourism and an "erotics of poverty." In contrast to the 

misanthropic "client" character in Koltès’ In the Solitude of the Cotton Fields — embodying all 

the stereotypes of gay "anti-sociality" as described by Leo Bersani— playwright Jean-Marie 

Besset outlines the portrait of a "bourgeois," bi-curious, metrosexual who establishes a 

sexuality of political solidarity with his Franco-Arab lover, a relationship significantly tested 

and limited by the equally "bourgeois" tendency of temporary, fashionable experimentation.  
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CHAPTER FOUR: Cinema and the Surveillance of Minorities 
 
 

ADRIEN: …That’s your life Mehdi. A shitty little life with a recipe for success, but where 
does that lead you? Will you fuck everyone? You don’t respect anything. You married Sarah 
because she comes from a moneyed family. You sleep with men but you spit on gays. Is that 
what life is for, to betray your wife and your friends? 
MEHDI: (Shouting) I make sure laws are respected! But I don’t lecture anyone! You shouldn’t 
judge me!... 
ADRIEN: You’re a predator Mehdi, a little vengeful man who wants to consume everything. 
MEHDI: (Laughing) A traitor, a predator, like every other member of my race, right?...I wasn’t 
born with a bouquet of flowers up my ass, I get through life as best I can. 
ADRIEN: Spare me the social lament. 

 
    From André Téchiné’s film Les Témoins (2007). 
 
 
Introduction: 
 
 While literary explorations of sexuality, immigration, and multi-ethnic France have, 

perhaps in light of the medium, kept a place for the secret, the intimate, and the clandestine, 

most cinematic explorations have been much less sensitive in this regard. Much mainstream 

cinema on these topics exposes the sexual activities of banlieusard or immigration-issued 

populations in a type of tell-all documentary mode, unshy about performing a sexual 

ethnography of the banlieue. The visual, however, does not necessarily need to exist in 

opposition to the clandestine, as demonstrated by the offerings of directors André Téchiné, 

Jacques Audiard, and Sébastien Lifshitz, all of whom have found subtle ways of representing 

the public-private distinction on screen, a distinction that has often been politically ethnicized. 

Characters of (North) African or immigrant background have often been portrayed as 

hypocritically saying (and doing) one thing in private and another in public, in regard to 

sexuality. This comes at the expense of interrogating the notion of sexual disclosure and its 

imperative in “sexual modernity.” Though the word "clandestinité" is usually employed in a 

context of immigration, it branches from that usage to describe sexual practices and 

sometimes identities that insist on remaining unspoken, even taking pleasure in silence and 

non-information. The representation of "sexualité clandestine" in film— a medium which has 

the capacity to speak in images, through dialogue, or a combination of both— prompts us to 
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interrogate how one might speak the unspoken, how one signifies by withholding, and how 

this slow-release game feeds into another structurally similar game, that of generating 

eroticism. A further question always emerges when the subject is a sexual discourse that is 

antithetical to publicity: where exactly is clandestine sexuality spoken, in what kinds of 

spaces? When contemporary sexual “enlightenment” calls for hyper-visibility in the city 

center, the decision to avoid disclosure becomes a peripheral idea and often finds its most 

comfortable filmic expression in those other spatial peripheries, the banlieues and the 

transitional districts of Paris populated by a diverse cross-section of ethnic and sexual 

minorities.396 Ironically, as I will show, a cultural medium (cinema) that operates at the level 

of visual exposure can, more adeptly than some less “expository” media, sensitively explored 

the public/private distinction in relation to immigration.397  

 The brand of cinema that exposes immigrant sexuality has visited all of the hot-button 

scandals that have seized the French media, and in many cases has not just reflected but also 

contributed to the launching of debates and controversies. Though the films studied here 

address various historical moments, most of the issues (in regard to the politicization of 

sexuality) that they address have been steadily gathering steam in the post-trente glorieuses 

period, during which jobs became scarce in a stagnant labor market, with immigrants more 

heavily scrutinized for “intolerable” differences.398 The late 2000s especially saw these issues 

converge in a kind of critical mass. But this public emphasis on immigrant sexualities has not 

gone unheeded: ushering in for the first time a more self-critical awareness of the 

disproportional place of sexuality in immigration debates, with immigrants, ethnic minority 

populations and also scholars beginning to address sexual vilification in public forums.  

                                                
396 “Sexual modernity,” of which this “enlightenment” is a part, is explained in the Introduction to the 
dissertation.  
397 For a fuller analysis of the public/private distinction and immigrant attitudes toward it—as well as  
psychoanalytical perspectives on these topics—see the conclusion of Chapter Two.  
398 The “trente glorieuses” refer to the post-WWII period, up until the oil crisis, during which France saw 
accelerated development. 
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One of the most recurrent targets of vilification has been Franco-Arab and banlieusard 

virility, deemed “sexist,” out of touch with contemporary “French” understandings of gender 

relations, and violent. Within the representations of that virility on-screen, “homosexualization” 

has been an especially prevalent medium for critiquing it. While this has been a feature of films 

that demonize such virilities, it has also occurred in avant-garde, gay auteur cinema that seeks to 

rehabilitate the image of such men. The veteran trans activist/journalist Hélène Hazera once joked 

that an “Arab” actor in French film has a 99% chance of his first (break-“out”) role being a gay 

one.399 This casting of gayness, I argue, is an element of a cinematic ritual that permits the 

introduction of cultural difference on screen. The casting of gayness reflects, in some instances, a 

backlash against a “macho Arab virility” that is perceived to be hurtful, with the machismo 

depicted as foreign, regressive, and intrusive. This generates representations in which “Arab” 

protagonists are invariably shown to suffer on their own, most often because of a suggested 

bisexual confusion, schizophrenia or an inability to reconcile their sexuality with their origins. 

 More interestingly however, in certain films the casting of gayness occurs not through 

the imposition of “western” sexual models on “Arabs,” but rather through the eroticization of 

cross-cultural or inter-ethnic contact. In Téchiné’s Les Innocents and Salis’ Grande école, 

otherwise heterosexual male protagonists dally in homosexuality exceptionally, only with 

Franco-Arab men. To give a more concrete illustration of the place of gay roles in Franco-

Arab male actors’ itineraries, I’ve compiled a list (using IMDB) of the most prominent 

Franco-Arab actors in French show-business that examines whether they have played 

homosexuals, bisexuals, or trans characters, and whether these parts were played in the early 

stages of their careers (some values include a plus sign, to indicate that the actors have played 

additional roles whose homosexual character was ambiguous or merely suggested).400 In this 

                                                
399 Personal conversation with journalist Hélène Hazera, July 2011. 
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selection of popular actors, eight out of ten have taken up LGBT roles, five multiple times, 

and six early on in their careers. If one counts the trans or homosexual roles taken up by 

Chou-chou’s Gad El Maleh (of Moroccan Jewish heritage), Pédale Dure’s Dany Boon (born 

Daniel Hamidou to an Algerian father and French mother) and Le Clan’s Nicolas Cazalé 

(with Algerian ancestry on his grandmother’s side), the numbers rise to eleven out of 

thirteen.401 Auteur directors who often visit sexual themes— André Téchiné, François Ozon, 

and Gaël Morel—have repeatedly cast Franco-Arab actors in LGBT roles.402  

 In this chapter we briefly consider the large corpus of films that vilify immigrant 

virility (several of which are briefly considered in Chapter One), before focusing on a 

selection of innovative films that have sought to rehabilitate it or show its continued 

importance in society.403 In the cinema of Audiard and Richet, we gain an understanding of 

                                                                                                                                                   
400  

Male Actors Homosexual role? Number of times? Early on? 
    
Yasmine Belmadi Yes 2+ Yes 
Sami Bouajila Yes 3+ Yes 
Jamel Debbouze No N/A N/A 
Abdellatif Kechiche Yes 1 Yes 
Salim Kechiouche Yes 4+ Yes 
Jalil Lespert Yes 1+ Yes 
Samy Naceri No N/A N/A 
Smaïn Yes 1 No 
Roschdy Zem  Yes 1 No 
Malik Zidi Yes 2+ Yes 

 
401 In the following films, respectively, Gad El Maleh plays an Algerian transvestite, Dany Boon plays one half 
of a gay couple trying to conceive with a surrogate mother, and Nicolas Cazalé plays a turbulent teen who 
frequents transsexual prostitutes and has a sexually ambivalent relationship with his brothers.  
Allouache, Merzak (dir.). Chou-chou. Warner Brothers France, 2003. 
Aghion, Gabriel (dir.). Pédale dure. Galfin, 2004. 
Morel, Gaël (dir.). Le Clan. Sépia productions, 2004.  
402 Though “auteur cinema” is a highly subjective notion, most definitions maintain that an “auteur” (“author” in 
French) director is one whose personal vision manages to get conveyed no matter the modes of production or 
technologies that might otherwise impact the film esthetically. 
403 Some filmic examples that have most famously vilified immigrant or Franco-Arab virility are: the two 
popular films La Squale and La Journée de la jupe, as well as the documentary La Cité du mâle. La Squale 
recounts the tale of a banlieusard girl with a violent reputation who engineers the death of neighborhood 
gangleader who terrorized girls by organizing gangrapes. All young men in the film are depicted as being hyper-
violent and sexist, and most of the young women too. La Journée de la jupe is a made-for-TV film starring 
Isabelle Adjani in the role of a French Literature teacher whose insubordinate banlieusard students drive her to 
take them hostage at gunpoint: her great demand is that a national holiday be instituted, “Skirt Day” in honor of 
the right to wear skirts no matter where one resides, against the climate of “sexual terror” in the banlieues. The 
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the way virility animates various homo-social orders, from authorities to delinquents, from 

criminals to prisoners. Téchiné also meditates on these dynamics through the depiction of a 

singular character: a Franco-Arab policeman who polices sexuality just as he explores it. In 

Lifshitz and Doueiri’s films, we come to understand the interconnections and mutual 

attractions between the sexual and ethnic minorities who have historically been the objects of 

the authorities’ scrutiny.404 A recurrent thread throughout this chapter is the policing of 

sexuality, which can take various forms and come from unexpected perspectives. The way the 

sexualities of depicted characters shift in and out of a “French-ness” confused with sexual 

modernity, becoming more or less foreign, will also be analyzed. 

 
 
Rehabilitating virility: 
 
 In contemporary times, a group of critically-respected French film-makers have 

broken with condemnations of Franco-Arab virility by offering alternative interpretations of 

virility which valorize that which appeared “threatening,” all while questioning the casting of 

virility as a regressive trait no longer necessary in society. Such valorizations interrogate 

stereotypes while simultaneously indicating that “novel” or atypical castings of Franco-Arabs 

as artists, writers, or homosexuals should not be seen as such.  

 One director who performs this operation time and time again is André Téchiné. In 

                                                                                                                                                   
male students in the class threaten physical and sexual violence, make impossible any meaningful classroom 
discussion, and bring guns to school. The girls are portrayed as un-feminine in their speech and dress, with one 
storyline focusing on the most “masculine” and violent of the girls, who is shown to be in denial of having been 
raped. Adjani won a César award for her role, France’s equivalent to the Oscars. La Cité…  is examined in the 
introduction to Chapter One.  
Genestal, Fabrice (dir.). La Squale. Cine Nomine, 2000.  
Lilienfeld, Jean-Paul (dir.). La Journée de la jupe. Arte Films, 2008.  
404 On a more general level, this commerce between the virilistic and the sexually alternative mirrors the kind of 
intersection of groups alluded to in sociologist Nilufer Göle's Interpénétrations; she speaks of a common scene 
in Europe’s public spaces, in which two active minorities (a term borrowed from Serge Moscovici), one sexually 
alternative and the other culturally or ethnically differentialist, have erupted into public space and are therefore 
meeting in inevitable ways, just as the sociologically “active” spaces of Paris’ Pigalle and Châtelet (where an 
LGBT population mixes with a banlieusard youth culture exiting the RER trains) demonstrate.  
Göle, Nilüfer. Interpénétrations: l'Islam et l'Europe. Éditions Galaade, 2005. 
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Les Témoins (The Witnesses)405, Téchiné casts Franco-Arab actor Sami Bouajila (who won 

the 2008 César for best actor with this role) as Mehdi, a character constructed in opposition to 

the received knowledge supposing eternal antagonism between Franco-Arab populations and 

the police.406 Téchiné invests Mehdi with many character traits dispelling media 

representations— like deference to the law and reverence for the military— to the degree that 

Mehdi seems to embody, at first glance, an idealistic counter-type rather than a character on a 

human scale. He plays a cop, a leader of a brigade des moeurs, a sort of morality police in 

charge of combating prostitution and sex in public. A recent father, he is married to a 

moneyed, blond, Jewish children's novelist played by Emmanuelle Béart in the character of 

Sarah, whose father takes him out on excursions at the local aviation club. Téchiné goes to 

great lengths to show that Mehdi’s deference to his wife and accommodation of 

responsibilities relating to the baby, actually stem from his virility—portrayed as a sense of 

responsibility— rather than a repression of it. Whereas Sarah distinctly lacks mothering 

instincts, ironic in light of her chosen profession, Mehdi naturally fills the void of 

unperformed diaper-changes and formula preparation, berating her all the while to care more 

about her offspring. He also accepts his wife's proposition of an open marriage, wherein each 

partner can sleep with others as they choose, without any real sign of jealousy. Outwardly, he 

shows few signs of machismo, other than in the choice of his profession.  

 Mehdi seems to have been in a superficial sense androgynized, in terms of his 

relationship with his wife. Téchiné, however, manages to visually explain how what might be 

considered in Mehdi a singular form of effeminacy amounts instead to the unacknowledged 

underside of a cultured virility, visible in positive images like deference to family and rule-

                                                
405 Téchiné, André (dir.). Les Témoins. SBS Films, 2007. 
406 Another important exception is Julien Duvivier’s 1937 film Pépé le Moko, a thriller which features the 
character “Inspector Slimane,” a detective of Maghrebi descent, who is portrayed with a marked degree of sexual 
ambivalence, barely dissimulating feelings of attraction for the subject of his manhunt, the escaped French 
robber Pépé. 
Duvivier, Julien (dir.). Pépé le Moko. Criterion Collection, 2004.   
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based homo-social systems (the police). Such a casting appears singular because it contrasts 

with the image of the hyper-virile Franco-Arab younger delinquent resisting assimilation—at 

polar opposites from the mature policeman. Mehdi’s policing of public mores on the one hand 

expresses a controlling virility, but his surveillance of his wife’s care-taking arises rather out 

of worry for their child. The lack of jealousy in regards to his wife expresses not a neutered 

virility but rather a heightened heterosexuality, in which Sarah's disarming beauty brings him 

to accept whatever open arrangement she requests.  

 This code-switching is made possible by the placement of Mehdi’s character, a 

policeman after all, on the pivot of the public/private distinction: what appears one way on the 

“outside” (on the job) carries an alternative meaning on the “inside” (at home or in private). 

Thus, Mehdi’s aggression at rooting out vice only applies to violations that occur in public, en 

flagrant délit; the private sphere, and all circumstances of non-sollicitation, never face 

prosecution in the film. The fact that the burden of proof for prosecuting a “morality” crime 

remains high and requires, as the film’s title suggests, “witnesses,” coupled with Mehdi’s 

unwillingness to investigate the private realm, subtly evokes Islamic laws regarding 

prosecutions of proscribed sexuality, which must display a degree of public flagrancy to 

warrant punishment. 

 The relationship of filial piety to virility is also invoked by francophone Lebanese 

director Ziad Doueiri in his adaptation of the novel by Chimo, Lila dit ça, a dramatic tale of 

inter-racial love in the “ghetto.”407 The male Franco-Arab protagonist, a handsome young 

man also named Chimo, shows attentive and loving respect to his over-worked mother, the 

flip side of “manly” protective instincts. At first, he seems visually androgynous: in a 

portrayal by the actor Mohammed Khouas, Chimo displays long curls framing smooth skin, 

gleaming cheekbones and curling lips, supplemented by his soft-spoken voice articulating his 

                                                
407 Doueiri, Ziad (dir.). Lila Says (Lila dit ça). Samuel Goldwyn Films, 2005. 
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writerly personality. Yet this effeminate, “atypical” personal styling stems not from a 

rejection of the conventions of a stereotypical Franco-Arab masculinity, whatever they may 

be, but is rather an expression of the healthiness of the mother-son relationship, stemming 

from a filial education that has instilled self-confidence and attention paid to one’s 

appearance. Understood this way, Chimo’s “Arab” male education appears in a valorizing 

sense typical, all the more useful for how it prepares him for his successful courtship of the 

beautiful, blonde Lila, the central intrigue of the film.  

 The painting of a portrait as an inversion of expectations follows the same logic 

presented in yet another film by Téchiné, La Fille du RER.408 That film is based upon Jean-

Marie Besset’s play RER409, itself based upon a scandalous fait divers (news item) in which a 

young girl was reported to have been attacked, partially undressed and marked with swastika 

at knifepoint by a gang of boys of black and Arab descent, before the allegedly anti-semitic 

act was later revealed to have been fabricated.410 The images of the delinquent youth were 

readily consumed by the media, ready to believe the “believable.” They contrast sharply with 

the lone representation in the film of a man of North African background: a soft-spoken, 

eloquent Samaritan waiting for an RER train, who seeks to help the young girl in distress, 

inquiring about the self-inflicted cuts on her face and asking whether she might require 

medical assistance; she remains silent, conflicted, unable to make eye contact with him. To 

follow the code-switching logic presented here, such gentlemanly inquiry, as to an unknown 

woman’s state, is itself the flip side of a commonplace motif according to which single 

women at train stations are constantly harassed by gangs of young Arab and black men. 

Solicitation of the opposite sex is not condemned but rather switched to a positive 

connotation, becoming an element of chivalrous virility. 

                                                
408 Téchiné, André (dir.). La Fille du RER. UGC films, 2009.  
409 Besset, Jean-Marie (writ.). RER. L’Avant-scène Théâtre, 2009.  
410 The paper’s mea culpa  read: “This newstory sounded much too right. But there you have it, what is 
realistic/believable (vraisemblable) is not what’s real.” Editorial. “La faute et le défi”. Le Monde 15 July 2004. 
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 Perhaps the most recently important film making a commentary on Franco-Arab 

virility, Jacques Audiard and screen-writer Abdel Raouf Zifri's, in Un Prophète, offer a 

valorizing counter-narrative by setting their coming-of-age tale in a prison, a setting which 

outwardly seems to foster survival-of-the-fittest attitudes, but which reveals itself to be a 

laboratory for moral instruction. The film, which achieved considerable transatlantic success, 

resulted in a promotion opportunity for Zifri’s previous biopic of virile criminality, Mesrine411 

(French release 2008), on the notorious gangster of the same name, also directed by Jean-

François Richet and released in the States after Un Prophète. Un Prophète puts pressure on a 

dominant grid of representations which has it that Muslims are socially reclusive “outsiders” 

and Franco-Arab youth are criminally inclined: such views reify their difference by stressing 

and stigmatizing what are assumed to be deep-seated machismo and homophobia.  

 The film describes the way in which the “homophobic” environment of the French 

prison system— in which immigration-issued men as well as regional minorities (Corsicans) 

are over-represented— morphs into a world strongly structured by homo-affective, and 

occasionally homosexual allegiances. The homosexual link is incarnated by a well-respected, 

incarcerated drug kingpin of North African background (Hichem Yacoubi in the role of 

Reyeb), whose purported sexual preferences (if not his sexual identity) are indicated by his 

predilection for prison fellatio. Instead of feeding into the stereotype of the imprisoned, 

isolated effeminate type who invariably becomes l'homo de service (loosely, the homosexual 

who serves others, in all senses of the word), Audiard and Zifri portray the kingpin as well-

connected to the prison population as well as to outside gangsters. Reyeb has enough sway 

with the prison guards to ornately decorate his cell and receive personal visits, possibly 

sexual, from other inmates (and most crucially, from the protagonist). A panoply of visual 

codifications including tweezed eyebrows, blonde highlights, and taste in fine literature cast 

                                                
411 Richet, Jean-François (dir.). Mesrine. La Petite reine, 2008. 
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him as a character who might seem effete, but who also constitutes a leader-type threatening 

enough to warrant a Corsican hit being placed on his head. 

 The film depicts this difficult-to-categorize homosexuality only to very brusquely kill 

it off in one of the film's initial scenes. The protagonist Malik, played by Tahar Rahim, an 

unseasoned, aimless young man as yet unprepared for the harshness and politicking of prison 

life, is recruited by an incarcerated Corsican crime boss (Niels Arestrup in the role of César) 

who pulls the strings of both the prison guards and criminals on the outside. He coerces Malik 

into working for him as an arabe de service, cleaning up after him, serving him food, by 

presenting him with an ultimatum: either you kill Reyeb the enemy druglord, or you yourself 

will be killed. This state of affairs plunges Rahim into distress: his fear eventually 

overshadows any bond he might have sustained with another Franco-Arab inmate within a 

prison system where allegiances are heavily determined by ethnic background. The depiction 

of Corsicans in the film is monolithically negative, with few redeeming points apart from the 

very fragile fairweather agreement between Rahim and the Corsican crime boss César, 

exchanging services for protection and meager benefits. The prevalent stereotype according to 

which Corsicans are the most racist toward North Africans is not critically assessed or 

nuanced over the course of the film, in which Corsicans appear to lack a sense of homo-

affective solidarity (monopolized by the Muslim inmates) that eventually proves their 

undoing.   

 Malik has access to the Franco-Arab “homosexual” target, because, in a previous 

scene taking place in the showers, Reyeb unsuccessfully solicits sexual services from a 

shocked and angry Malik. In the same conversation, Reyeb proposes that Malik request cell 

block B with the other cousins (Muslims) and also proposes hashish in exchange for sexual 

favors. Malik remembers this exchange when devising a plan under Corsican pressure to kill 

Reyeb, and agrees to perform fellatio on him, in order to gain access to his cell. In the next 
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shower cell, Reyeb asks Malik to step back, turn around, and remove his hands from the 

crotch area so he can examine his “goods,” introducing the notion that Reyeb’s is not merely a 

substitutive prison homosexuality. For his part, Malik feels threatened at the core of his 

sexuality, frustratedly examining heterosexual pornography after finishing his shift in the 

prison workshop, where he has beaten up a weaker prisoner to let off steam. Reyeb receives 

Malik’s clandestine visit with effusive hospitality; the encounter is framed as a warm, 

brotherly, inter-Arab house call, rather than an explicit exchange of sex for money or favors. 

Malik, whose thoughts are busily elsewhere, cannot contribute to the warm tenor of their 

conversation, unresponsive to the man's overtures of hospitality and a mentoring relationship 

that would have plausibly gained him as many if not more advantages as his tenuous alliance 

with César. Reyeb offers Malik beverages, shows him books, speaks of religion, and stresses 

the importance of reading and education, in a way that instills the sense that this man, despite 

his criminal background, is a relative force for "good," a possible provider of sanctuary, and 

an inter-generational educator in the classical sense, standing apart from the overall harshness 

that reigns in the prison. Importantly, this generosity is depicted as originating in both his 

homosexuality and his sense of Arab hospitality— both acting as homo-social connectors— 

in a way that remains robustly ambiguous about their possibly overlapping nature. Such 

question marks are suspended, for a time, with Reyeb’s brutal murder by razorblade. 

 Extending upon this overlap, the arabe de service (embodied by Malik) here 

encounters a situation in which he becomes the homo de service, participating in the 

homosexual service economy instrumental to power hierarchies in the prison system. The 

circumstances themselves seemed designed to illuminate a parallel between types of 

servitude, yet at this early point in the film a nascent homo-social, fraternal bond meets a 

tragic end when Reyeb is murdered by Malik, an internecine crime engineered by a rival 

Corsican brotherhood invested with a stereotypical racism against Arab, with the Corsicans 
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happy to see internal collapse just as two Franco-Arab inmates were constructing an alliance. 

One gets the impression that Malik grasped much too late the parallels between himself and 

Reyeb, losing out on opportunities for social promotion; a situation he rectifies later in the 

film. After this initial trauma, Malik adjusts course and spends the rest of the film seeking to 

atone for a bad decision made under duress, by exploiting his Corsican servitude to better 

subvert his masters from below, finally destroying them from within just as they had him tear 

the fabric of internal (Arab) solidarity.412 

  Such a move has definite echoes in the realm of a certain queer theory, with 

ostensibly weak or stereotypical positions inhabited intentionally, in order to better flip the 

tables by code-switching and turning a defensive position into an offensive one, using one’s 

sexuality along the way. Judith Butler said as much in her interpretation of the film Paris is 

Burning413, in which black drag queens inhabit “caricatures” of an idealized femininity they 

ostensibly cannot match, yet form strong communal solidarities as a result.414 This take on the 

film, however, has been critiqued by both bell hooks and Leo Bersani for contrasting 

reasons.415 Malik’s servitude turns out to be only surface-level because, in a play on the 

                                                
412 This trope of “revenge from within” appears in several other films in this corpus, for instance, La Squale, in 
which vulnerable teenage girls defeat the young men tormenting the community by posing as easy girls and 
penetrating to the core of that underground. Less empowering, more self-destructive examples include Baise 
moi, in which a victim of rape wields her sexuality to better access intimate situations for her ensuing killing 
spree. Finally, Les Amants criminels showcases a female high-schooler who wants to murder a Franco-Arab  
classmate she (falsely) accuses of gang-rape; she lures him in by incarnating the “bourgeois slut” character she 
believes he fantasizes about.  
Genestal, Fabrice (dir.). La Squale. Cine Nomine, 2000.  
Despentes, Virginie and Trinh Thi, Coralie (dir.). Baise moi. Canal +, 2000.  
Ozon, François (dir.). Les amants criminels. Fidélité Productions, 1999. 
413 Livingston, Jennie (dir.). Paris is Burning. Miramax films, 1990.  
414 Butler, Judith. Bodies that Matter: On the Discursive Limits of “Sex”. New York: Routledge, 1993.  
415 In Homos, Bersani writes that such drag performances idealizing femininity do not meaningfully subvert 
gender norms. They would merely be instances of “spectacular disrespect.” Bell hooks acknowledges the queer 
potential of this drag performance but critiques the fact that the femininity idealized in the film is coded as 
exclusively “white.” While this reading is valid for the testimony of a couple of interviewees, the dominant 
theme advanced in the film has to do with a richly hybrid “Ball culture” that takes in influences from the more 
racially “complex” or abstract worlds of martial arts, ballet and the gay African-American traditions of 
“reading”, “snaps”, and “house music” in addition to the then very “white” world of high-fashion.  
 Here is an excerpt from bell hook’s critique: “For black males to take appearing in drag seriously, be 
they gay or straight, is to oppose a heterosexist representation of black manhood…Yet the subversive power of 
those images is radically altered when informed by a racialized fictional construction of the 'feminine' that 
suddenly makes the representation of whiteness as crucial to the experience of female impersonation as gender, 
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master-slave relationship, the teenage Malik goes from being a blank slate to learning the 

mechanisms of the mafia "trade," absorbing their language (Italian) and mannerisms. In a 

mise-en-abîme or mirror-effect of method acting, Tahar Rahim’s Malik gives a lesson in naive 

immersion through his character, whose survivalist talent consists in being able to improvise, 

mimic his superiors, and adapt to any situation. This “queer” ability magnifies his success in 

inverse proportion to how "dumb" or uninformed he initially makes himself appear, an 

impression the Corsicans have of him that proves fatal.  

 It is this malleability of character that also gets formed into the shape of a “Muslim” 

conscience, via the later phantomatic apparitions of the murdered Reyeb— who like the angel 

Gabriel in the Qur’an exhorts him at night to “read!” (“Iqra!”)— building up an escapist 

mysticism that will eventually help Malik “escape” prison in the film’s reality. The french 

subtitles at this juncture mistranslate the word as “speak,” taking away from the miracle of the 

Prophet reading while being illiterate. Malik is also notably illiterate; after receiving 

encouragement from his guardian angel Reyeb, he begins classes along with other 

incarcerated Muslims.  

 The respective homosocialities of the incarcerated Corsicans and the Muslims are 

again contrasted when it comes to the moral connotations of virility. Audiard and Zifri’s film 

contributes to the politicized conversation about the perils of unrestrained virility in France, 

dramatized in the media, by asserting that not all virilities are equal. On the one hand, there is 

a first school of virility in which spectacular and memorable displays of violence constitute 

the common currency leading to the making and breaking of reputations, embodied by the 

Corsicans. A second school of virility, regimented and restrained by constant reference to 

                                                                                                                                                   
that is to say when the idealized notion of the female/feminine is really a sexist idealization of white 
womanhood. This is brutally evident in Jennie Livingston's new film Paris is Burning. Within the world of the 
black gay drag ball culture, she depicts, the idea of womanness and femininity is totally personified by 
whiteness." 
hooks, bell.. "Is Paris Burning?" In Black Looks: Race and Representation. South End, 1992, p. 145-156. 
Bersani, Leo. Homos. Op. cit..  
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Islamic principles, avoids drugs, dirty money, and needless violence: it appears here as an 

antidote to the unfocused, solidarity-less virility of the first type. The secular, anything-goes 

crime world stands in opposition to the defensive, minimal virility of Muslim brotherhoods. 

That the "secret agent" behind Malik’s transition between the two is coded as homosexually-

inclined and is integrated in the Muslim community can be taken as an argument against 

attempts to portray Franco-Arab masculinity as unequivocally "homophobic.” Through the 

character of Reyeb, homosexuality appears as an intermediary glue permitting transitions and 

unusual contacts. His apparitions evoke something mystical, a permissive Sufi Islam 

(supported by his whirling dervish apparition) in which Reyeb’s flamboyance and eccentricity 

find a home. In the end, his premature martyrdom magnifies his spiritual, haunting character. 

As seen in the previous chapter on literature, homo-social/homosexually-inclined figures 

almost magically fuse worlds thought to be discrete, progressively getting past intransigent 

antinomies.  

 
The sexualization of authority: 
 
 Like the incarcerated communities in Un Prophète, the police order constitutes 

another school of virility in competition with others for dominance, explored especially in the 

cinema of Jean-François Richet and to a lesser extent that of Téchiné. An examination of the 

police/criminal dynamic exposes the policing of sexuality that sometimes stem from these 

predominantly male, homo-social institutions. These directors also dramatize the relationship 

between homo-sociality and authority, as well as contestations thereof. 

 In Les Témoins, Téchiné makes clear that the surfacing of Mehdi’s homosexuality 

does not clash with the structure of his day-to-day life as a police officer; rather, policework 

provides the secretive conditions necessary for clandestine sexuality to thrive. This is evident 

in the film’s depiction of the homosexual affair between Mehdi and Manu, a handsome recent 

arrival to Paris originally from the provinces. As the voice narrating the film, Mehdi’s wife 
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Sarah finds herself explaining— at each juncture where Mehdi and Manu find a moment to 

escape into a secretive intimacy— just how they have managed to assure the clandestine 

nature of their encounters. Such meetings seemingly always involve agreements between 

men; first via the flying club privileges handed down from Sarah’s father to Mehdi and then 

to Manu; secondly, via an under-the-table arrangement between Mehdi’s police division and a 

centre de loisirs (camping resort) hidden away in the countryside, where Mehdi has found a 

job for Manu.            

 Often, it is due to the fact of the police being an order built on male camaraderie that 

the sexual nature of bonds within it escapes scrutiny. Some of the central tenets of Mehdi’s 

morality brigade are secrecy (raids kept undisclosed till the last minute) and irreproachability 

(it is difficult to scrutinize policemen, as many ordinary people wishing to contest their 

actions have found). The impermeable nature of the male order set in place by police 

structures is made evident when Manu’s sister makes a surprise visit to see her brother at the 

vacation club. While on her way to Manu’s cabin, a policeman intercedes and declares that 

Manu is busy, offering that she wait in the family area, far away from what is implied to be a 

homosexual tryst hidden behind a police barrier. We witness a privileging of the homosocial 

that speaks to the power and paradoxical “publicness” of an unapologetic clandestinity: this 

joins with the concept of the “publicly private” elaborated by Patricia Lange, discussed in 

Chapter One in regard to internet self-publicity.416 Thus Téchiné shows that what at first 

seemed to be unrealistically “novel”— a Franco-Arab officer who polices homosexuals yet 

also engages in homosexual sex— is not a directorial indulgence but rather a thematic 

extension of his meditation on fraternal orders of various types.417  

                                                
416 Lange, P. G.. “Publicly private and privately public: Social networking on YouTube”. Journal of Computer-
Mediated Communication. 13(1), article 18, 2007. 
417 Some criticism of Téchiné and especially his protégé Gaël Morel takes aim at the “unjustified” eruptions of 
homosexuality in their cinema, attributing this conceit to the directors’ sexual tastes, declaring unexplained sex 
and nudity to disrupt the plausibility of the narrative. In my argument, however, the surfacing of homosexuality 
becomes intelligible and relevant to the plot when taking racialized and sexualized power dynamics into account.  
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 Continuing with the themes of sexuality and the police, one of the defining films of 

banlieue cinéma, Jean-François Richet's Ma 6-t va crack-er (loosely, “My ‘hood is about to 

blow”) presents at length the dangers of an “impenetrable” police order accountable to no 

one.418 The film also stresses the homosexual undercurrents of policework that are made out 

to be, in a somewhat sexist sense, indicative of its internal corruption. Ma 6-t… explores 

aspects of banlieue sexuality related to the demonization of delinquent young men, their 

romantic failings and often apocryphal stories of sexual conquest, and especially the sexual 

component of conflicts with the police, a component magnified during interrogations, 

imprisonment, and ID checks. Richet’s later film 2 L'AMR419 crystallized such themes by 

featuring the story of the rape of a female delinquent in police custody.  

 Ma 6-t… recounts the goings-on of a Parisian suburb on the verge of implosion, or in 

Richet’s language, a popular insurrection, focusing on various members of the community 

while they react to a fatal incident of police brutality. Richet, who also directed the trans-

Atlantic gangster-flick Mesrine, seeks out violent but righteous subjects, depicting their antics 

with a gleeful emphasis on the esthetic side of their carnage, an esthetics of male delinquency 

so to speak. Such an emphasis dramatically recalls the work of Jean Genet— who nurtured a 

sexualized political solidarity with various guerrilla groups— according to which the right to 

be “beautiful” was as important as the justice (or as he liked to say the “rightness”) of the 

cause. Richet’s film gives brief profiles of the diversity of young men in the community of 

Meaux, men so numerous that it becomes difficult to associate names to faces; we discover at 

the ending credits that nearly all actors played themselves or kept their first names.420 This 

powerful anonymity of collectivity culminates at the apex of the film into a general riot: all of 

the profiled youth (as well as many others who weren’t), faces hidden under hoodies, seem 

                                                
418 Richet, Jean-François (dir.). Ma 6-t va crack-er. Actes proletariens, 1997. 
419 Richet, Jean-François (dir.). 2 L’AMR (De l’amour). Les films Alain Sarde, 2001.  
420 Meaux is a banlieue in the Seine-et-Marne region, incidentally Richet’s place of birth, where he worked in a 
factory and became interested in Marxist thought. 
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gloriously indistinguishable as if showing the cohesiveness of their resistance unit.  

 In contrast, the police force in Richet’s films is consistently depicted as “white,” male, 

right-wing, perverse, and willing to use homosexuality as a weapon against culturally Other 

subjects presumed to abhor it. In the film’s opening sequence, infused with the soundtrack of 

combat rap, Richet presents a centerpiece which incarnates values in perfect counterpoint to 

the police force’s: the actress Virginie Ledoyen in mother-of-the-revolution mode, positioned 

next to her mixed-race daughter, who is helping her mother load a gun, all of this against a 

collage of international images of insurrection.421 By juxtaposing images of general revolt 

with those of métissage422—with the daughter inscribed in a filiation that will reproduce the 

mother’s revolt— Richet sets a theme of diverse banlieue togetherness, one whose perverse 

enemy is racially homogenous and coded as secretly repressive of multi-ethnic heterosexual 

reproduction.  

 Policemen, however, do not have the monopoly on incidents of sexual repression in 

the film. In one of the tone-setting first scenes, a female undercover cop approaches two 

loitering youth from behind and demands their papers. The two were not committing a crime 

at the moment of interrogation but one of the men turns out to be carrying a pistol, for 

protection in his words, of which the cop is skeptical. This escalates the charges against the 

men, already too familiar to the police.423 On a calm night in Meaux, the police erupt into the 

space as if to claim it, prompting remarks from the youth about how the police feel perfectly 

at home in their neighborhood, easing into their occupation in a dual sense. The female cop 

punctures any pretense of virilist territorialism by handcuffing the men and threatening: "This 

                                                
421 A frequent muse for Richet, the film is dedicated to Virginie Ledoyen. 
422 The mixing of races and/or cultures. 
423 In French journalism, a recurrent phrase qualifying repeat offenders is “déjà connu des services de police” or 
“already known by/acquainted with the police services,” a friendly euphemism which negates the often rough 
nature of that encounter.  
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is no longer your 'hood, you're gonna walk on the other side of the sidewalk, OK?"424 The 

arrestee happens to be black, his phallic weapon being confiscated by a caucasian female cop, 

who barks at him from behind while he is bent over pressed against a car, in a scene that is 

heavily racialized and sexualized, the cop depicted as enjoying the chance to flip gender 

tables via her officialized superiority. 

 Ma 6-t… reflects on the dearth of private space in the suburbs and relates this to the 

phenomenon of public space being invested with normally intimate activities, for lack of a 

better venue. Thus, when public space becomes private space, police intrusions and arrests of 

“loitering” youth take on a new meaning, the word “loitering” becoming illogical when the 

youth’s sense of “home” is extended to the street (“Here, I am in my own home [chez moi]),” 

says a teenager sitting on the sidewalk, complaining of the police presence). In this vein, the 

character played by rapper Stomy Bugsy recounts a tale of a date that was going smoothly 

until the courtship was interrupted by the arrival of cops demanding papers. These complaints 

evoke a certain sexual deprivation, ever-present so long as the police continually violate a 

right to intimacy. Richet uniformly represents the police as interventionist, intoxicated by 

surveillance and asserting control through sexual humiliation over black and Arab subjects. 

Much other banlieue cinema examines interruptions into banlieue courtship, with ample 

references to lovers or husbands in prison. Richet’s 2 L'AMR focused on this explicitly, 

showcasing a young woman (Viriginie Ledoyen) imprisoned and raped by a corrupt police 

officer after shoplifting, while her Franco-Arab factory worker boyfriend works to liberate her 

from the outside. Such a representation flips the traditional trope of incarceration that fixes 

suspected criminals as male and belonging to a minority, by locating the non-minority partner 

inside the prison, the saviour-of-justice role falling to her Franco-Arab boyfriend.425 This 

                                                
424 Psychoanalyst writer Michel Schneider suggests that the figure of the female cop in the banlieues represents 
an intolerable liberty for Muslim youth in these areas. See Chapter Two. 
425 In the film, Virginie Ledoyen’s character is of Italian background, but racialized as non-minority by the cop 
who abuses her.  
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state-of-affairs upends the “brown woman is saved from brown man by white man” scenario 

outlined as a trope by Gayatri Spivak. 

 In Ma-6t…, the interaction between the police and banlieue youth carrying the highest 

sexual charge occurs between men, in a scene which loudly suggests that relations between 

the two orders are conjugated by a desire for homosexual domination over the adversary. The 

sequence in question follows an esthetically glamorized police chase, during which the 

pursued banlieue youth display model teamwork and balletic grace, while the police seem 

inept and easily outmaneuvered, a chase scene that betrays the admiration of the directorial 

gaze. Three male policemen finally catch one of the troublemaking youths and shove him into 

their van, getting in beside him. The ensuing dialogue is worth citing for its racialized and 

sexualized language, as well as for its visual exposure of a dynamic that has often remained 

secret because of the police’s ability to shelter itself from scrutiny: 

 —Does it turn you on to put handcuffs on me? Does it give you a hard-on that you've 
caught a guy and it's three on one? 
 —You're the excitable, jumpy type (nerveux), aren't you? You have nice skin, enculé 
(someone who gets fucked).  
 —Do you have a sister? Slip us a little wog pussy (chatte de bougnoule) to calm 
things down. You upset me earlier. And you want us to refrain from being racist with the sons 
of your race of whores like yourself (fils de putain de ta race comme tu es)? I'll put you in boat 
and send you back to where you came from. You're breaking my balls, do you understand?!  
 

At this, the speaking officer slaps him, and the other officers crowd around the arrestee, 

holding him in place. Although the scene takes place in Meaux (part of periurban Paris), all 

three officers have noticeable Southern French accents: in addition, their attitudes and 

assumptions in regard to North Africans strongly code them as pied-noirs (former inhabitants 

and colonists of French Algeria). The Franco-Arab arrestee pouts for the duration of their trip, 

and all three of the officers are excited and excitable after having participated in a high-

adrenaline chase. The officers alternatively slap and caress the arrestee's cheek, a gesture full 

of sexual ambivalence. Suddenly, one officer grabs the young man’s crotch, seemingly to 

provoke a reaction in the otherwise unresponsive prisoner, which succeeds in pushing him 

over the edge. The other officers do not object to their colleague’s homosexual gesture, which 
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is implied as perfectly intelligible in their day-to-day policework. 

 —Aaah! Get your hands off of there! What are you doing!? 
 —I heard that you guys fuck asses in your country, isn't that right? Have you been 
checked out by a man before? (He repeats this twice, while the arrestee looks at him in a kind 
of shock mixing repulsion and recognition). Don't you want to suck me off too? 
 

At this last provocation (or invitation?) the speaking officer kisses the arrestee on the mouth. 

The other officers still do not intervene, as the kissing officer gets even more excited. 

 —You don't ever do what you did to me again! (he slaps him hard across the face, 
before kissing him yet again). 
 

Though speculation about the homoeroticism of police violence has been rampant in many 

cross-cultural contexts (see the gay illustrator Tom of Finland), Richet renders it explicit.426 

Ethno-cultural enmity, heated to an extreme degree, here takes on a sexual dimension. The 

ensuing homosexual dynamic is not so much an essential as a circumstantial one, occasioned 

by an opportunity for long-sought domination, which in turn causes sexual excitement. In a 

situation which sees homosexuality become the site of an escalation in combative men's wills, 

the Franco-Arab arrestee and the police mutually agree upon the sexual rules of the “game,” 

rules unexpected but intelligible when taking into consideration the colonial and anti-colonial 

past.  

  This cinematic, sexualized war of attrition, in which the figures of a Franco-Arab 

banlieusard and the racist cops are surreally translated into North Africans and pieds-noirs 

competing for domination, echoes another such “war” from the not-too-distant past, detailed 

in Todd Shepard’s book Inventing Decolonization.427 Shepard argues that French propaganda 

and media discourse circa Algerian independence often spoke of colonial relations and the 

ongoing conflict in sexual, especially homosexual terms. To give an illustration, Shepard 

discusses how New Left journalists like Philippe Hernandez, who advocated for Algerian 

independence, participated in the escalation of a machismo challenge, by provoking the pied-

                                                
426 Finland, Tom of. Tom of Finland XXL. Ed. Dian Hanson. Taschen, 2009. 
427 Shepard, Todd. The Invention of Decolonization: The Algerian War and the Remaking of France. Cornell 
University Press, 2008. 
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noirs’ manhood and making light of the value system in which virilities are in constant 

competition: “The pied noir is convinced that he is, by nature, the Arab’s male.”428 Shepard 

adds that in this specific context, “the pro-French Algeria struggle… should be understood as 

an attempt to maintain dominance in this homosexual economy.” Richet’s film, in turn, has 

the policemen occupy the role of pieds-noirs and the Franco-Arab that of the North African 

indigène, and homosexuality is employed as weapon in order to designate the enemy as the 

effeminate, passive homosexual.  

 Shepard picks apart these homosexual aspersions once cast on pieds noirs by 

journalists and other commentators. He demonstrates that when it was necessary, after De 

Gaulle's exhortations, to find reasons to separate from Algeria, the pieds noirs (most of 

whom, it was assumed at the time, would stay) were invested with perverse qualities and 

penchants that underlined the fact that they were indeed "not French," thus making separation 

easier. Shepard discusses in particular Pierre Nora’s Les Français d’Algérie, a journalistic, 

highly personal intervention that passed itself off as the work of a historian, in which: 

Nora fantasizes that the French(men) of Algeria 'with the purest masculine intuition' recognized 
the competition the Arab posed was as ‘a man more than as a social or religious being,' which 
drove them to assault Arab women, who used the veil and the harem to protect themselves and 
their families” (201). 429  
 

The great irony, in Richet’s mise-en-scène that pits pied-noir against Arab in a war of sexual 

violence, is that both have been historically stigmatized as sexually aggressive, as Todd 

Shepard explains: “Pied noirs stood accused of embodying abnormal masculinity in ways that 

recalled charges that Orientalist writers and apologists of colonialism had leveled at ‘Arabs’ 

and ‘Muslims’” (186). 

 In Richet’s film, the Franco-Arab arrestee immediately recognizes the sexual tenor of 

the dynamic and is the first to cast the aspersion of homosexuality on his aggressors, with 

references to sado-masochistic handcuffs and orgiastic rape fantasies. However, it is the 

                                                
428 Philippe Hernandez. “Lettre d’un Pied-Noir à un Pied-Noir”. France-Observateur 619 15 March 1962, p. 10.  
429 Nora, Pierre. Les Français d’Algérie. Julliard, 1961.  
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policemen who answer the aspersion of active homosexuality by responding with just that, 

under the assumption that sexual humiliation and especially passive homosexuality are what 

“Arabs” most fear, and are thus the appropriate idiom in which to assert domination. It is the 

desire for domination that erupts here; the homosexual nature of the desire is secondary, 

merely the form it takes. Playing off the idea that “Arab” men defend the honor of their 

female relations above and beyond their own, the policemen tell the arrestee that a beurette 

(his hypothetical sister) could replace him as their victim, especially if she "belongs"— 

according to the Orientalist stereotype of the harem, or the banlieue stereotypes of the 

possessive grands frères (“big brothers”)— to the Arab male, who can thus be sexually 

humiliated twice if she is “removed” from him. The sexualized dynamics at play here evoke 

Eve Sedgwick’s concept of an open “homosocial” erotics, in which hetero-, homo-, and 

bisexual desire cannot easily be distinguished from each other, and are eclipsed by the more 

encompassing “homosociality” which in her conceptualization often includes fear or hatred of 

homosexuality.430 The point is echoed in the scene at hand by the competing homo-social 

orders using an abhorred homosexuality as a means to achieve an erotic homo-social 

domination: with power defining the erotic more than sexual orientation. 

  Once the homosexual tenor is established, the scene takes on an almost clichéd 

pornographic character, with abounding motifs of imprisonment, interracial rape, uniforms, 

handcuffs, and automobiles.431 The feminization of the otherwise virile Franco-Arab 

delinquent is the policemen’s desired goal, with the pinning down and collective taunting in 

the scene reminiscent of tournantes or gang-rapes: Richet interestingly casts a crime 

                                                
430 Sedgwick, Eve. Epistemology of the Closet. University of California Press, 1990. 
Sedgwick, Eve. Between Men: English Literature and Male Homosocial Desire. Columbia University Press, 
1985. 
431 The popular gay pornography studio Citébeur has capitalized on the market for such scenarios, channeling 
just such proto-colonial power imbalances and resentments in its depictions of, for example, sexual interactions 
between police officers and delinquent Franco-Arabs. The etymology of the studio’s name echoes the points 
made elsewhere in this chapter about intimacy, public space, and the droit de cité (the right to belong and 
establish oneself in a city). See the Conclusion of the dissertation, p. 327-328. 
Chibikh, Stéphane (prod.). "Citébeur home page". www.citebeur.com. Consulted 4/10/2012. 
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contemporarily attributed to banlieue youth onto their right-wing police adversaries, for 

Richet a more alarming source of sexual violence (sexual violence against men is notably the 

only type represented in this film). Because the police force is itself coded as a homo-social 

closed network, full of rightist colonial sympathizers, the homosexuality on display here, in 

the privacy of a car, will not face punishment or interrogation if the Franco-Arab victim 

chooses to complain, since the investigation, as official protocol requires, would also be 

carried out by a police agency trusted to be self-regulating, a fact which arguably causes the 

expression of alarm on the arrestee’s face (he seems to wholly expect the “homosexual” 

torture, bracing for it). The policemen wax anthropological about the supposedly rampant 

sodomitic activities occurring throughout North Africa as if already very well-informed, 

casting aspersions of a kind of civilizational inferiority rooted in bisexuality. Yet there also 

transpires a palpable excitement at getting the seized Franco-Arab to recognize this state of 

affairs, to recognize that he is the "pervert" they have projected him to be. In 2 L’AMR, Richet 

also explored the perils of police custody, the prison cell symbolizing an unchecked 

laboratory for the expression of “perversion,” enabled by the mixture of ethnic hatred, 

jealousy, imbalances of power, helplessness, and opportunities to exact revenge. In that film, 

a corrupt older cop, angered by the protagonist Maria’s relationship with a Franco-Arab man 

and her rejection of the former’s advances, rapes her in her cell after provocatively asking her, 

“What does he have that I don’t?”  

 Richet's homosexualization of the police force, however, warrants a closer 

examination. Considering the ideology of his communist-leaning film-making, along with the 

occasional past framing of homosexuality as an “excess” in communist circles, an element of 

bourgeois decadence subsists in this representation which idealizes working-class 

heterosexual collectivity. 432 Richet casts a non-reproductive homosexuality onto "perverted" 

                                                
432 For treatments of this topic in two left-leaning journals, see Jeffrey Weeks in the New Internationalist and the   
collective manifesto in Jump Cut.  
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forces like the French police that are purported to restrict the “positive” heterosexual 

reproduction of banlieue communities, communities which find force in numbers for social 

progress while they harness the generative powers of métissage.  

 Richet occasionally intersperses the self-destructive violence of banlieue riots with 

sudden departures into ideological territory in ordinary discussions between banlieusards. A 

conversation between concerned community organizers and rioting youth about reprisals and 

the cycle of violence turns into a call for a mass class struggle, which is importantly also 

presented in sexual terms: "We need to screw the pigs/the prize hen!433 (il faut niquer la 

volaille!434) There needs to be a revolution! We must all unite!" Yet the call to “fuck” a right-

wing capitalist order indicates a convergence Richet wishes to highlight between seemingly 

aimless, sexually frustrated youth violence, and more “dignified” class struggle to overthrow 

an oppressive capitalist order. Such a convergence presents penetrative masculinity as a point 

of unity between two orders with ostensibly little in common. Overall, two types of 

homosocialities (or homosocieties) are opposed. On the one hand, the banlieue youth who 

mount a collective resistance to the police in fraternal harmony demonstrate an affectionate, 

non-sexual solidarity, while on the other hand, the police are coded as homosexual, cold, and 

pornographic, as if the turn toward sexual explicitness was necessarily a violation of a 

fraternal code. 

 Richet’s is not the first film in which pieds-noirs have been depicted as possessing a 

strange, high-strung, obsessive focus on the sexual. Connecting with Shepard’s study of how 

                                                                                                                                                   
Weeks, Jeffrey. "Sexual Politics". New Internationalist. Issue 201, November 1989. 
http://www.newint.org/features/1989/11/05/politics/, Consulted 4/10/2012. 
Editors. "The Last Word: Gay Liberation". Jump Cut: A Review of Contemporary Media. # 16, 1977, p 39-40. 
http://www.ejumpcut.org/archive/onlinessays/JC16folder/edlGayLibern.html. Consulted 4/10/2012. 
433 Which seems to mean the police but could also refer to the unjustifiably rich and overstuffed. 
434 The use of the term “niquer” to describe “fucking” is inherited from Arabic. While various explanations exist 
for how Arabic vocabulary gets integrated into argotic French, prominent suggestions have highlighted the 
influence of North African immigrants on the language, the tendency of pieds noirs to use Arabic swear words, 
and finally, and more controversially, the tendency of reserving “dirty” words for another language in order to 
preserve the “cleanliness” of a native language. This has elsewhere been observable in studies of modern 
Hebrew’s appropriation of Arabic swear words.  
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pieds-noirs were sexually distinguished from the metropolitan French, André Téchiné’s Les 

Roseaux Sauvages (Wild Reeds)— a sexual “awakening” film centering on four young people 

in 1960s provincial France at the moment of Algerian independence— featured a darkly 

intelligent, brooding high school student (Frédéric Gorny) who arrives in the middle of the 

school year and sets sexual events in motion between the other characters.435 Both aggressive 

and slightly effeminate, he has already lived through a fast and precocious adolescence, 

perceiving more easily the sexual dimension of power relations between men, and sees 

homosexuality everywhere. He proves instrumental in getting the protagonist (Gaël Morel, 

who later became a director in his own right) to recognize his own sexual orientation. Gorny 

and Morel’s characters are further brought together in homosexuality when they sit out a 

soccer game— in which shirtless boys demonstrate their athletic prowess— both looking 

enviously on the virile display from which they have excluded themselves. Interestingly, the 

only two characters, apart from Morel’s, willing to engage in homosexuality are inscribed into 

the “Mediterranean”: Rideau’s character the son of Italian immigrants, and Gorny’s a pied 

noir. However, only Morel’s character goes beyond occasional homosexual practice in 

adopting an identitarian homosexuality, arguably emboldened after exposure to Gorny’s 

character.  

 The eroticized scene of forced confession in Ma 6-t… echoes non-fictional 

decolonization-era accounts of sexualized torture at the hands of pieds noirs officers, with 

Henri Alleg's account during the Algerian war of Independance perhaps the most prominent 

                                                
435 Les Roseaux Sauvages is a noteworthy film from a casting perpspective because it launched the careers of 
Gaël Morel, Frédéric Gorny, and Stéphane Rideau in French cinema. So many of the film’s participants and 
collaborators have gone on to produce other works in this cinematic corpus on immigration and sexuality— and 
in French gay cinema generally— that the film in retrospect takes on a pioneering role. Gaël Morel, Téchiné’s 
protégé went on to direct A toute vitesse and Le Clan, also starring Stéphane Rideau.  Rideau worked with 
Sébastien Lifshitz (of the Wild Side) on the gay romance Come Undone. Gorny worked with Ducastel and 
Martineau (of Drôle de Félix) on Jeanne et le garçon formidable and went on to star in a series of gay roles, 
perhaps most famously in the recent television series Avocats et associés. Elodie Bouchez starred alongside 
Roschdy Zem in the mixed-race romance Clubbed to Death. And Jaques Nolot, who in Wild Reeds plays a 
substitute teacher from formerly French Algeria married to an Algerian woman, starred in and directed La chatte 
à deux têtes and had an important cameo in Téchiné’s Les Témoins.  
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example.436 Shepard explains that certain commentators at the time suggested that “colonial 

domination of Algeria transformed French officials and soldiers into homosexual sadists, 

excited by the suffering they inflicted on ‘Muslim Algerian men’,” (199) citing the banned 

torture exposé The Gangrene. In his preface to The Question, Jean-Paul Sartre described a 

correlation by which political relations of domination had been gendered and then also 

racialized. In the torture chambers a sexualization of the color line becomes apparent, a fact 

that Sartre places at the root of all justifications for torture, because torture in the 

colonizer/colonized context makes these sexual relations more explicit than they normally 

would be: “In this way exploitation puts the exploiter at the mercy of his victim, and the 

dependence itself begets racialism. It is a bitter and tragic fact that, for the Europeans in 

Algeria, being a man means first and foremost superiority to the Muslims” (32). Alleg 

consistently described the relationship between torture and tortured as that of a bitter 

“couple,” often citing emasculating torture methods applied on his body, his genitals, and his 

nipples that sought to transform him into a passive recipient. When he had mastered his 

nerves and showed no reaction to his suffering, the torturers declared that he “liked it,” 

attempting to elicit the same bodily confession of homosexuality found in the Ma 6-t… scene. 

Frantz Fanon, meditating on the links between sexuality, violence, and vigilante punishment, 

had asked in Black Skin, White Masks, if “the lynching of the negro were not a sexual 

vengeance? We know how much all the abuse, the torture, the blows involve the sexual. We 

have only to read a few pages of the Marquis de Sade to be comfortably convinced” (129).437 

Shepard mentions the journalism of Philippe Hernandez to illustrate the theme of enforced 

homosexual passivity (seen acutely in torture) as a sign of war-time victory: here, Hernandez 

throws a virility challenge to other pieds-noirs, in his “Lettre d’un Pied-Noir à un Pied-Noir”: 

“ ‘We’re no faggots,’ you tell me? Ok, comrades, this is the moment to prove it. The faggot is 

                                                
436 Alleg, Henri. The Question. George Braziller, Inc., 1958. 
437 Fanon, Frantz. Peau noire, masques blancs. Points, 1971.  
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someone to whom things happen and things right now are happening to you” (200).438 Frantz 

Fanon was perhaps the most prominent thinker to recognize the sexual tenor of the war of 

decolonization, describing in highly masculinist terms an indigenous will to possess and 

penetrate “white” fortresses.439 

 In Les Témoins, Téchiné reflects on unsettling sexual undercurrents in homo-social 

associations of authority which are faced with an ethnic or cultural Other, this time in regard 

to the French military. Immediately after Mehdi’s first on-screen homosexual experience 

follows a scene in which the policeman watches a televised 14th of July parade. The TV 

camera dwells on shots of the Arc de Triomphe, the soldiers’ rigid salutes, and spectators 

standing up when the president passes by. Téchiné highlights the phallic symbolism of the 

military pageant, with its weapons, tanks with long cylindrical canons, passing by the 

Obelisk— an erect artifact lifted from its Egyptian source context— in a way that suggests an 

intersection between military power, virile displays, French expansionism, and a homo-social 

order that is at once homophobic and homosexually dominant. Mehdi watches somewhat 

worriedly, as if the homosexuality he has just engaged in, even though clandestine and 

unexposed, separates him from an order he once belonged to. Téchiné explored this motif— 

the fallback on the military after sexual penetration—in a previous film, J’embrasse pas: the 

protagonist Romain, a country-boy turned Paris hustler, joins the foreign legion after being 

revenge-raped by the pimp of a female prostitute he had seduced and fallen in love with. 440 In 

Les Témoins, a connection is made between Mehdi’s othering as a Franco-Arab (we are privy 

to the strange self-consciousness he feels when observing a celebration of colonialism) and 

his being made to feel Other as a practitioner of homosexuality, in love for the first time with 

                                                
438 Philippe Hernandez. “Lettre d’un Pied-Noir à un Pied-Noir”. France-Observateur 619, 15 March 1962, p. 10. 
439 “The look that the native turns on the settler's town is a look of lust, a look of envy; it expresses his dreams of 
possession—all manner of possession: to sit at the settler's table, to sleep in the settler's bed, with his wife if 
possible. The colonized man is an envious man” (39). 
Fanon, Frantz. The Wretched of the Earth. Grove Weidenfeld, 1963. 
440 Téchiné, André (dir.). J’embrasse pas. Bac Films, 1991.  
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another man. 441 The voice of the TV reporter announces that “this look back on history 

reminds us of the price of liberty.”  

 The juxtaposition of sexual and military scenes establishes an opposition between 

private, surveillance-fleeing homosexuality and a bombastic outward display, which seems to 

act as a call to conscience for Mehdi, a call back to the order of his chosen profession. 

However, the juxtaposition also establishes a link of intelligibility showing that, from newly 

“homosexual eyes,” masculinist institutions such as the army and police easily lend 

themselves to a sexual reading: such a change in perception is visible on Mehdi’s anguished 

face when watching the parade. Mehdi’s homosexual escapade, about which he seems to feel 

shame, takes on the possibility of constituting a “betrayal” of an army/police code of homo-

sociality: it renders explit homosexual undercurrents that are unbearable for institutions 

dependent on their silencing. The flamboyancy of this display is evident in the phallic 

imagery and bragging about past colonial penetrations. That Mehdi himself belongs to this 

order creates cognitive dissonance, especially when we are reminded by the TV reporter that 

French liberty comes at a price. One might first think of the lives lost during World Wars as 

the implied price, but the visible price is the colonial bounty (of the Obelisk), the liberty to go 

beyond borders, penetrate, explore, and collect (an occupation not too distant from Mehdi’s 

vice brigade intrusions into red-light districts and cruising grounds). Caught between 

penetrations, Mehdi is momentarily disoriented, cognizant that a penetration might have 

happened in a militarily “disadvantageous” direction (Mehdi’s role in sexual relations with 

Manu is importantly not disclosed at this point in the film). Full of doubt and in need of 

                                                
441 Although it is possible that Mehdi’s allegiance to France’s patriotic forces stems from a harki status (Algerian 
“Arab” proponents of French Algeria), Mehdi’s background is not substantially detailed in the film, apart from a 
Hand of Fatima pendant hanging from his neck. However, in later arguments with Adrien— a doctor also in love 
with Manu— he does evidence an embattled ethnic pride and assertively rejects what he suspects are French 
stereotypes about Algerians. In general, Téchiné portrays harkis, “Arab” administrators in French Algeria, and 
patriotic Franco-Arabs very sympathetically, as if to generate pathos for Algerians/Franco-Arabs who have 
stretched out their hands in vain. Such a portrayal also supports the idea of a will towards métissage— sexual, 
cultural, and political—that was clipped in the bud: it is later revealed that Manu’s father was an “Arab” 
Algerian politician in French Algeria.  
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reassurance, he turns to his wife, naked in the shower, looking at her full of longing, and asks 

her if they can reinforce their heterosexual couplehood by abandoning the “open” part of their 

relationship, an opening that carries within it the possibility of homosexuality. 

 

Surveillance: 

 Watching Mehdi watch over his wife, stereotypes about macho ”Arab” surveillance 

are called to mind: the possessive/protective ambivalence in the figure of the grand frère, a 

trait that naturally manifests in his police-work. What appeared to be a form of care-taking 

when applied to his wife becomes intolerant surveillance in regard to prostitution and sex in 

public. In the words of the character Sandra, a sex worker who loves her job, Mehdi's 

supposed concern for the plight of women in this profession is itself sexist, as it activates 

notions of masculine involvement that assume women are unfit to defend themselves. Sandra 

describes her relationship with her pimp in proprietary, almost loving terms: it seems that 

Mehdi is trying to divorce a happy couple, vying with another man over a woman, rather than 

looking out for her best interests as a citizen. This representation importantly flips, like 

Richet’s films, a previously mentioned criticism stemming from post-colonial theory 

regarding the colonial and neo-colonial imperative that “brown woman must be freed from 

brown man by white man,” or, in the twist proposed in Gayatri Spivak’s critique of western 

feminism, “white woman saves brown woman from brown men.” Here, the Franco-Arab man 

occupies the empowered role and attempts to free a “white” woman against her will from 

another man not racially specified, the assimilated Franco-Arab inheriting the self-proclaimed 

right to intervene universally. 

 Mehdi’s attitude towards prostitution, as well as the resistance he encounters in the 

women he polices, reflect a public debate about sex-work that has seized France intermittently 

over the last thirty years. Divergent schools of thought have taken a variety of stances on the 
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questions of punishment and the presence of women’s agency. Stopping short of total 

legalization, the réglémentariste approach seeks to regulate the profession through laws that 

limit the abuses of pimps and guarantee rights for sex workers. Another position suggests that 

the profession must be stamped out but the women ensnared in it spared punishment: this is 

the abolitionist approach, ostensibly “friendly” towards sex workers who are considered 

victims, or victims of false-consciousness if they claim their participation is voluntary. A last 

approach, prohibitionist, seeks to incriminate both sex worker and pimp. To summarize very 

generally, France’s official position today stands somewhere between the réglémentariste and 

abolitionist approaches, allowing sex workers working individually to be paid for their 

services, while criminalizing organized activities like proxénétisme (pimping), as well as 

racolage (sollicitation, even of the passive variety, since 2003). At one point in Les Témoins, 

the sex worker Sandra calls Mehdi’s aggressive approach a “revolution,” a word choice that 

attributes a novelty to the abolitionist approach (it is not purely abolitionist however, in so far 

as it punishes sex workers who refuse to give police the names of pimps). The latter seems to 

be the creative endeavor of one man who happens to belong to an ethnic background often 

stereotypically connected to the regulation of women’s bodies. A stereotype about Arab male 

sexism here invigorates and revolutionizes a state authority when it is assimilated into it. 

Despite this successful professional venture, Mehdi still seems caught between a rock and a 

hard place, assimilated through his membership in the police, de-assimilating through his 

regulationist attitudes which cause a culture clash with another segment of society, his wife 

and her educated gay friends, who disapprove of his methods. Such designations of morality 

policing as revolution recall other cinematic precedents: Pontecorvo’s Battle of Algiers 

featured a scene in which the anti-colonial FLN (National Liberation Front) enacted 

revolution by cleaning up the casbah neighborhood of Algiers, both physically and 
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“morally.”442  

 As the film shows however, both sex-positivity and regulation will be altered by the 

advent of AIDS, offering a “way out” of the ethnicized conundrum Mehdi finds himself in. 

The repression of prostitution and homosexual cruising becomes a losing hand in the battle 

against new infections, because it has the limiting effect of driving such activities further 

underground, out of the public eye of medical professionals scrambling to contain the 

outbreak. At one point Mehdi fears he himself may have been infected; he turns to his wife’s 

homosexual friend Adrien, a doctor, who sets a firm condition for his helping Mehdi in regard 

to his anxieties about AIDS: an end to raids on homosexual and red-light bars, and the 

acknowledgment of a droit de cité for sex workers and homosexuals. This “right to exist in 

the city” in the classical, Greek sense is an undercurrent theme in the film, part of the coming-

together of diversity that will allow the city to overcome the epidemic it has been tragically— 

in the dramatic sense— “cursed” with.  

 Mehdi’s surveillance tendencies—under pressure from various sides— do not remain 

negatively coded however. Téchiné reassesses a normally vilified aspect of virility in order to 

explore its alternative, beneficial side: the strongest example being how surveillance saves 

lives. This is illustrated in what is perhaps the film's most memorably homo-erotic scene, 

wherein the opportunity to play “lifeguard” allows for the construction of social bonds 

normally improbable. It begins with Mehdi and Manu taking leave of the guests at Sarah’s 

Mediterranean abode to go for a swim in a cove. Manu admits to Mehdi that he's not much of 

a swimmer, and asks if he can swim near him; Mehdi obliges and gives a swimming lesson. 

Manu tries swimming underwater, but ventures too deep and cannot make it back to the 

surface in time. Realizing the scope of the emergency, Mehdi plunges downward and grasps 

Manu's body: their first physical contact. The play of underwater light on their bodies renders 

                                                
442 Pontecorvo, Gillo (dir.). Battle of Algiers. Igor films, 1966. 
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the skin color contrast less obvious; they are graceful in their underwater ballet scene, their 

porcelain bodies coded with a classical, almost Renaissance homo-erotic esthetic, reminscent 

of frescos depicting contact between Gods and men, salvation, and religious illumination. 443 

Mehdi swims backward, cradling Manu's neck like a trained lifeguard, pulling him onto a 

pebbled beach in an isolated cove. The administration of CPR that happens next would seem 

clinical if not for its resemblance to famous celluloid kissing scenes, like that in From Here to 

Eternity.444 Mehdi protectively cradles his limp body as the waves crash nearby, looking up at 

the sky while taking deep breaths in an almost supplicating gesture, before resuming the erotic 

resuscitation. On the third attempt, Manu comes coughing back to life, spewing out the water 

from his lungs while Mehdi holds him.  

 Téchiné meditates here on the relationship between life, death, and desire in the era 

defined by AIDS with a poetically elemental touch; the scene is pivotal because the saving of 

his life causes Manu to fall in love with his saviour (they previously had expressed no desire 

for each other, revulsion even). Mehdi, who takes pride in a kind of upstanding rigidity, 

experiences for the first time some malleability of sexual orientation via the accident of 

physical contact with Manu. That such contact requires incredible serendipity in order to 

occur is a testament to the suggested estrangement of ethnic and sexual minorities at the time. 

 Ambivalent stereotypes about Franco-Arab virility are inverted when Mehdi's 

previously disparaged police faculties turn into a lifesaving medium: surveillance and care-

taking here constitute two sides of the same coin. This scene also showcases a versatility of 

roles in which the two worlds that seemed to diverge in light of the previous scenes— the 

homosexual and the police networks— here converge because of an emergency. Mehdi's 

resuscitative actions are perfunctory, parental and somehow also full of longing. In keeping 

                                                
443 This erasure of racial difference via underwater submersion also appears in Sébastien Lifshitz’ Wild Side, 
wherein a French caucasian MTF trans woman, a Franco-Arab youth, and a Russian immigrant are each filmed 
naked in a bathtub, from above in a gray light, moving from the bottom upwards, so that their sexual and ethnic 
identities are not revealed until the last second, when the head and torso appear. 
444 Zinneman, Fred (dir.). From Here to Eternity. Columbia Pictures, 1953. 
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with the film's message that the AIDS era has changed the way bodies, and to a larger extent, 

communities relate to each other— independently of anything each says about sexuality— a 

love bond is born from this involuntary body magnetism, all the more stark because of the 

stakes of life and death. Manu, driven by a powerful sense of obligation and implicitly desire, 

later tracks Mehdi down at his police headquarters to signify just how thankful he is. When 

later pressed by his wife— avid for material for her forthcoming novel— about his 

relationship with Manu, Mehdi evokes this cove episode as evidence of his first feelings for 

Manu, revealing that he had been repeatedly chiding himself in his head for having an 

erection “against his will” while pulling Manu's body out of the water. Manu's eventual death 

from AIDS proves to be especially painful for Mehdi, because it contradicts the lifesaving 

experience that caused him to fall in love with Manu in the first place. Manu's sexual 

philosophy is changed on the very night his life is saved: he abandons the promiscuous 

homosexuality which saw him haunt Paris’ public parks, in favor of exclusivity with Mehdi.  

 Roles are switched yet again in Les Témoins with the character of Adrien, the 

tenacious, combative doctor character. The status quo of power relations in the film— which 

holds that the police wield an uninterrogated power and that homosexuals can always be 

subject to interrogation— gets flipped as Téchiné develops the notion of a gay community 

that has recently gained symbolic capital, leverage, and respect, such that that community can 

interrogate institutions of heterosexism from a critical perspective. In the following exchange, 

at Sarah's mother's beach house, “out” homosexuals Manu and Adrien interrogate what they 

see as an institution of virility in the form of Mehdi, both a policeman and a Franco-Arab 

family man: 

 —SARAH: It's delicious (biting into a cake prepared by Manu) 
 —ADRIEN: Which is normal, considering that Manu is our maître queue (a play on 
maître d' and queue which is slang for “penis”). 
 —MEHDI: Your sexual jokes are getting tiresome. 
 —ADRIEN: If I want to be flamboyant, I will be flamboyant. 
 —MEHDI: Yes, by all means, be flamboyant. 
 —MANU: I've always wondered if gay cops exist. 
 —MEHDI: Not to my knowledge. 
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 —MANU: Isn't it in all professions? 
 —MEHDI: Come on guys, leave me alone. You guys don't know much about cops. 
What are you reproaching them for exactly? 
 —ADRIEN: Their intolerance... 
 —MEHDI: Come on now, they are very tolerant, they even let me grow out my 
sideburns. Honey, I am going for a dive (piquer une tête), watch the teapot OK? (He throws off 
his red shirt revealing his athletic body).  
 —SARAH: That's Mehdi for you, he gets out of sticky situations with a pirouette. 
He's very proud of his profession so we musn't chide him about it. When I first met him, he 
told me he was a student, but he hid the fact that it was at the police academy. He waited until I 
was in deep before coming clean. 
 

With power in numbers, Manu and Adrien give Mehdi a taste of his own interrogative 

medicine, using their open-ness about sexuality as a tool for prying into what are construed as 

clandestine subjectivities resistant to penetration, those of the Franco-Arab man and the 

police. Mehdi, who establishes here an epistemelogical barrier preventing others from 

accessing police subjectivity, seems to have missed the teaching moment that would cause 

him to interrogate his own prying work. Mehdi’s mantra of clandestinity, repeated throughout 

the film— that sex is performed but not talked about— here begins its slow collapse. Manu 

and Adrien push what was implicitly sexual in the framework of interrogation to the limit, 

themselves not having to abide by the terms of sexual clandestinity. After his agile 

disappearance, the trio, missing Mehdi, comments on his physical prowess and how he 

escapes scrutiny because of it. Mehdi’s word choice (piquer une tête) takes on importance 

because it translates to "taking the plunge," or diving headfirst, an expression that can easily 

be read sexually as a willingness to enter homosexuality, in retrospect. Mehdi does so in the 

very next scene (in which he saves Manu’s life), the location of which is importantly an 

isolated, secret cove where sexuality, in clandestine reclusion, can be appropriately explored.  

 In the beach-side “interrogation” scene, Manu, Adrien, and Sarah seem to form a 

“council of sexual modernity,” wherein the figures of homosexuals and their heterosexual 

allies are the permanent members and the confession of sexual intimacy a pre-requisite. 

Mehdi and his police profession, far from being considered lawful and upstanding, appear 

dishonest, and thus are found excluded, even in a contrarian position. Sarah speaks of his 



 

 

295 
 

profession as a kind of shameful secret (necessitating a later “coming out”), a deal-breaker 

had she known about it before her seduction. In so doing, Téchiné plays with another common 

trope in French cinema portraying mixed-race couples, according to which the Arab partner 

conceals their ethnicity by replacing their name with one of another ethnic origin, usually 

Italian or Spanish.445 Such re-fashionings of ethnic identity stem from the implied fact that 

being of immigrant origin is tied with, and sometimes requires clandestinity and 

dissimulation. Here, in a further confusion of Mehdi’s professional and ethnic memberships, it 

is the police rather than the ethnic origin that generates shame before a judgmental audience, 

fleeing from interrogation. Mehdi’s bristling at being accused of lack of tolerance and sexual 

prudishness echoes other films—Tarik El Hob446 and Beurs appart447— that have represented 

Franco-Arab men as refusing criticism from more “enlightened” sexual minorities, both of 

which were importantly shot from gay and gay Franco-Arab perspectives. 

 The policing of sexuality gets sexualized itself when Mehdi’s interventions begin to 

                                                
445 The Italian, starring Kad Merad, is a recent, popular film in which the Algerian protagonist leads a double life 
as an Italian in order to obtain job, girlfriend, and apartment. In Malik Chibane’s Hexagone (1994), a Franco-
Arab protagonist poses as Italian to woo the object of his affection, a beautiful blond member of the Front 
National from Brittany. 
Baroux, Olivier (dir.). L’Italien. Eskwad, 2010.  
Chibane, Malik. La Trilogie urbaine (Hexagone, Douce france, Voisins voisines). Bac films, 2007. 
446 Rémi Lange’s Tarik El Hob recounts the story of a Franco-Arab sociology student who embarks on a research 
project about sexuality among peoples of North African descent, which has the final effect of reconfiguring his 
own sexual orientation. Lange films the protagonist’s gay Franco-Arab interview subjects aggressively cross-
examining him about the dishonesty of his “confused” (but really just bisexual) orientation, tolerating no 
equivocation. 
Lange, Rémi. Tarik El Hob (Le Chemin de l’amour). Les films de l’Ange, 2001. 
447 The camp Beurs appart— a film-length adaptation of a series produced for Pink TV—contains several scenes 
in which a fundamentalist “closeted” Franco-Arab man resists being lectured by his “out” brother who, with 
impossibly eloquent and rehearsed bombast, cites the rich heritage of homosexuality in the Arab world as well as 
Islam’s “true,” non-judgmental position on homosexuality as counter-examples to his brother’s uncritical 
simplicity of belief. For background on this question, many re-readings of the story of Lot have emphasized the 
novelty of the term “homosexual” and its absence in the Koran, which would then not seem to adjudicate over 
the matter. For discussion and criticism of such views, see the Introduction of the dissertation (2-3), as well as 
the controversial work of Khalid Duran. 
Duran, a Moroccan-Spanish social scientist who has become something of a specialist on sexuality and Islam 
also has collaborated with the anti- Muslim watchdog group CampusWatch’s Daniel Pipes on articles about 
immigration and terrorism, an alignment of interests pertinent to the discussion of “homonationalism.”  
Di Verdura, Hugo. Beurs Appart, le film. BQHL, 2009. 
Duran, Khalid. "Homosexuality and Islam". Homosexuality and World Religions. Ed. Arlene Swidler. Trinity 
Press International, 1993. 
Duran, Khalid and Daniel Pipes. “Muslim Immigration in the United States”. Center for Immigration Studies 
Backgrounder. August 2002. 
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take on a penetrative character, his intrusive raids on intimate spaces at the Hotel Beauséjour 

and the neighboring red-light bar being cases in point. In one scene, Mehdi finds Manu 

“suspiciously” moving from the hotel to the bar, and back again. Wanting to prevent a friend 

from getting ensnared in an upcoming raid, Mehdi follows him inside and accosts him in a 

friendly but warning manner. In contrast with the brusque penetrations of raids that seek to 

establish a sexualized domination over public space, here the exchange between Manu and 

Mehdi takes on a softer undertone; they engage in a conversation made up of subtle 

sollicitations and inquiries which, if not for Mehdi’s profession, would seem obviously 

flirtatious. Téchiné plays with the double valence already explored with Mehdi's character, 

between repressive and protective instincts. Mehdi is initially surprised that Manu, a free 

agent uprooted from his support network, has no "protector" (one could think of a "mahram" 

in the Arabic sense) after asking him a series of questions to determine what form of 

protection, if any, Manu depends on. Mehdi goes from being a threatening interrogator to a 

protective friend by the end of the scene, in a way that recalls the ambivalence of stereotypes 

theorized by Mireille Rosello in Declining the Stereotype.448 Later on in the film, Mehdi is 

made to realize that his repression tactics against sex workers and homosexuals are perhaps 

newly vulnerable to judgment in light of his own lifestyle changes. Téchiné has Sami 

Bouajila’s Mehdi undergo a painful evolution that becomes the price of his assimilation both 

on-screen (where he is better accepted by his peers) and off-screen (where he was finally 

rewarded with his first César, France’s Oscar equivalent). Mehdi’s puritan attitude and naive 

trust in the justice and letter of the law are revised by a wave of sexual re-education that 

trigged changes in attitudes across French society in the 80s, changes that saw homosexuality 

(and to a lesser extent prostitution) cease to be contentious, prosecutable issues, and become 

tokens of a new “sexual modernity.” 
                                                
448 See discussion of “stereotypes” in the Conclusion of the dissertation, p. 331-332.  
Rosello, Mireille. Declining the Stereotype: Ethnicity and Representation in French Cultures. University Press 
of New England, 1998. 
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Policing, communitarianism, and difficulties of integration: 
 
 As depicted in this French cinema, the gamut of police activities consisting of raids, 

surveillance, and interrogation consistently target a very specific kinds of minority spaces, 

such that correlations are established between police motives and ethnic and sexual profiling. 

The lasting impression after these depictions is a conviction that the police institution seeks to 

eliminate a delicate harmony of sexual and ethnic minorities, that has gently coalesced over 

time in Parisian neighborhoods like Pigalle or Barbès. In its portrayal of the sites of 

prostitution and cruising in the eighties, Les Témoins insists on the diversity of the population 

inhabiting those sites, underlining that prostitution is firmly intertwined with the immigrant 

condition. Film critic Jean-Marc Lalanne, when asked to justify the merits of the film, pointed 

to its ability to represent the intersection of various minority conditions at that point in 

history:  

There was really a movement toward embracing all the elements, all the ages of life, all social 
categories, and it’s that dimension of métissage which gives the film a very ample feeling of 
universality which gathers within it a whole sum of diverse experiences. At the end of the film 
we experience a strong sense of plenitude.449  
 

Lalanne makes a strong connection between métissage and universalism— not in the way in 

which métissage is usually employed, as a facilitator of assimilation— but as an implicit 

criticism of an incomplete universalism, one that works against the synergistic “embrace” of 

the numerous social strands that lend the film its holistic realism. In other words, by 

portraying the delicate harmony of sexual and ethnic minorities as a vulnerable target of 

official prosecution, Téchiné shows how a Republican goal (mixité) gets subverted by another 

wing of officialdom (the police) that doesn’t share the same set of goals... an error in the 

synchronization of official values across institutions.  

 In Les Témoins, many of the patrons at the red-light bar opposite the hotel Beauséjour 

                                                
449 From the presentation of the film in the DVD extras. 
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(where Manu and his sister live) are visibly of North African background, and the majority of 

others vaguely “Mediterranean”: a state-of-affairs that turns Mehdi's job as a Franco-Arab 

man enforcing the law against other (Franco-)Arab men only a generation of immigration 

removed from himself all the more complex, evidencing the existence of internecine 

differences about the place of sexual expression in regard to immigrant adaptation and well-

being in the host country. Ethnically North African men are also heavily represented on the 

cruising grounds where Manu and Adrien first meet. We learn that Mehdi's vice brigade has 

been harassing homosexuals at cruising spots and shutting down gay bars: this becomes a 

point of contention when Mehdi and Adrien reluctantly cooperate in their joint effort at 

controlling the spread of the AIDS epidemic. The film makes the point that the worlds of 

prostitution, cruising, immigration, public health and the police together constitute a 

continuum in public space, their collaboration becoming crucial when an epidemic strikes. 

Outside of cinema, the success of operations against the spread of AIDS in other countries 

(Brazil for instance) has often depended on the police forces and medical establishments 

making efforts not to alienate sex workers or homosexuals.450 At stake when the police raid 

such establishments is a modern mixité specific to the European metropolis, which collects 

"refugees" of various types: those fleeing financial or cultural poverty, remote regions, sexual 

or political oppression, all of whom converge in these semi-clandestine spaces. However 

different their origins and reasons for migration, the “refugees” converging on such sites 

come to realize the similarities of their respective conditions when confronted with a 

sometimes hostile urban environment. What emerges in these films is finally a portrait of the 

quartier (the neighborhood) as a site of social overlap but also historical transition between 

various groups – immigrants of different origins, homosexuals, and sex-workers. Narratives 

                                                
450 Beyrer, C., V. Gauri and D. Vaillancourt. Evaluation of the World Bank's assistance in responding to the 
AIDS epidemic: Brazil Case Study. The World Bank, 2005. 
Joint United Nations Programme on HIV/AIDS and the World Health Organization. AIDS epidemic update: 
special report on HIV prevention. December 2005. 
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of gentrification have often spelled out this point: this cinema, however, importantly isolates a 

moment in time when sexual minorities did not symbolize the winds of gentrification, but 

were themselves part and parcel of an undomesticated neighborhood color that instead warded 

off gentrification. 

 At the bar opposite the Hotel Beauséjour, the fortuitous convergence of blue-collar, 

immigrant workers, sex workers, and homosexuals, contributes to the joie de vivre that the 

scenes taking place there exude. The police appear to be intruding on something singular, an 

off-shoot of a novel urban modernity that could be clipped in the bud at any moment. The 

clients themselves seem happily surprised to find each other there, celebrating with the glee 

that transience encourages. The preponderance of immigrant workers at the red-light bar 

reflects the findings of many sociologists and psychiatrists, who note that, with their wives 

often remaining in the country of origin at the early stages of their husbands’ immigration, the 

workers had often looked for sexual release by patronizing sex workers or engaging in (a 

sometimes) “substitutive” homosexuality.451 When police actions repress immigrant attempts 

at sexual satisfaction to the clandestine margins, they also entail a danger for public health in 

the age of AIDS, wherein sexual practices forced into invisibility carry higher risks of STD 

transmission. Eric Fassin, a French sociologist who has written widely on the politicization of 

sexuality in the media and public political discourse, describes how anxieties about 

prostitution often conceal more acute anxieties about immigration, regarding the sex workers 

but also their patrons.452  

 Within these liminal spaces unifying different sectors of society, trans figures have 

often played the roles of intermediaries between strands normally discrete, as seen in gay 

auteur cinema. Liria Bougeija’s Change moi ma vie— a Franco-Arab star vehicle featuring 

                                                
451 Trained psychiatrist turned novelist Tahar Ben Jelloun addressed the sexual dissatisfaction of North African  
immigrants in his doctoral thesis (profiled in Chapter Two).  
Ben Jelloun, Tahar. La Plus haute des solitudes. Le Seuil, 1977.  
452 Fassin, Eric, with Clarisse Fabre. Liberté, égalité, sexualités: Actualité politique des questions sexuelles. 
Belfond, 2004.  
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Sami Bouajila and Roschdy Zem in the roles of transvestite sex workers opposite the 

struggling actress Fanny Ardant— also exposed nightlife spaces of sexual clandestinity 

imbued with an ecstatic happiness. 453 Whether or not that alcoholized happiness is merely the 

after-work fix of a thankless immigrant life is an ambivalence the film leaves open. For 

Ardant’s character however, her entry into the world of Franco-Arab trans prostitution is 

assimilated to a serendipitous discovery of immigrant entrepreneurial vitality that will help 

her get back on her feet. Again, the camera takes the view that such trans spaces are 

“precious”—the film’s only non-misérabiliste scenes in this very grim film occur at the trans 

bar— worthy of encouragement and protection rather than shutting down. 

  These films stress the jovial, pluralistic, and sanctuary-like qualities of trans space, 

contrasting sharply with prevailing representations of trans women that insist on the vulgar 

and the seedy. Sébastien Lifshitz’ Wild Side reserves the highest dignity of representation and 

some of the only moments of comic relief for the scenes depicting the sociability of 

immigrant trans sex workers. 454 In one, an international gathering of beautiful and tastefully 

dressed trans women attentively listen to an emotive, trilling performance by trans singer 

Antony (of Antony and the Johnsons) in an upscale restaurant. In another, trans protagonist 

Stéphanie plays pétanque (bocce ball) alongside the Canal St. Martin with a few bubbly 

Latina trans co-workers and a group of ostensibly straight men (a handsome black man with 

whom they amiably flirt, and some seniors), a scene of infectiously happy mixité and one of 

the only scenes in which Stéphanie smiles. Jaques Nolot’s La Chatte à deux têtesdepicts a 

serendipitous and mostly harmonious mixité of trans women and ethnic minorities, their 

sexual and social compatibility in a pornographic theatre a focus of the film. 455 Most of the 

sexual exchanges depicted are non-remunerated, and the police interventions in the theatre 

target the patrons for their irregular immigration status rather than their sexual behaviour (a 
                                                
453 Begeija, Liria (dir.). Change moi ma vie. Pan Européenne Edition, 2001. 
454 Lifshitz, Sébastien (dir.). Wild Side. Maïa films, 2004. 
455 Nolot, Jacques (dir.). La Chatte à deux têtes. Elia films, 2002.  
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detail that makes comparisons of the respective plights of sexual and ethnic minorities 

unavoidable). A central, ironic point in the films at hand is that the goal of mixité so often 

pursued by a French Republican agenda is reached through the trans-facilitated reunion of 

various clandestine populations, immigrant, prostitute, and gay— all of which have been the 

focus of past government crackdowns. 

 La Chatte à 2 têtes (Porn Theatre the English title) explores the singular sexual 

synergy of trans women and Franco-Arab, apparently heterosexual men, and is perhaps one of 

the most comically irreverent reflections on mixité ever produced. The intrigue depicts the 

comings and goings of patrons at a decrepit yet busy adult theater, where eyes seem to stick 

less to the screen and more to fellow spectators, most of whom are young, virile men of 

immigrant origin. The theatre slowly becomes over the course of the film a Theatre of Society 

exhibiting the novel social and economic circumstances of metropolitan life at the French 

margins. With keen entrepreneurial spirit, a group of trans women have capitalized on the 

potential of the space, some to derive a profit from prostitution but most others to engage in 

personal sexual fantasies. In a casting decision symbolic on multiple levels, promoter Fouad 

Zeraoui— the man behind the popular Black Blanc Beur (BBB) gay club night in Paris— 

plays a nymphomaniac transvestite with a loyal immigrant following.456 As a nightlife 

entrepreneur, Zeraoui incidentally also has capitalized on the immigrant and banlieusard 

market for trans women, by at one point programming the trans soirée Escuelita on the same 

night as his BBB parties— the former beginning at midnight and the latter a tea dance— so 

that the respective clienteles inevitably mingled, many choosing to stay beyond the BBB 

hour.457 Both Nolot and Zeraoui, on different levels, show the workings of this sexual 

“market,” indicating the undramatic way in which the men present engage with the trans 

women and vice versa, without the feared outcomes of gay bashing or violence against trans 
                                                
456 Zeraoui is profiled at length in Chapter One.  
457 Although some prominent trans activists have underlined the commercially exploitative aspects of both of 
Zeraoui’s club nights, they are nevertheless well-attended. 
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women. Though the film is not devoid of violence, the only incident occurs when a Franco-

Arab youth shoves a man who had been aggressively propositioning him; this follows several 

other vignettes depicting other youth of immigrant origin engaging in homosexuality. In a 

similarly “meta” casting decision, the bisexual Franco-Arab protagonist of Sébastien Lifshitz’ 

Les Corps ouverts (played by the late Yasmine Belmadi) chooses the pornographic space of a 

sex shop/club to satisfy his homosexual curiosity, his tryst occurring with none other than 

director Lifshitz, who momentarily takes up an acting role. 458 Incidentally, the film tells the 

story of a film director looking to cast actors, who ends up having sex and beginning a 

relationship with the auditioning Belmadi, setting up another transgression of representational 

boundaries and spaces.  

 Director Gaël Morel explored the supposed openness of Franco-Arab men to sex with 

trans women in Le Clan, a tale of three half-Algerian brothers coming of age in Southern 

France. 459 The emotionally intense middle brother, played by Nicolas Cazalé, exorcizes his 

inner turbulence via acts of delinquence, hanging out with the wrong crowd, making enemies, 

and in one scene, having group sex with a Franco-Arab trans prostitute. Though their relations 

are far from affectionate, their rapport seems commonplace, necessitating no justifying 

commentary about substitutive sexuality; one Franco-Arab youth in the adolescent gang asks 

the prostitute to turn around and face him during sex, her genitals exposed, in contrast to the 

other boys who want her back facing them. The character in question is played by Salim 

Kechiouche, a former champion kickboxer and veteran of gay roles in auteur cinema, with the 

suggestion that the type of hyper-sexual adolescent homo-sociality that permits rapports with 

trans women is also, by the same token, open to homosexuality, or at least a non-substitutive 

attraction to trans women (this continuum of sexuality is supported by Kechiouche’s character 

later revealing his love for the youngest brother of the clan). In the Wild Side, director 

                                                
458 Lifshitz, Sébastien (dir.). Les Corps ouverts. Lancelot Films, 1998. 
459 Morel, Gaël (dir.). Three Dancing Slaves. Sépia Productions, 2004. 
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Sébastien Lifshitz feels no need to explain the bisexual hustler Djamel’s relationship with the 

trans prostitute Stéphanie, painting his loving desire for her as non-substitutive. Lifshitz also 

portrays Stéphanie as the conduit for the homosexual rapprochment of Djamel and Mikhail—

her Russian immigrant boyfriend— illustrating the idea that trans women act as social 

intermediaries.  

 A startling number of the most notable films reflecting on immigration and sexuality 

have explored those themes through the trope of prostitution, a medium that explicitly relates 

economic necessity and sexual visibility, such that immigrant sexuality can be considered a 

“problem” afflicting public space, or a clandestine problem when driven underground and 

invisible (and indeed as a crime). Within that group of films, many of the most prominent 

examples have focused on trans and transvestite prostitution: Sebastien Lifshitz' The Wild 

Side, Liria Bougeija's Change moi ma vie, Zakia and Ahmed Bouchaala's Origine 

Contrôlée460, Merzak Allouache's Chou-Chou461, and Mehdi Charef's Miss Mona. Female 

North African prostitution in France was explored in the comedy La Rue des Figuiers462 

dramatizing a madam-led take-over of a Southern French town (co-written by French-born 

novelist Soraya Nini463), as well as by feminist director Coline Serreau in Chaos464 (which 

launched the career of Rachida Brakni, earning her a César for most-promising actress). Male 

North African prostitution got its first large-scale documentary treatment in the form of Bruno 

Gmunder's Welcome Europa; Lifshitz visited this theme with the late Yasmine Belmadi in the 

Wild Side, as well as Amal Bedjaoui in Un Fils, and Charef in Miss Mona. 

                                                
460 Zakia and Ahmed Bouchaala (dir.). Origine contrôlée (US title:Made in France). M6 films, 2001.  
461 “Chou-chou” is a character created by the stand-up comic Gad El Maleh, who based it on transexual Algerian 
prostitutes working in Paris.  
Allouache, Merzak (dir.). Chou-chou. Canal +, 2003. 
462 Yahiaoui, Yasmina (dir.). Rue des Figuiers. Kinok Films, 2005. 
463 Nini is also the author of Ils disent que je suis une beurette and wrote the screenplay for Philippe Faucon’s 
filmic adaptation of the same novel, Samia.   
Nini, Soraya. Ils disent que je suis une beurette. Fixot, 2001. 
Faucon, Philippe (dir.). Samia. Canal+, 2000. 
464 Serreau, Coline (dir.). Chaos. Bac Films, 2001. 
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 After trans prostitution, homosexual prostitution is the most represented in this set of 

films, seemingly always portrayed grimly, its practice reluctant and out of necessity, with 

directors arguably engaging in more miserabilism than occurs with most representations of 

trans or heterosexual female prostitution.465 An underground exploration of immigrant 

hustling in Europe, Bruno Ulmer's Welcome Europa reflects on the links between immigrant 

and sexual clandestinities.466 Showing how immigrant sexuality can generate both desire and 

repulsion in public space, it offers that these immigrants’ homosexual paths begin where their 

economic hopes end. Prostitution is presented as a last resort for immigrants trying to get on 

their feet after their first attempts fail, bringing them face to face with the political reality of 

their situation, reduced to their bodies’ status as commodities, merely switching from manual 

to sexual labor. Le Monde, in its review of the film, echoed this reading:  

This reality— because it was born from desires emanating from our societies, because it was 
perpetuated by prohibitions (against clandestine immigration) in the self-same society— deserves to be 
confronted head-on. Welcome Europa turns this exercise in contemplation into a task that approaches 
penitence.467  

 
In his "Note d’intention du réalisateur" (director’s note), Ulmer describes how the 

process of filming brought him to realize just how integral the themes of mortality and the 

erosion of bodily and gender integrity were to the film: 

I would have never thought, on the eve of filming, that death would be so present... The death 
of the soul as well, long before that of the body, when, after having had to make unbearable 
choices between theft, begging, or prostitution, one's identity withers away, and brings these 
youths to ask the question: "Am I still a man?". It's upon this essential question, about the 
shocks to identities, to masculinities, that I traced the narrative thread of Welcome Europa.468  

Ulmer makes a correlation between economic passivity and an assumed sexual passivity that 

entails the loss of “manhood.” He alludes to the interview subjects’ inability to financially 

                                                
465 Though many such films show the thankless and dangerous side of these types of prostitution (Liria 
Bougeija’s Change-moi ma vie for example), they are counterbalanced with celebratory or defiant episodes 
absent from the homosexual representations. 
466 Ulmer, Bruno (dir.). Welcome Europa. Solaris distribution, 2006.  
467 Sotinel, Thomas. " 'Welcome Europa': dérives sur les trottoirs de l'Europe des riches". lemonde.fr. 29 January 
2008. http://www.lemonde.fr/cinema/article/2008/01/29/welcome-europa-derives-sur-les-trottoirs-de-l-europe-
des-riches_1004884_3476.html. Consulted 4/11/2012. 
468 http://www.solaris-distribution.com/welcome-europa/. Consulted 1/25/2011. 
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sustain themselves on their European venture that is rendered akin to sexual impotence. With 

much recourse to close-ups of anguished faces, Ulmer films young men from Morocco, 

Romania, and Kurdistan as they come to grips with the realization that they may have to 

resort to prostitution to survive in Europe. Far from their dreams of economic ascension and 

family planning, the boys find there is “nothing to write home about,” severing bonds of 

familial communication rather than disclose their sexual “shame.” The migrants struggle to 

constitute an alternative family, finding some fraternal support in other migrants of similar 

age and experience, or, in one memorable scene, with older trans women who “act as mother 

and father.” The novelist and former psychiatrist Tahar Ben Jelloun has used a similar 

language of fractured masculinity to describe homosexual prostitution arising out of a failed 

immigration project, in his recent novel Partir.469 

Two of the most tragic representations of Franco-Arab homosexual prostitution, Amal 

Bedjaoui’s Un Fils470 and Mehdi Charef’s Miss Mona471, have their protagonists meet grisly 

ends when the struggle to stabilize their financial and immigration status’ fails. In the first, 

Selim, the Franco-Arab son of a retired taxi driver, can’t bear to tell his father of his failure to 

find a “decent” job and instead prostitutes himself, splitting his time between a cheap hotel 

and a sex worker colleague’s flat (she may also be his girlfriend, it is left ambiguous in the 

film). When Selim tries to pay for his father’s much-needed back surgery with his earnings, 

his father stubbornly refuses the money, since he can’t determine its source. After a 

particularly difficult day in which Selim is both dumped by a client he developed feelings for, 

and then gay-bashed on his way home by a gang of Franco-Arab young men after refusing to 

                                                
469 Partir recounts the story of a Moroccan immigrant in Spain who engages in reluctant homosexual 
prostitution. At a 2010 book talk, Ben Jelloun spoke of the grounding of the novel in his observation of actual 
migration, and explained that the protagonist Azel considers his prostitution a slight against his masculine 
identity, in a novel that often intertwines political and sexual relationships between countries just as it does 
between persons. Ben Jelloun, Tahar. "Comparative Approaches to Middle Eastern Literature: Leaving Tangier". 
NYU Department of Middle Eastern and Islamic Studies. 22 Oct. 2010. Ben Jelloun, Tahar. Partir. Folio, 2007. 
470 Bedjaoui, Amal (dir.). Un Fils. ML Productions, 2003. 
471 Charef, Mehdi (dir.). Miss Mona. KG Productions, 1987.  
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perform sexual favors for them, Selim commits suicide alone in his hotel room. His father, 

disconsolate after losing his son on top of his wife’s earlier death, must piece back together 

Selim’s life and discovers what he has long ignored about his son. Bedjaoui’s film makes 

strong links between financial and sexual shame, showing the ultimate consequences of 

giving in to the pressures they engender. As with nearly all the films examining homosexual 

prostitution performed by men of North African background, recourse to prostitution is 

presented as the final mark of a failure to integrate oneself economically, to become part of a 

“normal” work force: after opting for it, the young men in question engage in intentionally 

self-destructive or risky behaviour as if to defiantly signal their non-integration. 

Charef’s Miss Mona, following on the heels of his pioneering Thé au harem d’Archi 

Ahmed— which helped launch what has been called “cinema beur” as a genre— tells the 

story of Samir, an immigrant who can’t make ends meet and is picked up by a transvestite 

prostitute (played by Jean Carmet). Carmet becomes Samir’s pimp for the purposes of profit 

but also to eventually help Samir buy identification papers. The film depicts the trans Miss 

Mona as an enabler of Samir’s descent into ruin, but also as his initial saviour, one of the 

city’s oppressed minorities that has taken pity on another. Homosexuality is depicted as a 

constructed condition “foreign” to immigrants, which they acquire via their necessary 

adaptation to a “depraved” urban environment in Europe. Over time and repeated exposure 

Samir learns to find men attractive, especially if they are of the ephebe type; this initiates his 

downfall, because it is his newly-acquired ephebe lover who steals the money he has saved, 

provoking a tragic chain of events. Just as their collaboration overcomes Samir’s initial 

reticence and the pair is starting to make money, Samir gets ensnared in a robbery gone 

wrong, and ends up being arrested by the police after an identity check on the metro. Though 

the film presents noteworthy subversions of the typical immigration sob story— Samir seems 

to form a surrogate family with the trans Miss Mona and her own trans father in their sunny 
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mobile home— Samir ultimately blames his sexual and financial ruin on the unsympathetic 

urban environment, with its many false hospitalities and commerce in human bodies. 

 While the aforementioned harsh conditions of the European urban environment would 

seem to call for coalition-building between struggling sexual and ethnic minorities (as in the 

portrayal of trans “intermediaries”), several films contend that a strong isolationist tendency 

has divided these communities, instilling rapports of self-ghettoization and the dreaded (from 

an officialized French perspective) “communautarisme.” Many of the authors here, however, 

make the point that the “repli communautaire,” or the tendency to fall back on one’s own 

community, is not the sole province of ethnic minorities. In Les Témoins, it is the gay doctor 

Adrien who condemns Mehdi’s “crossing” of communities, his foray into homosexuality, 

telling Sarah: that he cannot understand how she could overlook his sexual experimentation 

and welcome Mehdi back into her life, that she’s “completely masochistic,” asking her 

somewhat homophobically “does it not bother you that he sleeps with boys?”. Adrien’s 

rejection of the couple formed by Mehdi and Sarah is revelatory, revealing him to be an 

enemy rather than a friend of coalitions: “Well I was wrong. I understand now that you’ve 

chosen your camp, and I’m not sure we can remain friends.” Adrien’s fixation with and 

simultaneous avoidance of Mehdi betrays the draw as well as the repulsion of ghetto-breaking 

practices that Mehdi incarnates. It must be be mentioned, however, that Adrien’s self-isolation 

comes at a moment in the 80s during which Euro-American AIDS activists felt abandoned by 

their governments, as well as larger society to a certain extent, explaining in part Adrien’s 

sentiment that community self-sufficience is his only possible recourse. 

 The frustration Adrien feels regarding Mehdi— a bisexual Franco-Arab man who can 

“pass” as straight and enjoy occasional clandestine intimacy, without ever suffering from 

being visually identified as “gay”— is often echoed in other works of gay auteur cinema. 

Such films identify a bisexual Franco-Arab ability to pass between communities, willfully 
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kept discrete/discreet, at their leisure (a non-fictional parallel would be Madjid’s “passing” in 

Chapter One, criticized by Franck Chaumont). Such an ability becomes a source of jealousy 

from a certain mainstream “gay” perspective: clandestine passages “in the night” are made to 

seem dishonest, symbolizing the rupture of a public contract which has it that identities should 

be visible, and more importantly, that one must prioritize sexual identity just as much if not 

more than ethnic identity, even if the Franco-Arab characters in question resist the very 

concept of “sexual identity,” in practice if not speech. One of the most potent explorations of 

this conflict can be found in Lifschitz’ Les Corps ouverts, in which the Franco-Arab 

protagonist verbally spars with his “needy” older boyfriend, complaining of confinement, 

because the latter wants him to lead a more exclusively homosexual, monogamous life, to 

spend more time with him as a gay man, rather than with other women, or with his family 

(Belmadi’s character still lives at home with his sister, and both children show marked filial 

piety to their ailing father). Jean-Marie Besset, a playwright whose work is often adapted for 

the screen (as with Grande Ecole and La Fille du RER), frequently visits this theme of 

seemingly incompatible communities, perhaps nowhere more forthrightly than in his play Les 

Grecs, which focuses on a pretentious dinner party hosted by a couple and their gay friend. 472 

Besset explores the social and cultural self-segregation of bourgeois heterosexuals and 

homosexuals, as well as their resulting shame, all of which is exposed through the unsettling 

arrival in their lives of a bisexual Franco-Arab man (played, unsurprisingly, by Selim 

Kechiouche), the “dark secret” boyfriend (of the pessimistic gay protagonist) who 

opportunistically sleeps with the wife character after a marital dispute. Kechiouche’s 

character seems post-sexual, but definitely not post-ethnic—what with his rigid notions of 

morality stemming from what is depicted as North African heritage— and is positively 

painted as the wall-smashing culprit who makes the glass house of bourgeois identity, 

                                                
472 Besset, Jean-Marie (writ.). Les Grecs. Grasset, 2004. 
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meticulous about its categories, fall apart.473  

 
 Téchiné also dramatizes the competitive communitariasms dividing ethnic and sexual 

minorities, divisions that sometimes lead to what can sardonically be called “oppression 

Olympics.” Following a tendency to privilege dialogue that deals in grand social commentary, 

uttered by characters that seem “representative” to the point of incarnating social allegories, 

Téchiné stages a very philosophical confrontation between ethnic and sexual minorities 

through the characters of Mehdi and Adrien. Their competition is examined through the prism 

of sexual attraction, in their different means of access to the love object Manu: their rivalry is 

exacerbated by the jealousy both feel for one another, with Adrien closer to Manu as a friend 

(closest, importantly, at the end of Manu’s life) while Mehdi was closer to him as a lover. 

When Manu and Adrien first meet in a cruising park, before Mehdi comes into the picture, 

Adrien raises a social grievance he has long held. This comes after Manu lets on that he might 

not be interested in Adrien because of the evident age difference, a justification that allows 

him to avoid rejecting him on the grounds of looks:  

It revolts me to hear that. That's where the real segregation is. With gays, there are no barriers 
of class or of religion, we are the champions of the melting pot. The only taboo left is that of 
age, we have a lot of progress to make on that front. All right, goodbye mountain boy. 
 

 Adrien ties this disparity of attractiveness to a generational gap occurring between 

homosexuals seasoned by a more embattled past and those coming of age in the film’s 

present, in which it is suggested that homosexual solidarity has been overshadowed by 

                                                
473 The play establishes a striking intertext with Pasolini’s Teorema, in which a mysterious and handsome man 
immerses himself into an upper-class Milan family, having sexual relations with the daughter, the mother, the 
son, the father, and the maid, only to leave just as suddenly as he arrived. As in Besset’s play, in which the racial 
Other takes the place of the subject of a different class, bourgeois life is upended after this destabilizing but also 
“missionary” visit: each character becomes more “honest” with themselves, pursuing their repressed desires or 
ambitions. The father hands over control of his factory to the workers, the mother pursues sexual liberty, the son 
becomes an artist, and the maid returns to her village as a holy woman. The daughter however, seems bewildered 
and outside the circle of liberation, however ambiguous.  
Note: In a personal conversation with video-artist Frédéric Nauczyciel, we discussed miserabilist depictions of 
lower-class and ethnic subjects on screen. Nauczyciel suggested that the antidote to such representations was the 
cinema of Pasolini. 
Pasolini, Pier Paolo (dir.). Teorema. Euro International Film, 1968. 
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solidarity with cultural and ethnic Others. The radical gay liberation group FHAR (Front 

Homosexuel d'Action Révolutionnaire), for example, occasionally geared its activism around 

the “sexiness” of immigrant and “Arab” causes.474 Adrien's comment also suggests that while 

homosexuals as a class have grown sensitive to race, even pretending to be “post-racial,” the 

vice versa step has not been made by ethnic minorities. Such remarks paint a picture of 

ingratitude, describing the way in which a very allegorized ethnic minority class has not 

abided by the terms of an implicit social contract, neglecting the etiquette of progressive 

coalition building. Such a conflict, only nascent in the eighties, subsists more than ever in the 

French gay press today, with sociologists of the media like Eric Fassin unpacking the 

conceptual dangers of setting the banlieue against the centre-ville, pitting concerns for sexual 

and racial justice against one another. 475 Yet the scene implicitly also makes connections 

between the different minority statuses, when, after Adrien asks Manu a flurry of private 

questions, Manu replies, "Are you a cop? Do you want to see my papers, or something?" The 

experience of police scrutiny and interrogation is one that immigrants and homosexuals 

shared at this time, when public homosexuality was still criminalized. 

 

The salvation of mixité: 
 
 Téchiné presents mixité—or what is sometimes called diversité—as a possible antidote 

to the type of communitarian enthrenchments outlined above. In doing so he echoes now 

officialized left-wing discourse in France, where mixité sociale has been part of the Socialist 

platform as part of renewal programs in the suburbs (it has increasingly become, albeit more 

recently, part of center-right discourse as well). Mixité, however, departs from its status as an 

innocuous buzzword favored by most political parties when it gets employed, with some 

                                                
474 See Conclusion of the dissertation, p. 342-343. 
475 Fassin, Eric. “Homosexual City, Homophobic Banlieue?” Transl. by Mitrakos, Christina. 
www.metropolitiques.eu. 9 March 2011.http://www.metropolitiques.eu/Homosexual-City-Homophobic.html. 
Consulted 3/29/2012. 
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symbolic violence, as an assimilationist device against minority desires for community. This 

occurs, for instance, with anti-gang legislation that shades off into restrictions on group 

assembly, with exhortations to leave the banlieue or the ghetto in order to succeed, with the 

social policies aiming to break-up “excessively large” families living together in social 

housing, and to a more controversial extent with the policies encouraging décohabitation, or 

divorces from what are alleged to be abusive or polygamous men. The films addressing 

harmony between communities or the lack thereof, often distinguish a spontaneously forming 

mixité (Téchiné, Lifshitz) from a coercive mixité, explaining how a value almost universally 

acknowledged as “positive” can generate resentment when imposed and not volunteered by 

the people concerned.  

 
 Perhaps the phenomena that most alarmingly capture the breakdown of mixité are 

tournantes, or gang rapes, burying the characteristically French “soft commerce” between the 

sexes in enmity. 476 According to Laurent Mucchielli— a sociologist who criticizes attempts to 

relate the phenomenon to immigrant cultures rather than socio-economic factors— statistics 

do not support a recent “spike” in terms of occurrence, as the mainstream media has claimed. 

In his understanding, tournantes do not represent a turning point in the breakdown of relations 

between the sexes, but have rather always been a part of 20th century French society, citing 

the non-immigrant gangs of blousons noirs (black shirts) in the sixties, and police statistics 

from that era until the present. Mucchielli attributes the media scandal surrounding tournantes 

to a combination of concurrent events: the increasingly visible concentration or the urban poor 

in “sensitive” and highly mediatized neighborhoods and the appearance of a correlation with 

ethnicity477, the release of sensational rape-revenge film La Squale478, and the disturbing first-

                                                
476 See Chapter Two and the discussion of “sexual complementarity” in officialized and Republican discourse, p. 
155-156. 
477 Mucchielli, Laurent. Le scandale des “tournantes”. Dérives médiatiques, contre-enquête sociologique. 
Editions La Découverte, 2005. 
478 Genestal, Fabrice (dir.). La Squale. Cine Nomine, 2000. 
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hand account of the late Samira Bellil in Dans l’enfer des tournantes479, all of which launched 

a national debate with its most intense phase between 2000 and 2003.  

 In contrast to La Squale, Ziad Doueri’s adaptation of anonymous author Chimo’s Lila 

Says recounts a love story about the potential of mixité to remedy social ills. 480 Although it 

does include an implicitly violent yet visually muted gang-rape scene, the film takes an 

optimistic view of inter-ethnic relations between the sexes by film’s end. Doueri’s film, 

profiling a teenage bombshell with a pornographic tongue who falls for a soft-spoken Franco-

Arab youth, importantly makes numerous changes to the very bleak book, all of them anti-

miserabilist, the most radical of all being the new “happy” ending, in which the couple 

survives the rape of Lila (she dies tragically in the book version). In one scene completely 

absent from the book, the provocative Lila calls Chimo over to show him an x-rated manga 

comic— of the type popular in France— that showcases a shipwrecked, naked woman 

rescued from the choppy ocean surf by a group of equally naked, muscular, ethnically 

ambiguous men. After they save her, the blonde heroine has sexual relations with all of the 

men, "to thank them" Lila insists, before picking one out of the pack, incidentally the most 

handsome, with curly hair that resembles Chimo’s. This fiction-within-fiction storyline 

translates a parallel dynamic between Chimo, Lila, and Chimo’s Franco-Arab gangmates who 

are sexually but not romantically interested in Lila: as in the comic book, the handsome and 

importantly non-macho Chimo finds himself elected by her to a prized position. Although she 

doesn't "thank" Chimo's buddies in the same way in the film version, Lila doesn't hesitate to 

titillate them at every opportunity and relishes causing sexual upheaval among groups of 

boys. This surprising valorization of what might easily be confused for gang-rape— expressed 

through a comic-book acquired by a beautiful woman rather than by the expected male 

“nerd”— cannot be divorced from media controversies about tournantes and the perceived 

                                                
479 Bellil, Samira with Josée Stoquart. Dans l'enfer des tournantes. Les Éditions de la Seine, 2005. 
480 Doueiri, Ziad (dir.). Lila Says (“Lila dit ça”). Samuel Goldwyn Films, 2005. 
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over-saturation of pornography in the imaginations of ethnic young men in the suburbs. 

Doueiri seems to be issuing a revisionist commentary that questions the magnitude of this 

controversy. Against representations that expose masculine homosocial "monopolies" in the 

banlieue that are by their very nature dangerous for women, or representations of extremely 

vigilant parents “preserving” their daughters by forbidding them access to these areas, 

Doueri’s version presents mass sexual congress as a form of salvation, if only on the level of 

fantasy (in how Lila reads the tale). The novelty of this scene, also reflected in films like 

Ozon's Les Amants criminels, lies in the transposition of heterosexual male fantasy to the 

mind of a young woman, tripping up the conclusions so often reiterated that pornography is 

the sole province of affectively-impaired, sleazy, heterosexual men. In Les Amants criminels, 

the motif of women authoring their own seemingly “masculine” pornographic fantasies was 

pushed even further: the female lead, who fakes a story of being gang-raped by a Franco-Arab 

classmate in order to have her boyfriend kill the perpetrator, takes pleasure in engineering the 

homosexual dynamics and intrigues occurring between the various male protagonists, all 

ostensibly straight, and expresses erotic satisfaction at seeing them assert a sexualized 

domination over one another.  

 Returning to the politicization of pornography in debates about the banlieue, the film 

tows a very ambivalent line. It seems at first to validate the mainstream, contemporary French 

feminist refrain— that banlieue youth have only pornography for their sexual education— by 

showing Lila expressing her attraction to Chimo in pornographic language. Yet because 

what’s being expressed is love, such language recovers the affective content of brute sexual 

expression ("I think of you when I'm masturbating"). Doueri would say in the accompanying 

DVD interview, that he doesn't believe in the dichotomy positing women as "sensual" and 

men as "sexual." More radically, pornography becomes, for Lila at least, an expiatory and 

also deterrent device, helping her meet the personal goal of preserving her virginity while 
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alleviating her sexual urges on the rhetorical and pictorial level. Doueri’s decision to depart 

from Chimo’s text for this scene evidences his opinions of the pornography debate, which 

originally erupted in American feminist circles but has had an afterlife in recent French media 

controversies about the influence of pornography on youth sexual imagination.481 Both the 

film and the book, however, do not seek to totally recover pornography from condemnation, 

because in each version Chimo’s gang friends cite Lila's racy language as a provocation and 

"justification" for their consequent rape, echoing Catherine Mackinnon's idea that the line 

between representation and incited imitation is always in danger of being blurred by 

pornography.482 The film's message however, is that the Franco-Arab gang was incapable, 

unlike the “enlightened” Chimo, of differentiating between representation, fantasy, and 

reality. This advances a correlation between lack of intellectual education and lack of sexual 

education that can prove dangerously explosive, as the film suggests. 

 

Conclusion: 
   
 From Chimo’s soft-spoken knight of the banlieue, to the benevolent policeman of Les 

Témoins’, the representations surveyed here recover Franco-Arab virility from its usual 

condemnation, by switching codes such that machismo becomes a misunderstood chivalry. 

These alternative representations insist upon the caring aspects of virility as well as the fact 

that it remains constantly “in demand” in French society, despite superficial condemnations. 

By presenting Franco-Arab virility as a possible force for social stability rather than 

delinquency, they shed light on the ways that men’s “Arab” (sexual) education might 

“paradoxically” guarantee respect for women. The directors also tackle the issue of 

homophobia (condemned as endemic to Franco-Arab machismo) by blurring the line between 

                                                
481 Former French presidential candidate Ségolène Royal spoke prominently of pornography’s detrimental effects 
on youth sexual imagination. See Chapter Two, p. 148-149.  
482 Mackinnon, Catherine. Pornography and Civil Rights: A New Day for Women's Equality. Organizing Against 
Pornography, 1988. 
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an already well-known Franco-Arab homosociality and a more clandestine, behind-the-scenes 

homosexuality, presenting figures with homosexual inclinations (if not identities) who respect 

an all-important public/private distinction. In the film Un Prophète, parallels are established 

between the figures of the arabe de service and the homo de service, such that the Franco-

Arab protagonist eventually takes a page from the “queer” playbook, overcoming his 

“masters” by aping their codes and subverting them from below. Most remarkably, Un 

Prophète’s protagonist abandons his criminal associations and turns to an Islamic, straight and 

narrow path due the instructive interventions of a homosexually-inclined fellow Franco-Arab 

inmate.  

  Some formative works of banlieue cinema have also meditated on the intersection of 

criminality and sexuality. Richet’s films offer depictions of hostilities between delinquents 

and authorities that have focused on the sexual tenor of their opposition: two homo-social 

orders competing for a kind of phallic dominance. In a somewhat masculinist sense, the police 

divisions are portrayed as “white,” right-wing, xenophobic, and homosexually “perverse,” 

while the multi-racial banlieue youth appear heterosexually dynamic, their attempts at 

courtship, love, and procreation unnaturally thwarted by the authorities. Harassed in banlieue 

spaces of assembly the youths call “private” and the police call “public,” the Arab and black 

protagonists express frustration with the lack of opportunities for intimacy to occur naturally, 

building up a sexual misery that sometimes violently explodes. Richet highlights the 

homosexualized aggression erupting between police and delinquents as reminiscent of sexual 

dynamics belonging to a recent colonial past, not properly digested. Stereotypes about the 

supposed perversion of pieds-noirs jump through history to make their way into banlieue 

cinema, mingling with leftist portrayals of homosexuality as a symptom of bourgeois 

decadence.  

 Téchiné also connects France’s contemporary police force to its colonial past, through 
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the complexes of a singular protagonist: a Franco-Arab policeman who is also the leader of a 

vice brigade cracking down on prostitutes and homosexuals in the early 80’s. Through this 

unique character, Téchiné opens a discussion about whether police surveillance might share 

parallels with a type of Franco-Arab big brother (grand frère) surveillance, eventually 

suggesting that fears of such a correlation are unfounded. As is the tradition in his films, 

Téchiné flips a condemned trait of ethnicized virility— surveillance— so that it becomes a 

faculty of concern, which crucially allows for life-saving (and sometimes erotic) contact when 

danger presents itself and the Franco-Arab “saviour” character steps in. Ethnicized virility is 

valorized but also challenged, in much of the corpus here, by sexually “enlightened” 

homosexual figures and their heterosexual allies, who lecture Franco-Arab men about sexual 

hypocrisy and the need to disclose one’s intimate life as a sign of liberation. It becomes clear 

that the policing of sexuality can occur from more than one vantage point. 

  The spaces shown policed by police and vice squads, have often been immigrant and 

red-light districts populated by a diverse group of loosely-defined “refugees”— immigrant, 

economic, sexual— who come from all corners of life to converge in a singular urban mixité. 

Since mixité (or under another nomenclature diversité) has been enshrined as an official 

French policy recommendation for countering communitarianism, the police’s repression of 

this alternative mixité gets singled out with much irony by these directors. One of the most 

represented mixités is that occurring between trans women and hyper-virile 

immigrant/banlieusard men, enabled, the directors show, by a flexible (Franco-)Arab 

sexuality that can also open itself to homosexuality after a preceding exposure to trans 

women. Prostitution is here an endeavour shared by Franco-Arab men and trans women on 

the economic margins, portrayed very bleakly as an inevitable last resort after failed job 

searches and repeated social exclusions.  

 Communitarianism, usually a charge leveled at immigrants in the suburbs, is lobbed 
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back at the city center, via depictions of bourgeois or aristocratic enclaves, gentrified 

homosexual ghettos, exclusive centers of higher learning, all of which seem to resort to 

contact with ethnic minorities only for the duration of a clandestine sexual release. In 

contemporary times, and despite a characteristically French aversion to identity politics, 

ethnic and sexual identities have been asserted in a shared public space, sometimes engaging 

in what has been called “oppression olympics” in the media. Accepting that these 

communities should face off in competition, several directors have attempted to map out the 

power differentials and shifting hierarchies that demarcate them. Although all political camps 

agree that mixité is a good idea, its implementation has sometimes occurred with symbolic 

violence when deployed against minority desires for community, alienating those concerned 

from a positive value because of the coercion involved. These notions are tested by the 

alarming issue of tournantes (gang-rapes), which can be conceived as the total breakdown of 

a mixité designed to engineer social and sexual harmony.  
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EPILOGUE and CONCLUSION: 

 

 Fiction-based films dealing with the sexualization of immigration have managed to get 

at the heart of anxieties and projections difficult to account for in empirical and analytical 

vocabularies. In A Prophet, for example, a flight into surrealism with the mystical Sufi 

apparition of the character Reyeb speaks volumes about highly variable attitudes toward 

homosexuality in the “virilist” and multi-ethnic environment of the French prison system. In 

Ma 6-t va crack-er, a youth riot scene depicted so as to emphasize the balletic grace and 

athleticism of the rioters begins to resemble an ornate, large-scale Renaissance tableau 

depicting a plurality of highly estheticized male figures: this sheds light on the homo-social if 

not homosexual esthetic valorization of male collectivity visible in banlieue cinema.  

 One film in particular, François Ozon’s Criminal Lovers takes a pressing media 

polemic about gang-rapes to its logical extreme. 483 It employs the fantasy and horror of a 

Grimm fairy-tale to get at the politically incorrect heart of post-immigration anxieties in 

France, finding an unexpected humor in the macabre. Along with a few other recent cultural 

productions that are reality-based, it joyously departs from an initial investment in realism to 

better get at the heart of a social malaise around immigration that has been acutely sexualized. 

In its flight from realism for the purposes of better confronting the real, it is similar to another 

cultural production based on fantasy that capitalizes on the politically incorrect: pornography. 

This highly symbolic film as well as pornography production trade on the objectification of 

virility, the first via processes of animalization, and the second via commodification.  

Criticized upon its release for its sexual and racial “objectification,” Criminal Lovers 

profiles the crime spree, stormy romance, and grisly end of two teenage lovers. The plot 

follows Alice, a precocious goth princess who convinces her gullible boyfriend, Luc, that she 

                                                
483 Ozon, François (dir.). Les Amants criminels. Fidélité Productions, 1999. 
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has been gang-raped by the entourage of one of the “bad” boys at school, the Franco-Arab 

Saïd, a jock who thinks himself a great seducer. Alice asks Luc to avenge her rape by 

murdering Saïd. After much hesitation, and prodding from Alice, he obliges her, only to find 

out that Alice had made up the allegation, seemingly in order to get Luc to demonstrate his 

commitment to her. The film follows the fallout from this crime into a majestic forest—which 

sends the film into a fairy-tale dimension—a place where the lovers escape to bury Saïd, only 

to be captured by a rabbit-trapper/ogre figure and eventually the police. The young characters, 

especially Saïd, are animalized in ways that highlight the sexual and racial dynamics of the 

film’s commentary on contemporary, French, pluri-ethnic society. Some scholars and critics 

have criticized Criminal Lovers for being “apolitical” and failing to engage with 

contemporary issues. I argue, on the contrary, that the film stages a dramatic and controversial 

politicization of sexuality in light of race figured as animality.  

 Released in 1999, Les Amants criminels prefigured the French media scandal 

surrounding “tournantes” (or gang rapes) in the banlieue. By interrogating Alice’s sincerity as 

rape victim, the film toed an explosive political line. Playing the “damsel in distress” of a 

postmodern love triangle, Alice maintains an ambivalent position with regard to the two types 

of masculinity represented by her love objects, her attraction vacillating between Luc’s 

deference and Saïd’s directness. She flirts with Saïd at school and fantasizes about 

carniverously devouring his brown flesh in steamy diary entries. Via the film’s highly stylized 

cinematography, Saïd is dressed up to resemble an indomitable, conquering “lion” and Alice 

takes on the challenge “taming” him. This element of the plot joins with a controversial and 

swelling undercurrent of some xenophobic feminist and LGBT rhetoric about Muslim 

immigration to Europe. This undercurrent condemns the presumed sexual “aggression” of 
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Arab/Muslim men, and advances the idea that a remaining inaccessible, uncharted territory in 

society’s “feminist” calibration is the immigrant male. 484  

 The murder of Saïd hinges on the use of a knife, a phallic symbol but also the 

presumed weapon of choice of a beur delinquent. Alice and Luc initially discover the 

existence of the knife when it falls out of Saïd’s pants, in an earlier scene, as he is standing at 

a urinal, being spied on by them. Symbolically the (purportedly) phallocentric “Arab” is slain 

by his own phallus, in a kind of “feminist” revenge fantasy. This female-engineered male 

internecine violence unfurls from within one of Alice’s favourite fetish scenarios: seeing men 

homosexually destroy each other, or rather themselves, at her initiative provides her with a 

sublime erotic satisfaction.  

 In publicity shots that accompanied the film’s release, gay celebrity photographers 

Pierre et Gilles, famous for their portraits of Madonna, porn stars, and third world youth, 

depicted Saïd in poses uncannily reminiscent of wildlife photography, especially that of big 

cats: as in the many shots wherein Kechiouche reproduced the over-the-shoulder look of the 

Jaguar that has just been discovered, shot by camera before it is shot by the gun. 485 This 

recurring voyeurist trope turns Kechiouche’s face into that of an angered tiger, in order to 

depict a predator, sexual or otherwise, casually interrupted in its natural habitat, its look back 

to the camera a mixture of aggression, seduction, and frozen surprise at being watched. The 

fact that Saïd’s name in Arabic means “happy” supplements the reading of a being in its 

habitat, happy to be itself/himself, his removal from that habitat and the patterns of his normal 

life a sort of crime against Nature.  

Pierre et Gilles’ consistent return to this hunter/prey ambivalence leads to another 

point. The fact that Saïd’s pose reflects a scene in which Saïd returns Alice’s desiring gaze 

                                                
484 I place “feminist” in quotes because what’s portrayed here is a caricature of a feminism of “femininity” 
pushed to the extreme. Subsequent feminist waves, in the Anglo-American context as well as in France, have 
incorporated sensitivities to race and class in ways absent in the film. 
485 Cameron, Dan and Bernard Macardé. Pierre et Gilles, l’œuvre complète 1976-1996. Taschen, 1996. 
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indicates an intersection between carnivorous gazes. On the one hand, that of a gay 

consumerist visual culture which can shoot with the camera just as hunters shoot their 

dangerous but exciting prey, and on the other hand, a collapse of a heterosexual white 

woman’s gaze with a homosexually male point of view. This is supplemented by a scene—

echoing Pierre et Gilles’ magic-realism with its starry skies and its forest of nocturnal 

mystery—in which Alice fantasizes all the way to orgasm about a homosexual tryst between 

the rabbit-poacher and Saïd. It starts out with affectionate caresses and smiles, but suddenly 

turns into a murder scene, Alice’s jouissance coinciding with Saïd’s erotic asphyxiation by the 

rabbit-poacher’s massive hands. What she fantasizes about, if we delve further, is the 

transformation of a nascent homo-affective bond into male homosexual violence, masculine 

solidarity turned into masculine enmity.  

 Alice takes a comically anthropological tone—a tone that combines eroticism with the 

precise recording of natural history—when describing Saïd in her journal: “His mouth, brown 

and crimson, becomes smooth and shiny, pink like a nipple or a penis head. Very large lower 

lips, maybe 2 to 3 centimeters, the skin curves inward into a deep wrinkle, in winter must 

crack and open. Large, dark tongue, very humid, licks lower lip, with an exciting force.”486 A 

connection is made between the whispered, observational tones of zoologists surveying 

wildlife for documentaries, the colonial obsession with comparative anatomy, and an erotics 

of difference that dwells on color contrasts.  

 The murder of Saïd inverts media expectations of Muslim brutality: instead of being a 

knife-wielding rapist, Saïd is killed off in a way that performs this stereotype in reverse, as he 

is held down by both Alice and Luc, captive to Luc’s relentless stabbing. The light, sterile 

colors of the showers and bathrooms, splashed with blood, recall both the inside of a livestock 

butchery as well as the hygiene and sterility of a surgery theater. Both of these spaces 

                                                
486 My translation, as the English subtitles omitted a considerable portion of the dialogue. 
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constitute sites where bodies are literally deconstructed, lending the scene a high symbolic 

valence. Saïd’s brown skin, glistening with water from the shower seduction scene that 

preceded this one, provides an esthetically significant contrast to the pastel pallor of Luc and 

Alice, who melt into the powdery background, washing off the vibrant coat of Saïd’s blood 

while embracing. On the whole, this murder scene adds much fuel to the argument that the 

motive for Luc and Alice’s murderous scheme is an implicit desire for ethnic drag, drag in the 

sartorial sense of wearing a trophy fur coat as a symbol of one’s hunting prowess. In the 

build-up to this sequence, Alice lures Saïd by placating him sexually, and then washes him 

and his bloody jouissance away under the shower, “getting the Arab off” in a dual sense. The 

copious, squirting blood coupled with the ethnic character of the slaughtered object turns the 

scene into a scandalously tongue-in-cheek rejoinder to the French media controversies that 

erupt whenever the issue of Islamic animal sacrifice pops up, a phenomenon often depicted as 

taking place in the bath-tubs or showers of public housing projects.  

 After the crime, the criminal lovers abscond from the restricted space of school to the 

wilderness of a nearby forest, hoping to cover their tracks and bury Saïd’s body, only to find 

themselves held captive just as Saïd was. The cinematic gaze retreats from Alice and Luc’s 

point of view to take that of a resident hunter spying on them, the fairy-tale “ogre” 

complement to Luc and Alice’s lost children. He has observed their every move, and entraps 

them once they wander into his cottage in search for food. Aware of their criminality, he locks 

them up in a cave where the lovers discover another body alongside them, none other than 

that of Saïd, unearthed. Alice and Luc become prey seized by a game-hunter, taken to the 

basement where they join Saïd in museumification. The narrative becomes ever more 

gruesome and surreal when part of Saïd’s leg goes missing. The ogre takes a liking to Luc and 

feeds him, and some critics have claimed, that if the ogre motif is to be followed, he must be 

feeding Saïd’s bodyparts, not rabbit meat, to Luc. Much in the same way that Montaigne 
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favorably described cannibalistic rituals in the New World as a way to commune with 

ancestors who had been eaten by the enemy, this provides another opportunity for Luc to 

become Saïd, and for Ozon to explore the homosexual undercurrent of Luc’s envy of Saïd’s 

masculinity.   

 At the end of the film, a SWAT team hunts down the criminal lovers, shooting Alice, 

and imprisoning both Luc and the ogre, bringing justice to a brutal conclusion. Seen through 

ski hoods designed to conceal their identities, the SWAT team officers, all men, nevertheless 

exhibit strongly ethnicized black and Arab traits, calling to mind a sort of closing of the circle 

of revenge that started with the slaying of an ethnic Other who belonged to a homo-social 

pack of sorts. On the run from the officers, Luc fittingly gets caught in a rabbit trap, and is 

seized by one of Saïd’s avenging angels, visibly dark-skinned behind his mask. The message 

of revenge is confirmed with a sudden cut to the final shot, a déjà-vu image of Saïd back in 

the classroom: whereas in the first instance he smiled back at Alice, here he scowls at the 

camera with an accusatory look.  

 The figure of Alice distills the association of animal rights and anti-minority discourse 

that has been a feature of European society since the 1970s, not least in the figure of Brigitte 

Bardot. Alice’s character sometimes seems to channel other figures that have morally 

preferred animals to humans they deem undesirable. Ozon seems to mock upper-class 

indifference to human suffering and veneration of trophy pets. Brigitte Bardot, who turned 

from acting to animal rights activism in the seventies, has been taken to court multiple times 

for statements made in her best-selling books against homosexuals and illegal immigration. 487 

In 2010, she announced a campaign to run for French president, taking aim at, among other 

things, the Islamic practice of ritual lamb slaughter for the Eid-el-kabir celebration, 

recommending that an electric “stunning” requirement be instituted. In Les Amants criminels, 

                                                
487 Crumley, Bruce. "Is Brigitte Bardot Bashing Islam?" time.com. 15 April 2008. 
http://www.time.com/time/world/article/0,8599,1731098,00.html. Consulted 4/11/2012. 
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after Alice and Luc have efficiently murdered and packed Salim into the getaway car, they 

run over a small rabbit. Alice bolts out of the car and cradles the dying animal, sobbing 

inconsolably, exhorting Luc to “do something”, insisting that they must bury the animal 

(before burying Saïd).  

Les Amants criminels paints to the portrait of Alice with such black-and-white, good 

vs. evil brush strokes that is hard to ignore the charges of misogyny often aired in the film’s 

critical reception. When the camera cuts to Alice, the shots often include spider webs, playing 

on the sexist stereotype of women, entrapment, and prey: she would be the black widow 

feared by unsuspecting men everywhere. While the film is novel as one of the first attempts to 

describe the possible victims of a racialized and extremist “feminism,” many found it heavy-

handed in its Machiavellian opposition between fundamentally good, homo-social, masculine 

alliances, and fundamentally bad, heterosexual alliances between androgynized men and 

women. However, one might also take the charitable point of view that caricature and 

exaggeration are justified by the fairy-tale premise, and that Ozon’s fantastical film says more 

about sexual projections and anxieties than hyper-realistic accounts that aim for sociological 

accuracy, as is habitual in much banlieue cinema.  

Pushing this argument further, one can consider how the most unapologetically 

fantastical form of sexualization, pornography, responds to dystopian visions of sexuality. 

Some production featuring Franco-Arabs has looked for “solutions” to problems regarding the 

breakdown of mixité in the banlieues through an erotic exaggeration of these problems to 

nightmarishly humorous extremes. Such representational strategies epitomize the concept of 

controlling “fire with fire.” Pornography, as a cultural medium, has until relatively recently 

been dismissed as a legitimate branch of academic inquiry. The pornography wars in feminist 

circles, as well as the emergence of respected pornography scholars like Linda Williams, have 

changed this. Pornography remains a multi-billion dollar industry whose viewership numbers 
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in the millions: it is both a highly capitalistic enterprise with real elements of exploitation, as 

well as a forum for an expression of sexual fantasy and intimacy not hindered by 

representational and political red lines. Pornography directors do not have to “justify” or 

“apologize,” in regard to objectionable content, because they can cite the lack of intentionality 

at the center of desire and sexual preferences. In France, art-house film directors have 

increasingly been exploring the grey area between art-film and pornography, as visible in the 

work of Virginie Despentes, Catherine Breillat, and more recently Christophe Honoré, with 

porn stars cast in starring and unconventional roles.488 Gay director Honoré’s L’Homme au 

bain489, starred a pornographic actor discovered by the “homo-thug” pornography studio 

Citébeur, namely François Sagat.490  

Honoré has been veteran of pensive films reflecting on gay urban subjectivity in a time 

of evolving family relationships and AIDS; in this film however he decided to explore 

banlieue homosexuality. L’homme au bain is a distinctly non-miserabilist film which discards 

the stereotype of the banlieue as homophobic inferno, depicting it in counterpoint as a relative 

paradise of spontaneous sexual opportunity and unchallenged homophilia (both in the sense of 

loving the same sex and loving those who are culturally or socially similar, a non-pejorative 

way of referring to communitarianism). The complex banlieue space represented by the 

director is not without drawbacks, incarnated for instance by the American artist who moves 

into a banlieue apartment to be closer to the raw “ethnic” masculinity he fetishizes. 

Interestingly, one half of the film explores metrosexuality, using the figure of Sagat’s 

boyfriend “Omar.” Omar, an artist/film-maker type, leaves for New York on a promotional 

film tour after a fight with his boyfriend, pursuing a fling with a hipster NYU student. This 

provides for a representational contrast between the banlieue world of athletic and hyper-

                                                
488 One could add to this list the 1995 banlieue cinema classic Raï, starring female porn star Tabatha Cash and 
co-written by Cyril Collard. 
Gilou, Thomas (dir.). Raï. M6 Films, 1995.  
489 Honoré, Christophe (dir.). L’Homme au bain. Les Films du Bélier, 2010.  
490 La Bruce, Bruce (dir.). L.A. Zombie. Wurstfilm, 2010.  
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masculine men of color, and the Manhattan esthetics of rock-infused hipsterdom with its 

scruffy, skinny and androgynous young men. Rather than suggesting that metrosexuality and 

banlieue virility are opposed, the director considers them logically complementary as two 

pieces of a human relationship that respond to one another, boyfriend dramas 

notwithstanding. It charitably shows that banlieue men are not without artistic potential, with 

Sagat drawing a giant romantic portrait of the boyfriend he sorely misses on the walls of their 

shared apartment. I submit that the film’s optimistic tone, as far as sexual opportunity and 

affective contentment are concerned, is informed by actor Sagat’s channeling of Citébeur’s 

esthetics and even “ethics” of the banlieue as a sexually promising zone, producing a 

reinterpretation of banlieue relationships. 

With this in mind I will now consider ethnic pornography by three French 

studios/directors: Jean-Daniel Cadinot (Cadinot), Jean-Noel René Clerc (JNRC), and 

Citébeur. Their productions have respectively explored tropes of sex tourism to North Africa, 

the hyper-sexualization of single immigrants, the "eroticization of poverty," and the "homo-

thug" type. Through the ostensibly improbable filter of pornography they tackle issues of 

colonial memory, immigration and ethics, and contemporary race relations in a forthright and 

unapologetic way.  

Much of this production engages with a playful eroticization of delinquency by multi-

ethnic youth, recalling Jean Genet’s erotic worship of criminals, and in an altogether other 

sense, Palestinian and Black Power combatants. Mireille Rosello’s work on deviating the 

stereotype of the “Arab thief,” becomes useful in unpacking this material, as we’ll see. 

Adding to this, sociologist Guénif-Souilamas puts into context the way that modern-day 

banlieusards might be understood according to a tradition of sexual radicalism within the 

French intelligentsia. Here she speaks of the media’s caricatural portraits: “Virilism, that 

outrageous expression of masculinity constrained to its strict sexual limits, offers the 
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advantage of illustrating the ideological proximity already underlined by Foucault between 

perversion and delinquency, which, as is publicly notorious, the Arabs of the projects practice 

in equal measure” (74).491 Returning to Genet, there are of course many ambiguities to his 

stance: one criticism finds that he contests the secure norms of white French society by 

aligning himself with American blacks and Palestinians, yet conditions his solidarity on a 

homo-eroticism which finds these subjects beautiful first and righteous second. This is not the 

final verdict on Genet however, and I don’t mean to support the idea that a political solidarity 

is superficial if eroticized. Genet took great pains to explain, in chronological terms, that 

beauty and righteousness are simultaneous (that Black Panthers are beautiful because they are 

already righteous), and that he is merely a witness who recognizes this. Others have objected 

to Genet idolizing the criminal, the thug, or the outcast qua outcast, and of subsuming the 

represented Other into a zest for depravity that he might enjoy but which that Other might not 

consent to. The question of inter-ethnic solidarity is further complicated, when it comes to 

pornography, in light of that market’s highly capitalistic nature and often untrustworthy 

entrepreneurs, who may disguise material gain in the colors of radicalism. 

In 2008, Antoine Barde of Studio Press, the media outfit that releases the popular 

Citébeur video series, gave compelling interviews about the place of “ethnic porn” in the 

European pornography market. The “Cité” in Citébeur refers to the “projects”: the series is 

one in which the “racaille” or hoodlum/thug stereotype abounds. Several videos pit suburban 

Franco-Arab teens in sportswear and chains against symbols of the “negligent” French State, 

such as policemen and administrators, on whom they repeatedly carry out what appears to be 

a sexualized revenge. The dénouements of the often hilariously inappropriate porn plots rarely 

deliver on their original menace, often concluding with both white and Arab (or often Black) 

                                                
491 Op. cit..  
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sexual partners deriving pleasure from the encounter, albeit perhaps for different reasons at 

first. 

Because they crystallize so well the simultaneous demonization and eroticization of 

“ethnic” virility in France, it is worth citing examples from the ample Citébeur corpus of 

videos, full-length films, comic strips, and erotic fiction. Some of the titles and captions from 

the individual video releases evoke the humorous eroticization of urban squalor (“Bitume te 

met dans la lune”/ “Pavement makes you see stars”), the infiltration of the Mediterranean and 

the demographic redefinition of France (“Med in France”, “Med” also being shorthand for 

“Mohammed”), or the transformation of sites of sexual trauma into zones of pleasure (as in 

the gang bangs of “Caves à plaisirs”/ “Pleasure Basement”).  

Barde and his partner Stéphane Chibikh, the creator of Citébeur, started from a desire 

to provide an alternative to the formulaic and repetitive output of the main porn studios, 

which they considered conformist. Business exploded, and in 2008 Barde bragged that 

Citébeur was the highest selling gay porn DVD studio in Europe. The partners were 

instrumental in turning a new consumer category, namely “ethnic porn,” into a market force. 

Faced with these violent yet playful images of Franco-Arab machismo versus a white former 

dominator/colonist made “passive,” 492 many in the gay establishment media— especially in 

the pages of mainstream gay-interest magazines like Têtu—criticized Citébeur as a step 

backward and away from a humanist, egalitarian model of 21st century LGBT relations, while 

at the same time, a gay consumer public searching for the new and slightly disturbing quietly 

bought Citébeur products and spread the name.  

The gay media establishment critiqued Chibikh, who now shies away from the press, 

for choosing to film in “caves,” those basement hang-out areas which are often used as a 

symbol of suburban squalor, the site of a kind of non-bourgeois listlessness, while also being 
                                                
492 This was the case at least in the initial output, in which active and passive roles were racialized, Arabs always 
“active” and Caucasians always “passive.” The production has since switched up the role-assignments in 
unpredictable ways. 
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the supposedly preferred site for gang rapes/gang bangs. Chibikh was accused of eroticizing 

poverty and romanticizing the daily routine of confrontation and violence that is said to reign 

in the suburbs. In 2003, the “Porno” rubric of the magazine Têtu profiled the emergent 

Citébeur studio, which had just released its first full-length DVD, Wesh Cousin (“What’s up 

bro?”). 493 Journalist Louis Maury headlined the article “Praise song for thugs,” describing the 

release as a “porno (which), with its rascal show-offs sprucing themselves up in front of the 

camera, is as irritating as it is exciting.” Under the sub-heading, Maury added, “Stéphane 

Chibikh, the director, explains himself (s’en explique),” as though Chibikh had been an 

undisciplined enfant terrible in need of a call to order. Maury captured the ambivalent 

strategy of Citébeur marketing, halfway between provocation and entertainment, always 

engaging the viewer. Maury ridiculed the postures struck by the models as a mere re-hash of 

stereotypes, but failed to remark that these bothersome “types” had until then been noticeably 

absent from French gay pornography. Declaring the human subjects caricatural, he preferred 

to focus on the “astonishing authenticity” of the lighting and sound, perfectly rendering the 

surrounding urban environs, an authenticity which was then strangely compared with the 

production of porn predecessor JNRC, known for his highly alienating scenarios involving 

immigrants and construction workers hard-up for cash looking desperate and barely 

interested. More charitable than most journalists, Maury allowed Chibikh (who had not yet 

forsaken media appearances) to respond to the echo chamber of one-way criticism: 

In the face of criticism, the young man listens, takes notes, and justifies his choices, … (showcasing) a 
disconcerting conversational ability (un tchatche qui désarçonne) and an undeniable sense of precision 
which rests upon a term that has become his catch phrase: “authenticity.” 
  “Why deform reality to make it more presentable?” he asks from the start. “I didn’t want to 
make it ‘pretty’, but rather to make it ‘real’. In this film, everything is na-tu-ral!” 
 He addresses, point by point, our objections. The actors’ look? “They dress the way they 
want.” The dialogue? “… If you have a big dick, you brag about it. The masturbation scenes in my film 
resemble no others; these are interactive scenes. Filming this type of scene can often be annoying. For 
the spectator just as much as the actor. Here, the actor turns on and excites the spectator. With his own 
words. I won’t make him say things to furnish the scene.” 
 

                                                
493 Maury, Louis. “Cantique de la racaille”. Têtu July-August 2003, p. 36. 
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Maury and Chibikh deploy the highly ambivalent term “authenticity” in very different, 

perhaps incompatible ways, such that the debate about representational accuracy arrives at a 

relativist dead-end. Maury’s surprise at Chibikh’s collected eloquence and entrepreneurial 

spirit is somewhat surprising, with its ambiguous assumptions about miseducation. Maury 

also assumes a majority of sorts behind his own objections, collapsing an entire gay viewing 

public—which may love Citébeur just as it is—with his own point of view. Against 

assumptions of coercion, directorial cues that reinforce stereotypes, and artificial 

exaggerations of virility, Chibikh responds with free will and the creativity born of it: 

Citébeur scenes do not seem as artificially rehearsed or professionally edited as mainstream 

production. The interaction he speaks of stems from his productions’ distinctive feature, that 

the actors in solo scenes confidently lock eyes with the camera, and are relentlessly 

conversational, a rarity in much run-of-the-mill pornography, improvising a back-and-forth 

with the camera and convincingly thriving off voyeurism and auto-eroticism. Such scenes are 

a far cry from the “barely there” stage presence and vacant expressions of actors in most 

pornographic films, especially in the post-colonial production of JNRC, in which actors are 

often haggard, looking drugged, their eyes never meeting the camera. Against the accusations 

of Franco-Arab actors “provoking” supposedly white viewers with denials of bodily access 

(clothes remaining on, hats, sunglasses), the direct eye contact and sustained verbal address to 

the spectator establish a visceral connection, difficult to refuse. The bond of intimacy between 

actor and spectator, as artificial as it can be in pornography, is arguably more intense in this 

“violent” production than in generic, mainstream pornography.  

An example of dialogue from the DVD jackets for the Wesh Cousin series illustrates 

this concept of provocative, direct, yet inviting engagement:  

You will check out my huge rod (grosse tige) and you will want it. Impossible not to! Look at me right 
in the eyes and submit to my power. I know you are dying of envy for me to stuff it in your mouth and 
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for me to detonate your little butt which is overheating and wet from checking out my huge caliber 
(member/weapon). Let yourself go, damn it!494 
 

Employing the imperative case while offering the services of a guide, this monologue plays 

on ethnographic stereotypes of the native informant by turning that guide into a bossy, 

dominant drill sergeant, who reads the transparently aroused body language of an audience 

which finds a reluctant attraction to being dominated. Koltès’ “dealer” character (profiled in 

Chapter Three) comes to mind here, in the sense that both characters “impolitely” read into 

audience psychology through an assessment of the Other’s body language; yet they 

generously promise total sexual satisfaction at the same time. As mentioned earlier, these 

scenarios depart from the assumption that the Franco-Arab partner vengefully derives a one-

way satisfaction at the expense of the caucasian subject: the objective for the Franco-Arab 

character is still to produce unparalleled pleasure in the recipient. This comes despite the 

prevailing “civilized” veneer covering the injunction for strictly versatile sexual roles in 

homosexual relations, an element of the discourse of “sexual modernity” described in Chapter 

One, something Chibikh has blatantly punctured.  

Mireille Rosello’s work495 is useful here in illuminating just how stereotypes are 

“declined” —conjugated, altered or rejected—when those stereotypes are redeployed to 

encourage the taking of social and post-colonial “justice”.496 In the Têtu article, stereotypes 

were not investigated but rather avoided like a plague, or used as a contagious label when 

associated to others one wants to accuse of something reprehensible (ie, “this director engages 

in stereotypes, therefore the entire production is invalid”). In this pornography, stereotypes are 

                                                
494 "Tu vas mater ma grosse tige et tu vas en avoir envie. Impossible de ne pas la vouloir! Regardes-moi droit 
dans les yeux et soumets-toi à ma puissance. Je sais que tu meurs d'envie que je te la fourre dans la bouche et 
que je t'éclate ton petit cul qui a chaud et qui mouille en mattant mon gros calibre. Lâches-toi putain!" 
495 Declining the Stereotype. Op. cit..  
496 “The double movement of inhabiting while displacing can be achieved through a combination of the two 
meanings of the word ‘declining,’ for if ‘declining’ evokes delicate decisions and potentially strident political 
statements when referring to what we do to invitations, the same word also refers to an apparently innocent and 
quite socially meaningless activity. I am thinking about what we do to German, Latin, or Greek nouns when we 
learn the grammatical rudiments of such languages... 
Remembering that stereotypes are also or perhaps above all a manifestation of what is mechanical in our 
language, I will treat declensions as an interesting combination of fixed roots and variable endings…” (10).  
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deployed, I argue, with a level of sophistication that approaches Rosello’s studied 

reappropriations (of stereotypes). The willfully exaggerated and provocative Citébeur 

dialogue initiates a humorous register that edges the spectator into a unstable state, in which 

he or she both laughs at and is excited by the eye-winking recognition of stereotypes brought 

into a meta-sphere (“I know that you know that I know what this is about”). The stereotype’s 

harmful ideological power is defused by highlighting it in such a laughably evident way.497 

The scene’s racialized tension is sublimated at the same time into the forgettable and drowsy 

world of post-orgasm (for the consumer as well as the actor), during which the “offense” of 

the pornographic material is processed into an afterthought. 

 To better explain these points, it is worth bringing up one of Rosello’s analyses in 

relation to novels and films that engage with the stereotype of (Franco-)Arab youth as thieves. 

Going beyond the question of why novels by Franco-Arab authors would harmfully reproduce 

offensive stereotypes about their own communities, Rosello pays attention to how theft can be 

redefined. In one analysis she examines film-maker and novelist Mehdi Charef’s Thé au 

Harem d’Archi Ahmed, a pioneering work of “beur” cinema, which showcases a theft scene 

in which two young men, one Arab (Madjid) and one caucasian (Pat), commit an act of 

delinquency, with Madjid stealing a metro passenger’s wallet before passing it on to Pat, 

because Pat would appear less “suspicious.” The victimized passenger takes the bait of 

course, angrily searching Madjid while ignoring a laughing Pat, feeling both duped and 

worse, racist when the search does not recover the wallet. Rosello reads the act in a way that 

emphasizes how Madjid is able to literally profit from the reproduction of anti-Arab 

stereotypes: 

Madjid is obviously quite aware of the existence of stereotypes, but he does not suffer from them. He 

                                                
497 “I plan to treat formal declensions as a metaphor: one sense of "declining" involves paying attention to the 
formal characteristics of the stereotype so as to control its devastating ideological power. In practice, this type of 
declining encompasses ironic repetitions, carefully framed quotations, distortions and puns, linguistic alterations, 
double entendres, and self-deprecating humor. Declining a stereotype is a way of depriving it of its harmful 
potential by highlighting its very nature” (11). 
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has learned how to use them and to send them back to potential aggressors. For him, stereotypes are 
baits that he uses to tempt other human beings. Madjid never seems to suffer from internalized racial 
prejudice. He is not interested in what the man thinks. He has no desire to convince him that Arabs are 
not all one thing or another... The distinction between native languages and the colonizer's idiom, of 
what colonial and postcolonial Maghrebi writers used to call "la langue adverse," has ceased to provide 
adequate representations. It is here replaced with irony and a high dose of cynicism that allow Madjid to 
steal both the wallet and the stereotype... 
 In order to adopt Madjid's position, it is not enough to be that ethnic Other who must 
constantly protect himself against stereotypes: It is more important to have become aware of the 
perverse dynamic that puts each potential victim of ethnic stereotypes in a complex position. Both can 
suffer from the internalizing of stereotypes and use them as if they were a perfectly mastered foreign 
language. The principle is to have the last laugh... (56-61) 
 

Madjid’s ability to accept stereotypes as a fact of life and his use of stereotypes as an 

instrument of temptation in a seduction scheme recall similar processes at work in Citébeur. 

With Madjid as with the provocative marketing of Citébeur, the “white” party’s perceptions 

are ignored except in so far as manipulating those perceptions could facilitate material gain. 

The producers of the pornography do not suffer for inadvertedly confirming the stereotype, 

but rather “steal” it when they seize it, transform it, and gain from it. This is a far cry from the 

figure of the beur complexé who crumbles whenever he falls into an “ethnic pattern” 

devalorized by society. Embracing the immortality of stereotypes, the “last laugh” becomes 

the greatest prize, and in a certain way it becomes “racist” not to laugh, or be amused by the 

self-aware, politically incorrect antics on display: the duped, robbed party being equivalent to 

the disturbed viewer of pornography who didn’t get the joke.  

Rosello also sheds important light on the role of the witness and audience reception, 

when she examines the figure of Pat:  

We readers are forced into a position that I would compare to the possession of stolen (discursive) 
goods and to the concealment of criminals; this text turns us into accomplices. Like Pat, safe at the 
other end of the car, we are both aware of the existence and power of stereotypes and delighted to 
witness an act of reappropriation. Pat is the model provided by the text to those readers who may ask 
themselves how to articulate a sense of solidarity and alliance, how to reinvent a 
code of ethics in the presence of a situation where everyone is guilty of something. But it is impossible 
to forget Pat's presence, even if his role is to capitalize on his invisibility as a white man. His presence 
introduces the function of the excluded third, of the witness, of the spectator. Pat is able to testify, both 
to the act committed in his presence but also to the undeniable racist behavior of a fellow 
passenger…Pat's presence offers the reader the space of a non-essentialist identification process… (59) 
 

Pat, I submit, is equivalent in the analogy with Citébeur to the viewer who laughs at the 

offense on display. Rather than be alarmed by being pushed into the position of accomplice to 
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an offense, the Citébeur viewer, like Pat, watches on amusedly from a safe distance, which is 

perhaps itself the more offensive action (the “crime” of never being suspect or visible). Yet 

from that advantageous position of “white invisibility” comes not escape but applause, 

encouragement, and a kind of solidarity against racism injuring ethnic minorities, via a 

pornography which processes and evacuates that racism through erotic consumption. Like Pat, 

the viewer is offered an opportunity to move beyond an essentialized “white” role, identifying 

unexpectedly with the Arab “criminal”/”virilist exploiter” rather than the victim of the shared 

racial category.  

Chibikh goes on to underline something under-acknowledged, namely, that all the 

scenes are strictly “safe-sex,” a feature that contrasts with a European production that 

lucratively bypasses condoms (“bareback” pornography usually outsells “safe sex” 

production). “It’s not because we’re from the projects that we are not sexually educated,” 

exclaims Chibikh, taking a shot at nascent sexual modernity reproaches. He additionally 

addresses, with marketing savvy, the reproaches often made against producers like JNRC who 

seem to exploit the desperation of men hard on their luck: Chibikh reveals that he finds the 

actors online amongst visitors to the site (receiving around 300 answers to casting calls per 

month). Maury acknowledges Chibikh’s greatest “ethical” innovation in a pornography world 

short on ethics: “A rare practice in the porno universe, the director offers his models the 

chance to pull out after filming ends, in which case the rush footage is destroyed.” This 

practice comes in response to a flurry of internet gossip and urban legends surrounding the 

emergence of Citébeur, stories which alleged that actors ran the risk of being “outed” to 

friends and family who, according to supposed Arab “honor” codes, might then carry out 

punishments or even killings.  

Maury finally asks Chibikh which public he is addressing, and whether the projected 

audience member is the “white petit-bourgeois” in need of exoticism and brute sensuality. 
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Maury, it must first be stated, had opened his article with an almost insecure admission: 

“Without being frightened virgins or uptight bourgeois’, one can get slightly irritated, right off 

the bat, while watching Wesh Cousin.” Chibikh responds to Maury’s question about 

reductiveness with a critique of his own: “It’s easy and reductive to say that… In the videos 

online and in this film, I mix some beur with some French, because the combination is 

realistic. White people are attracted by beurs, and vice versa. In terms of the viewing public, 

it’s the same: I want to attract Whites and Beurs.” Chibikh alleviates fears of non-mixité by 

evoking, like nightclub promoter Zeraoui, the capacity of eroticism and mutual attraction to 

encourage social mobility and encounters outside of comfort zones and communities. One 

doesn’t know whether Chibikh means by this that people are attracted to each other in general 

(mixité), or whether a specific attraction emerges from the perception and eroticization of 

difference (in terms of race, social status or power). The result is however the same, with the 

added, mixité-induced “benefit” of being exposed to Other types one might not have 

discovered in ethnically uniform pornography. In this vein, porn star François Sagat, who is 

not Arab but declares himself inspired by Arab culture, has achieved worldwide fame as a 

caucasian actor discovered peripherally by consumers searching for Arab men, becoming the 

most famous export of the studio.  

Barde, Chibikh’s business partner, doesn’t make apologies either, and refuses to 

consider as pathological the controlled masochism on display— consumers enjoying watching 

white (and sometimes Arab) men humbled or humiliated on screen by thug types.498 Barde 

instead insists that this mock violence could be the main draw for a significant portion of 

viewers who purchase their DVDs. The presence of firearms, albeit fake, in the videos is just 

one point of controversy in the Citébeur erotic strategy: “We don’t support, of course, the use 

of firearms,” assured Barde, who seems seasoned by his PR role designed to calm down 

                                                
498 Interestingly, black actors are seen to take the active role with white or Arab men more often than vice versa. 
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worried media inquirers who might see in Citébeur a sort of incitement to violence, when in 

fact it has a paradoxical effect of addressing the fear of it, sabotaging the expected outcome 

and cliché of violence, and telling another story in its place, not necessarily flattering for the 

parties involved, but not apocalyptic either. 

Chibikh’s upbringing, Kabyle and Harki born and raised in the French suburbs, 

perhaps explains a single-minded focus on the French urban environment, whereas producers 

like Cadinot and JNRC had fetishized North Africa and sex tourism there. Some critics of 

Citébeur however say it is animated by the same mechanisms of exoticism and colonial 

Othering, turning the banlieue into a post-colonial repository of colonial desire and anxiety. 

Yet with Citébeur, it is hard to ignore just how much the colonial roles have been overturned. 

In the tourism literature of André Gide or Joe Orton, for instance, the predominant figure of 

desire was the androgynous North African youth of rare beauty, taken as a figure of alterity 

against which to evaluate European subjectivity by comparison: one remembers Gide 

comparing his sickly “European” body to that of exuberant, bronze-skinned North African 

youngsters. In Citébeur however, that image has been exchanged for the often obscured 

Franco-Arab model, somber and grinning provocatively under his baseball cap, wearing sun 

glasses or kuffiyehs even while indoors, purposefully dissimulated by the cinema vérité style 

of Chibikh’s handheld camera, which playfully hides actors in a way that frustrates the 

viewers’ desire for nudity, yet simultaneously generates the eroticism of delayed reward when 

more of the actor gets exposed. This returns to journalist Maury’s frustration about Citébeur 

being as irritating as it is exciting, a result of Citébeur’s upending of the conventional porn 

marketing, which has it that the entire action must cater to the visual satisfaction of the 

client/consumer. Though Citébeur does eventually give the client what he (or she) wants, as 

with any pornographic production, the client is actually paying to have the actors visually 

frustrate him. 
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 For Barde, the so-called authenticity of a clandestine sexuality is essential to Citébeur 

productions, because of the “forbidden, because of the danger and the possibility of surprise” 

that keeps that sexuality erotic. For the filmmakers, this tension between secret and discovery 

provides a gold-mine of eroticism for patrons bored with a “modern” LGBT lifestyle. “It’s a 

tension which you feel on film,” says Barde. “Many times, while filming in stairwells or 

basements, we’ve startled policemen who, in a state verging on shock, said it was the first 

time they had seen anything like this, or even imagined such a thing were possible, in the 

projects at least.” In this anecdote, Citébeur parodies and sabotages the structures that oppose 

the state apparatus and its personnel to a surveiled Arab community. Barde and his partner 

Chibikh, an openly gay Franco-Arab film-maker, here use the serendipitous occurrence of 

banlieusard homosexuality as a ruse, a surprise, or even a consciousness-raising initiative 

against established French anxieties about racial and sexual difference. When those 

accustomed to a monochromatic banlieue (here, policemen) “discover” its sexual diversity, 

the hope is that they may take a startled step back and leave more room in the consideration of 

Franco-Arab subjectivities for diversity and the dispersal of stereotypes.  

 In discussing the experimental innovation undertaken by Citébeur and visual artists, it 

may be tempting to describe such actors as capable of exceptionally circumventing the 

representational and definitional clichés that sometimes bog down gay visual culture. In such 

a view, this post-colonial production appears to exist above and before “categories,” before 

nomenclature regarding identities and roles, and thus appears able to rejoin a lost “Golden 

Age” that may have existed prior to the naming and identifying enthusiasm Foucault declared 

concurrent with the medicalization of homosexuality, beginning in the late nineteenth century. 

There are also more recent “Golden Ages”: the historian of France Julian Jackson describes 

on such Age, literally called Arcadia, in which he refers to a kind of bucolic period in the 

history of homosexual movements prior to radical sexual politics, when homosexuality was 
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respectfully discussed as a private affair between men. 499 Jackson profiles André Baudry, who 

founded “Arcadie” (an association of self-proclaimed “homophiles,” also the title of a 

publication) in 1954 and who for a decade acted as arguably the sole voice for the 

homosexual community. Baudry did not hesitate to appear on television or in the newspapers 

in defense of homosexuality, often in a very gentlemanly, non-effeminate, “we are just like 

you” mode. His brand of homosexual activism was decidedly different from that which 

existed in the era of gay liberation after the Stonewall riots (and ensuing marches) in New 

York, a difference which Jackson pinpoints as the reason Arcadie and Baudry have today 

fallen into negligence, and worse, disrepute. A host of post-Stonewall activists reproached 

Baudry and his organization of conservatism, lack of courage, and lack of explicitness, though 

Baudry did precociously pre-date the May 1968 period and its “sexual radicals” in speaking 

of such matters. In his book, Jackson attempts to recover the import of Arcadia for 

homosexual liberation, detailing in a revisionist mode how Beaudry was radical for his time 

and context, radical in a way unintelligible to those commissars of radicalism reproaching him 

for a lack of open-ness. In this sense, one can draw an unlikely but relevant bridge of 

intelligibility between Arcadia and the production of Citébeur (and in a different sense, the 

rhetoric of Madjid in Chapter One), based on the shared values of masculine utopia, love of 

the same, discretion, friendliness toward the private, and being the target of critiques 

underlining their conservatism and masculine pretense. Being pornography, Citébeur does 

participate in the utopian but is singular in that it explicitly represents and plays with the 

opposition between the type of homosexuality advocated by Baudry and that of radical sexual 

publicity advocated by his detractors, toeing an ambivalent line by exposing sexual practices 

represented and valorized as private.  

                                                
499 Jackson, Julian. Living in Arcadia: Homosexuality, Politics, and Morality in France from the Liberation to 
AIDS. University of Chicago Press, 2009.  
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 Post-colonial pornography has a highly lucrative heterosexual side of course. As with 

the gay production, Orientalist tropes have often been recycled, visible in the proliferation of 

titles, made for men by men, depicting harems, the sexual despotism of Arab men, as well as 

forced or voluntary unveilings that become highly erotic events following the structure of a 

striptease. A post-80s trend has emerged that investigates the figure of the beurette, one of the 

most highly sought-after types in French heterosexual pornography. It has become difficult to 

perform internet searches about non-sexual aspects of beurettes, so prevalent is their 

sexualization online. In similar fashion to Citébeur, the racaille or "girl from the projects" 

type has becomes a recognizable one, such that zeitgeist publications like Les Inrockuptibles, 

which follows trends in pornography closely, have dubbed this trend “La Mode Beurette.” 

Citébeur and beurette productions strongly differ, however, in terms of the directors' 

proximity and identification with the actors and in terms of the existence of an arguably 

political activism on display. In the gay production, the intended audience can more easily 

confuse itself or even identify with the actors, in contrast to the heterosexual production, 

which is usually designed for the gratification of a hypothetically white, male viewer, and 

does not showcase scenarious of resistance, role-reversal, or social reckonings to the same 

extent. As "beurette" porn star Yasmine describes, the racaille role is one that provided her 

the means to emerge (as in her break-out title Yasmine et ses amies) but one which she has 

avoided ever since, as it represents for her an unflattering image of a beurette de service who 

hustles in the projects, for whom nothing is too degrading.500 Interestingly, for Yasmine, the 

                                                
500 In the 2007 investigative report “Moroccans and the X-rated: A Carnal Story” organized by francophone 
Moroccan magazine Tel Quel, the editorial writers described the France-based trope, as well as its infiltration of 
the Moroccan sexual imaginary, in the following terms:  
“Beurettes are cast in scenes that derive from the image of the ‘Muslim woman from the banlieues who wants to 
slum it with riff-raff (s’encanailler).’ The discourse is always the same: a virgin girl wants to emancipate herself 
from moral pressures, to ‘let loose and have a good time’ (s’éclater) as it is often specified, to extirpate herself 
from ‘poverty,’ to get her ‘thug-girl’ on, but without forgetting to put on her veil which she removes little by 
little as the film progresses. This mass of clichés seduced Moroccans, who saw resonating within it their own 
erotic imaginary. ‘This archetype of the transgressed religious taboo is just as valid in the reality of Moroccan 
life. Prostitutes are increasingly donning the veil... as it is an excitement factor for clients...’ explains (the 
sexologist) Aboubakr Harakat.” 
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Orientalist tropes of the 1 001 nights appeal to her above and beyond the more 

“contemporary” roles available in banlieue pornography, in total opposition to Citébeur’s 

logic of rejecting the disempowering frame of the service-oriented, colonial-era, or sex-

tourism-enabling Arab boy figure. Though Yasmine achieved stratospheric success, she was 

still underpaid, subject to extremely difficult working conditions, and left out to dry when her 

contract expired with the mega studio Dorcel, speaking very bitterly of her experience there 

and attempts to branch out—with no support from her former employer—into film, 

publishing, or modeling.501 The prevailing representations of Franco-Arab women in 

heterosexual pornography for male audiences, are, in my argument, less engaged with 

addressing colonialism and post-colonial discrimination as injustices to be dealt with on the 

level of sexual representation. There are of course exceptions, as in some fringe titles as well 

as the female-directed genre crossover Baise-moi (incorrectly translated as Rape Me), starring 

two beurette porn stars, Karen Bach (now deceased) and Rafaella Anderson, playing a 

prostitute and racaille rape-survivor respectively, who join together to go on a killing spree 

and sex binge. 502 Unlike the case of Citébeur, it is distinctly clear that the intended audience 

for mainstream heterosexual porn featuring Arab women is not the Franco-Arab subject or 

even the white male viewer who would enjoy seeing women of North African background 

“heroically” employing sexual weapons toward anti-colonial or anti-racist ends. In this vein, 

the Moroccan magazine Tel Quel documented the representational trend, in both Morocco and 

in France among the Moroccan communities there, of first the enthusiasm for the beurettes 

trope, and then its later “Moroccan-ization” when Moroccan fans began making their own 

films, and placing market demands for models “closer-to-home” in terms of looks, figure, and 

                                                                                                                                                   
Alaoui, Mehdi Sekkouri. “Moroccans and the X-rated: A Carnal Story”. Tel Quel. 
http://www.casafree.com/modules/newbb/viewtopic.php?topic_id=26351. Consulted 3/22/2012. 
501 Vecchi, Philippe. "Yasmine, ex-égérie Dorcel: 'Maintenant je sais pourquoi je suis devenue hardeuse'." 
lesinrocks.com. 9 January 2011. http://www.lesinrocks.com/lesinrockslab/news/detail-de-
lactualite/t/57329/date/2011-01-09/article/yasmine-ex-egerie-dorcel-maintenant-je-sais-pourquoi-je-suis-
devenue-hardeuse/. Consulted 3/22/2012. 
502 Trinh Thi, Coralie and Virginie Despentes (dir.). Baise-moi. Canal + productions, 2000.  
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especially their ability to speak in darija or Moroccan “dialect.” One of the journalists 

involved in the investigative report, Hassan Hamdani, gives a finally pessimistic verdict on 

the promise of such representation to bring about anything positive in terms of ethnic 

visibility and empowerment:  

Racism and sexism are two breasts upon which the producers of this sector are now feeding. By 
investing in realist XXX porn in the mid-nineties, they have inundated the market with films in which 
the ethnic component was the draw-in product. The Arab has not escaped from marketing and even less 
from racial prejudice. On American sites, the Arab girl is sold enrobed in pastel veils, half belly-dancer, 
half Sheherazade (sic) in Walt Disney’s Aladdin. This is the Orientalism of bazaars. In France, the 
Thousand and One Nights are not the most in demand, but the imaginary is limitless, according to the 
principle: always more (shady). The client wants the sordid and that’s what he’ll get, from the 
demonized banlieue and beurettes presented as overworked maids (cosettes frustrées), ready to do 
whatever it takes to exit their social and sexual poverty... Following the example of the American sites, 
the women don the veil, except that in France, this piece of cloth is invested with Islam in order to also 
sell the religious prohibition being transgressed. These sites warn that their content has nothing to do 
with Islam. Nevertheless, it’s the “Muslim woman who’s letting go” that one is being sold... A 
“Yasmine,” as liberated as she may be, cannot serve as an example, Moroccan or otherwise...503 

 
In an interview with the same magazine, the actress Yasmine invoked here stated that she is a 

practicing Muslim.504 When asked about the current image of Arab women “today,” she 

lamented the loss of “certain traditional values”: when the interviewer expressed surprise that 

this kind of remark should emanate from her, she expressed her own surprise at his question. 

Interestingly, the journalist Hamdani conservatively deprives her of role model status in the 

name of progressive values, while Yasmine the porn star shows a more open-minded 

understanding of a conservatism that can be available to anyone, no matter the moral 

judgement placed on their profession.  

Citébeur was not the first French studio to take an interest in Franco-Arab models. 

Jean-Daniel Cadinot’s feature Harem (1984) 505 was the first to feature North African men 

prominently, following the sex tourism of a solitary, wiry French youth (known in 

pornographic vernacular as the “twink” type) on location in North Africa.506 The film was 

                                                
503 Editors. “Moroccans and the X-rated: A Carnal Story”. Op. cit.. 
504 Something not exclusive to Arab porn stars: many American performers, male and female, declare themselves 
practicing Christians, as with megastar Jenna Jameson.  
505 Cadinot, Jean-Daniel (dir.). Harem (Sex Bazaar). Cadinot productions, 1984. 
506 For a sampling of the Orientalist motifs—especially the idea of the perilous, labyrinthian, yet seductive 
Casbah— the back cover reads : "Everything starts in the hammam. In the humidity of the bath-house, a young 
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innovative albeit very Orientalist, exiting the Hexagon while at the same time drawing on 

stock ideas of an unlimited sexual marketplace or souk, as well as the “power” of white skin 

to instantly “turn” Arab men bisexual. In his entry on the recently deceased Cadinot for the 

Dictionnaire de la pornographie, the scholar Christian Fournier alludes to the FHAR (The 

Homosexual Front for Revolutionary Action) saying that: “Harem… seems to illustrate the 

famous FHAR manifesto claiming the ‘right and the desire of French fags to go off and get 

laid in Morocco’.” 507 At his death, Cadinot was eulogized in the mainstream gay press for 

being a diversity enhancer, with journalists making the point that pornography can be in the 

vanguard of making France a progressive society, even if the images may occasionally be 

exploitative. In the period prior to his death, Cadinot focused exclusively on Arab and Franco-

Arab models, culminating in a six-part series called Nomades.508 Some featured performers 

however, like Ilmann Bel, disclosed in interviews that filming conditions were less than ideal. 

Cadinot, he said, would recruit Franco-Arab men off the streets in urban France and ask them 

to play the roles of North African boys with thick accents accosting European tourists while 

on location in North Africa. Bel spoke of being flown down to Cadinot’s vacation home and 

of a tension-filled filming experience, during which his request to play both “active” and 

“passive” roles was denied, Cadinot preferring to cast him exclusively as a macho, aggressive 

“top.” In this sense, the reproach contained in perceptions of Franco-Arab men as excessively 

virile should in some high-profile cases be directed toward the field of French representations, 

in this case pornography’s pioneering directors of that virilism.  

It is essential to contrast this fascination with Arab beauty to a not-so-distant time 

when the casual expression “that looks Arab” was often synonymous with “that looks ugly.” 
                                                                                                                                                   
frenchman discovers Arab sensuality with a handsome stallion. It's love at first sight. But the young Moroccan 
disappears within the narrow streets of the Casbah upon exiting the establishment. Our young hero follows him 
in hot pursuit through the populated streets... he gets lost in the souk where he soon discovers, in the boutique 
store-rooms, the very special hospitality of the Oriental merchants. Bronze bodies follow one after the other, 
even an ebony body, perhaps one of the most beautiful ephebes of the Cadinot collection.” 
507 Di Folco, Philippe (ed.). Dictionnaire de la pornographie. PUF Editions, 2006. 
508 Cadinot, Jean-Daniel (dir.). "Nomades: La Collection". cadinot.fr.  www.cadinot.fr/films/nomades/. Accessed 
3/13/2012. 
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Indeed in the 1970s, gay radical activists in France manipulated the negative sexual imagery 

of the Arab towards “subversive” ends by threatening French society at large that they would 

have sex with Arabs, since this was perceived to be a scandalous act of revolutionary import. 

FHAR circulated a petition as part of their 1971 Report Against Normality stating: “We are 

more than 343 sluts. We’ve been fucked by Arabs. We’re proud of it and we’ll do it again. 

Sign and circulate this petition.” This must of course be contextualized in relation to its 

predecessor document: the feminist petition of the 343 “salopes” (or “sluts”) who affirmed 

having had an abortion at a time when such operations were deemed illegal, a key event in the 

history of French feminism largely organized by Simone de Beauvoir and Gisèle Halimi509. 

Though the FHAR manifesto appears parodically apolitical when compared against the 

feminist declaration, the humor takes on a political valence when considered in the wake of 

the Algerian war and unprocessed resentments evoked by the increased presence of once-

French Algerian immigrants to France.  

The scholar Maxime Cervulle focuses on the FHAR’s attempt to articulate a radical 

new code of homosexual race relations: “French homosexuals are in one respect racist, 

because they are subject to the same surrounding climate of racism. The FHAR members, 

however, claimed to feel a certain solidarity as oppressed people with Arabs.”510 The 

exploitative figure of the older European homosexual who picks up Arabs is brushed aside on 

the pretext that, in the FHAR’s words, “in France it is our Arab friends who fuck us and never 

the other way around.” Cervulle goes on to say:  

Since it seems inconceivable to the FHAR members that an Arab man might enjoy the sexually passive 
position, both homosexuality and sexual passivity become implicitly linked to whiteness, thereby 
conflating the sexually active position taken by Arab men with the privileges of heterosexuality and the 
other regimes of the normal imagined by the activists.  
 

                                                
509 Signatories. "Le 'Manifeste des 343 salopes' paru dans le Nouvel Obs en 1971". nouvelobs.com. 27 Nov. 
2007. http://tempsreel.nouvelobs.com/societe/20071127.OBS7018/le-manifeste-des-343-salopes-paru-dans-le-
nouvel-obs-en-1971.html. Consulted 3/22/2012. 
510 Cervulle, Maxime. “French Homonormativity and the Commodification of the Arab Body”. Radical History 
Review. #100: Special Issue: “Queer Futures”. 2008.  
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This passage explicitly recalls porn star Ilmann Bel’s experience of being cast as sexually 

non-versatile, despite his requests to the contrary.511 Yet the FHAR citation can be read 

ambivalently, with an eye toward the once radical import of a selective tolerance of a 

machismo stereotypically associated with Arabs: selective because it is permitted only for 

French society’s “Arab” subaltern against “white” post-colonial hegemony, and becomes a 

conditional strategy of resistance, understood and agreed-upon by well-wishing French 

radicals who submit their own bodies, deriving pleasure from the sexualization of anti-

colonialism.  

Cervulle further explores the political ramifications of sexual roles, active and passive, 

in light of this point:  

Curiously, even though one of the two collective manifesto statements that introduce the Rapport are 
addressed ‘to people like us’ and call for the abolition of ‘active/passive role playing’ (11), these same 
roles appear to structure the racial division of same-sex relations. If we take the FHAR’s imagined gay 
subject as white and unable to imagine non-white homosexuality, then this attack on sexual roles would 
not seem to concern Arab men at all, but would serve instead to support the FHAR’s belief that being 
fucked by Arab men might represent ‘our consensual revenge on Western colonization’ (104), the 
ultimate gay challenge to the legacies of racism and imperialism. (175) 
 
Radical French homosexuals of the 1970s questioned fixed sexual roles, critiquing the 

homosexual mimesis of (presumed) heterosexual relations, only to reaffirm them in the case 

of relations between white and “Arab” men. The rationale being that the Arab could be 

commissioned to perform a kind of sexual-colonial revenge on the white gay European body. 

The abolition of the active/passive distinction, so radical in the French gay context as a 

departure from heterosexualized homosexual relations, could also be construed, however, as a 

negative queering when applied to a North African/Arab subaltern. Though Cervulle 

rightfully criticizes the deprival of versatility when it comes to Arab men, for our purposes it 

is useful to ask the question: what would it mean for North African immigrant men, at the 

moment of decolonization, to be assimilated into a progressive (and therefore irresistible) 

platform of versatility particularly wedded to metropolitan radical gay politics? ”Progressive” 

                                                
511  Bel, Ilmann. Un Mauvais Fils. H et O Editions, 2010. 
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pressures to take the passive role, in the immigrant North African case, could have 

uncomfortably recalled the contours of a second colonial violation.  

It is important to situate FHAR’s public sexual radicalism in light of the earlier 

discussion of Arcadia, and revisit the notion of the eroticization of the private and secret. It 

was exactly that brand of outlandish and highly explicit homosexual actions practiced by the 

FHAR that Arcadia’s Baudry, in later statements, declared as being the reason for his 

alienation from contemporary gay activism. Added to this, the historian Todd Shepard has, in 

talks and in a soon-to-be-published book, expounded upon the ways in which the coming-out 

discourse of sexual radical groups like the FHAR was inspired by the anti-colonial movement: 

this would make sense, in part, of the direct invocation of “Arab allies” by FHAR activists, 

who were inspired by their solidarities with the struggle of colonized peoples in piecing 

together their own solidarity, according to Shepard’s reading. 512 Yet as I have outlined above, 

the terms of their radical coming-out were perhaps not agreed upon by the Arab sexual 

partners who were reduced to their roles as penetrative, non-speaking men—in any case their 

opinions on the question were not queried for the FHAR manifesto. Shepard’s position is 

additionally noteworthy because it undoes a stereotypical opposition or incompatibility 

between radical sexual politics and anti-colonial movements that has been the source of much 

tension in academic debates in general. However, this comes with an asterisk, as the radical 

sexual camp, for the sake of this perhaps momentary solidarity, does not aim for what we 

might understand as the “queer,” but rather fixes in place, or lets stand (depending on one’s 

view), rigid attitudes about gender and sexuality in the anti-colonial camp. In this instance at 

least, the queer, whatever it may be, cannot be expressed from a position of silence (that of 

Arab sexual partners), and it is left to others to investigate what the potential of the sexualities 

of these silent Arab subjects might be. In this study, I aim only to detail what I find to be the 

                                                
512 Shepard, Todd. “Sex Talk, Race Talk, Empire Talk”. Maison Française, Columbia University. May 2nd 2012.  
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error of calling “not queer” the practices of Franco-Arabs or banlieusards in post-colonial 

France (see the conclusion of Chapter One, 122).  

 
Well-intentioned attempts to valorize Arab subjects thus sometimes run the risk of 

assigning Arab men to a highly limited role. Jean Noel René Clerc (JNRC) is a prominent 

director of pornography who sought to recover the Arab “beauty” that had proven elusive to 

activists like Malek Boutih (cf. Chapter One). Like Cadinot, JNRC was one of the first to 

feature models of North African background, within his predilection for what he called 

bisexual “Men of the South,” a term strangely reminiscent of Richard Burton’s Sotadic Zone 

of pederastic enthusiasm. He spoke at length, in interviews, of his beur favoritism, in an 

almost mystical language of enchantment, as if they were a final frontier for those who have 

experienced all thrills and breached all limits. The following passage could be mistaken for 

colonial-era nostalgia: “I have lived in the Maghreb in a climate of human warmth. Here (in 

Paris), people have no sense of orientation. The Marais, it terrifies me. There is such a 

sadness… When I return to Marseille, a Mediterranean city, I find my favourite (Arab) 

dropouts once again…”513 Why this mention of “dropouts”? Asked what kind of actors he 

chooses, and according to what criteria, René-Clerc says without sarcasm, almost fondly: 

“Hoodlums, people recently released from jail, on the road to marginalization. These people 

have a lack of affection, they don’t have confidence in themselves. I reflect a positive image 

back at them, I flatter them, I take care of them… I do social work.”  

Here, René Clerc cuts an exploitative figure, swooping down to complement the 

misérabiliste portrait of punctured Franco-Arab self-esteem and hardened affectivity drawn 

up by Boutih in Chapter One. Clerc has made a career out of eroticizing the risk involved in 

exposure to other cultures, classes, and masculinities: something evidenced in his point about 

actively seeking out “social cases” for his castings. In 2011, Clerc’s recruitment efforts were 
                                                
513 Zeraoui, Fouad (int.). "Les Documents Ethniks et Gays: Interview de Jean Noel René Clair". kelma.org.  
http://www.kelma.org/PAGES/DOCUMENTS/jean_noel_rene_clair.php. Accessed 3/17/2012. 
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halted while on a scouting trip in Eastern Europe: he was arrested in Bulgaria under contested 

circumstances for violating that country’s pornography laws.514 Clerc makes ambivalent 

assertions about the “Men of the South” he recruits, finding in them a reminder of warmth but 

also the loss of a once common homo-social affectivity that North Africans, among others, 

may have suffered as a result of immigration to France, over several generations.  

This is a recurrent issue that comes up in Clerc’s interview: the perceived difference in 

affectivity and human warmth between the North and the Mediterranean. Clerc echoes other 

writers who have spoken vaguely of a timeless Mediterranean or Arab hospitality. Nacira 

Guénif-Souilamas, however, has historicized this pattern of affectivity and attempted to track 

its evolution through immigration and subsequent generations, describing a distinctive North 

African social “warmth” characterized among other things by a fluid line between male 

homo-sociality and homosexuality. Immigration can impact affective conventions from the 

home country, and these conventions may also evolve at their point of origin. Distributions of 

sexuality in North Africa and the Mediterranean have arguably evolved in light of colonial 

and post-colonial relations, producing at times a hostility to homosexuality for contemporary 

reasons. Claims like Clerc’s are often observational and difficult to evaluate in part because 

they are caught in the cross-currents of various essentialisms and counter-essentialisms, 

between open-ness to cultural difference and the reactivation of stereotypes. 

Clerc’s relation to the loss of historic affectivity suffered in immigration is ambivalent, 

in that he eroticizes the “hard-ness” borne of it, contrasts men of color to “sad” Parisian gays, 

while also declaring concern for those involved through his “social work” which seeks to 

restore some of that affectivity. The meaning of his gesture is furthermore complicated 

because his comments about social cases reinforce stereotypes of minority dependency on the 

State. Though essentialist, the pornography director does bring up something rarely broached, 

                                                
514 Lestrade, Didier. "JNRC: l'interview exclusive". minorites.org. 10 Oct. 2010.  
http://www.minorites.org/index.php/2-la-revue/861-jnrc-l-interview-exclusive.html. Accessed 3/17/2012. 
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the perceived evolution and difference in terms of affectivity between North Africa and post-

colonial France. Guénif explains that the image of Franco-Arabs has often been locked into a 

stereotype by which the modern elements of immigration, poverty, and ensuing machismo 

have been fixed as the permanent, trans-historical components of North African nature, 

regardless of how “tender” affectivities have been outside of these circumstances. A 

stereotype according to which Franco-Arabs are unable to comprehend the “representative” 

French values of equality of the sexes and anti-homophobia which reign in the center of 

power, in Paris, away from the cut-off suburbs. Guénif says:  

In this context, the Arab boys… seem to be condemned to an atemporal machismo, forbidden during 
daylight hours in those sites of enlightened reconciliation between the sexes, spaces we pretend to be 
peaceful. The boys are banished to the confines of this foreign process of social transformation of 
sexual identities, they are prevented from participating in it but counted on to serve it by taking the role 
of the counter-example, of the unadapted. (63) 515 
 

It is this perception of the unadapted, forever macho immigrant youth that seems to have 

informed Clerc in his casting of “rough types” for his series Studio Beurs.  

 Pornography, in sum, stands outside the requirements of political correctness: it 

elucidates, but also exaggerates and distorts the sexualization of immigration and race 

relations. This sexualization has been analyzed over the course of this dissertation, achieving 

its most explicit and fantastical form in pornography. In Chapter One, I examined how 

activists, like those mentioned in Eric Fassin’s “sexual democracy,” contribute to the 

sexualization of the French immigration debate, often in non-emancipatory ways. Activists 

who are invested with a responsibility to protect sexual diversity are shown in many instances 

to repress it, especially when it doesn't conform to normative ideas of femininity or 

homosexuality. This applies to activists working in the fields of women's and LGBT rights, as 

well as on the anti-discrimination front. Investigative reports that purport to reveal the 

untenable living conditions of women and sexual minorities are often seen to commit 

journalistic and ethnographic abuses. Stereotypical trends in the representation of the 

                                                
515 Les Féministes et le garçon arabe. Op. cit..  
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banlieues are critiqued by those represented, and a nascent disengagement with the media is 

sketched out. I inquired into an increasingly prominent gender expression seen among young 

banlieue women today, what has been called “female virility,” instantiated especially by girl 

gangs. Female virility presents special obstacles for mainstream Franco-feminist attempts to 

save banlieue women, as these interventions often condemn the virility incarnated by a 

significant portion of these subjects. In rejecting the combative virility of banlieue women, 

these interventions reveal themselves to be more concerned with preserving essentialist 

notions of femininity, than with protecting all forms of gender expression as initially stated. 

Female gangmembers are not the only subjects whose combativity is dismissed in light of 

their being "dangerously virile": educated veiled women who engage in activism also find 

their resistance invalidated due to a non-conforming gender expression, in which the veil is 

virilized. 

 The resistant component in the virilities of sexual minorities is also minimized under 

similar grounds. Since virility is purported to be a dominant "law" in the banlieues, any 

strategies of coping or resistance that embrace it lose all subversive content and lead to 

statements of "false consciousness." Activists highlight the internalization of patriarchy that 

supposedly becomes apparent when virility is wielded by women and sexual minorities. In 

restricting the consideration of virility to the limits of the banlieue, such analyses 

conveniently gloss over the resistant or non-normative potential of a strategic virility that 

arises in border situations or when banlieue subjects enter the city center.  

Branching from interventions in the name of women's rights, sexual rights 

interventions are being pursued under the gay rights flag. Though the intentions in coming to 

the aid of homosexuals encountering homophobia are laudable, such interventions sometimes 

harm the subjects they intend to assist, in the way they posit homosexuality as incompatible 

with (and thus "foreign" to) the banlieues. This makes a hyphenated banlieue-homosexual 
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identification unfeasible: it also makes inescapable the "solution" of flight to the city center as 

"sexual refugee."  

Two figures that reappear constantly in arguments about the danger to sexual diversity 

that virilism in the banlieues poses, are the "homo-thug" and proudly banlieusard 

homosexual: exactly those figures that refuse to de-hyphenate their banlieue and sexual 

identities. Though an undeniable sexism exists in the citations attributed to these “homo-

thugs” in the material at hand, they also exhibit significant "queer" attributes often glossed 

over in the rush to condemn virility. This includes non-normative performances of virility 

itself, with virility turned into a tool for underlining cultural difference within the gay 

community, where that ethnicized virility doesn't occupy a normative status. The homo-thug's 

queer usage of virility, which is different from a queering of virility, includes an eroticization 

of clandestine encounters that are deemed by the gay mainstream to be a thankfully ancient 

relic of the homosexual past. Some LGBT activists have criticized the banlieusard bisexual or 

homosexual's respect for traditional gender expressions. This is part of a larger critique of a 

neo-traditionalism that also targets theses subjects’ "regressive" desires for family via 

heterosexual procreation, and especially their mental separation of sex, love and marriage as 

differing, not necessarily wedded concepts. In prioritizing attachments to family and 

procreation, over and above attachments to the gay community, banlieusard and/or immigrant 

Arab men who have sex with men are often called "hypocritical" and deemed to lack courage. 

Pointing fingers at such men, however, often serves the purpose of allowing the gay 

mainstream to wash its hands clean of heterosexist desires (for the trappings of marriage) that 

have long pervaded the gay community writ large, irrespective of immigrants and banlieusard 

men. 

 In recent years, the coalition of activists advocating on sexual minority issues in the 

banlieues has splintered somewhat. The former activist turned internet and nightclub 
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entrepreneur, Fouad Zeraoui, for example, now opposes miserabilist discourse on banlieue 

sexual minorities, though he was partly a proponent of such discourse ten years earlier: 

through his own evolution, one can trace the evolution of attitudes within this activist field. 

Whereas alarmist discourse on the banlieues often invokes an atemporal machismo, Zeraoui 

speaks in terms of evolution and dynamic change. He does not contest the grid of an 

inevitable progress toward (sexual) modernity: in accepting this frame of reference, however, 

he provides a reading for how banlieue youth might represent society's hyper-modern edge, 

using the examples of fashion, music, and sports. In a context of omnipresent miserabilist 

discourse that suffocates alternative representations of the banlieue, Zeraoui submits the 

evident “happiness” he observes in his nightclub and internet operations as a counter-example 

political in scope. Another way in which he dismisses miserabilism is in his questioning of 

ethnic sexual minorities as the most victimized of victims. He highlights the upward mobility 

and visibility of such minorities in a society which regards androgyny and metrosexuality as 

“modern.”516 Zeraoui also disputes the imperative to flee the banlieue, underlining, like Eric 

Fassin, that those domestic “exiles” would merely be exchanging one communitarianism for 

another. 

 Anti-discrimination activism also plays a part in constructing the sexualized banlieue 

subject. Malik Boutih, the former president of SOS Racisme (a state-sponsored anti-

discrimination group), is often highlighted for his now celebrated ventures targeting job and 

nightlife discrimination: he has been dubbed, in French, “the knight of the night.” In 2000, he 

met Zeraoui for the purpose of a debate about homophobia in the suburbs, providing for a 

highly revelatory meeting of activist minds. Through exchanging anecdotes and insights, they 

come to a productive understanding of the parallels between the plights of sexual and ethnic 

minorities in France. However, when the case of ethnic minority homosexuals is broached, 

                                                
516 See Introduction of dissertation for definition of “metrosexuality,” and its distinction from “androgyny,” p. 
32-33. 
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Boutih proves to be miserabilist in a way that Zeraoui would later find disabling. Evidence 

appears in this interview, many years prior to Zeraoui’s criticism of miserabilism, for his 

eventual change of heart. Boutih shows himself to be a proponent of French Republican 

values, eschewing the importation of “ethno-centric” activism he associates to the model of an 

"excessively-American" black pride, while Zeraoui proves much more amenable to pride-

based models. This leads to a curious outcome: Zeraoui finds himself defending the same 

banlieue pride that the anti-communitarian Boutih finds unpalatable. In another irony, Boutih, 

who salutes gay activism for its trail-blazing and uncompromising nature, finds himself going 

beyond Zeraoui in a defense of gay communitarianism; in short both seem to be appealing to 

each other's constituencies.  

Their conversation is notable for how the discussion of nightclubs, a topic on which 

they both have a certain expertise, branches off into a discussion of Franco-Arab self-image 

and how recognizing “beauty” can constitute a political act. Nightclubs, with their 

unapologetic discrimination policies, represent the perfect venue for a consideration of the 

politically incorrect in regard to the evaluation of beauty. There, sexual assumptions about 

clientele that toe a racist line are in full abundance: these assumptions can invoke a vilfied 

Franco-Arab image of sexual aggressor. Both activists agree that many Franco-Arabs have 

internalized society's negative image of their own social group, and that the emancipation of 

Franco-Arab communities must pass through the valorization of an "Arab" beauty, after years 

of Arabs being denigrated on the esthetic level. Zeraoui, however, is much quicker to detail 

the momentum building in the appreciation for Arab beauty on the cultural and social scene. 

Boutih seems more invested in detailing the scope of Franco-Arabs' depreciation of that 

beauty; he eventually shows himself to be more invested in scenarios of beauty being 

obtained through métissage or racial mixing. He recommends, beyond this, the recourse to 



 

 

353 
 

heterosexual monogamy as a solution for not just affective “problems” but security problems 

as well, in the banlieues.    

The activists’ conversation proceeds to an item of prime importance in the nightlife 

world, fashion, and what the sartorial choices of Franco-Arabs signify socially and 

psychologically. Boutih reserves a high degree of suspicion for masculine fashion that 

evidences a sense of group belonging, like athletic wear and banlieusard gang gear. 

Streetstyle, however, has not always been the social dead weight Boutih makes it out to be, as 

its incorporation into haute couture by high-profile designers demonstrates.  

Zeraoui and Boutih eventually discuss the raison d'être of their interview, 

homophobia, with Boutih recommending the harshest of punishments for banlieue 

homophobes. He makes culturalist assumptions, I argue, about homophobia while disallowing 

culturalist assumptions in his anti-discrimination work. In his highlighting of nightmarish 

homophobic anecdotes, Boutih glosses over the combativity and resilience of banlieue 

homosexuals where it does exist, much in the same way that those activists dismissing female 

virility had. Cultural illustrations of the themes Zeraoui and Boutih invoke are finally 

examined for the way they fill in with details matters that are otherwise only hypothesized 

about. 

 In Chapter Two, the sexualization of immigration was examined through a discipline 

that has since its foundation expertly unpacked the sexual undercurrents in culture and also 

politics: psychoanalysis. Psychoanalysts have been called upon to intervene in French 

immigration debates, something which arguably stems from the uniquely high esteem for 

psychoanalysis in French society. I contend that a significant part of the sexualization of the 

immigration debate stems from the fact that psychoanalysts have had such a prominent place 

within it. This sexualization targets three figures especially: the turbulent adolescent, the 

veiled or (self-)censored woman, and the impotent father. All of these figures have shown up 
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repeatedly in both francophone North African and French psychoanalytical production. Much 

in the same way that the figure of the dominant immigrant male and the submissive immigrant 

female mutually reinforce each other, these three figures of a "dysfunctional" family unit 

participate in setting up a chain of failure that reinforces miserabilism. Many parallels exist 

between this psychological rhetoric and the alienating "culture of poverty" arguments 

targeting blacks and latinos in the US.  

 Islam, as a complex system of signs, has been seized upon by many a Francophone 

pscyhoanalyst since Freud's brief consideration of the religion in Moses and Monotheism.517 

Muslim subjects, both during and after colonial rule, have regarded psychoanalysis with a 

deep ambivalence, as many abuses were committed in the name of the experimental science, 

something that Frantz Fanon made clear in his criticisms of the infamous Algiers school. A 

certain kind of ethnopsychiatry existed back then, a highly Othering one which assumed a 

permanent "Muslim madness," and also a permanent Muslim perversity. Another school of 

ethnopsychiatry emerged after decolonization, which declared itself sensitive to the immigrant 

condition in a way that a universalist (and some would say French Republican) brand of 

psychoanalysis could not. However, this branch of ethnopsychiatry has consistently had to 

prove, not always convincingly, that it has severed links with colonial ethnopsychiatry, with 

several critics pointing out that both ethno-psychiatries dispute universality, albeit for 

ideologically conflicting reasons.  

 The adolescent is a figure highlighted for various reasons theoretical and sexual in this 

literature. In much francophone North African psychoanalytical literature, adolescence is 

represented as a period of sexual maturation but also as the psychological boiling point of 

society, the place where society might let off steam for the sake of the well-being of the 

whole. Culturalist interpretations surface when it comes to explaining why adolescent 

                                                
517 Freud, Sigmund. Moses and Monotheism. Nabu Press, 2011. 
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violence has “proliferated” in France among populations of immigrant origin. One school 

suggests that suddenly intimidating adolescents have merely taken advantage of the gap left 

by fathers either too busy with work, or too defeated by life in France to fulfill their role as 

authority figures. As a consequence, filiation models get scrambled and the second generation 

cannot improve upon the first, because the second no longer respects the first. This school of 

thinkers has suggested that, in the Franco-Arab case, the killing of the father has occurred 

much too easily, with disorienting consequences for the son who must take his place. 

 French psychoanalysts of a conservative stripe have reified this reading. Michel 

Schneider, in particular, has spoken of immigrant adolescents as key figures in his attempt to 

diagnose the psycho-pathology of political life in France, in a project he entitled Big Mother. 

Alluding to an over-mothering, neutering France that has caused amnesia in men in regard to 

their masculinity, Schneider says that "hyperviolent" and "hypersexual" youth issued from 

immigration are the only figures to have escaped society’s “counter-productive” feminist 

education. France's progressive education of its citizens, he says, has managed to discipline 

men, except for those immigration-issued youth who have not passed through those programs. 

This state-of-affairs derives from what he calls the slow degradation of the “symbolic order,” 

in which the father should be the figure who guarantees the function of the whole.  

There are precedents to Schneider’s highlighting of immigrants and banlieusards as 

points of explosion in a psychoanalytical schema. His intervention can be linked to a pre-

existing interpretive tendency in psychoanalytical literature by which society's undigestible or 

unmanageable psychological material has been directed toward the periphery. Such a move 

occurs, in the case at hand, because the banlieues would represent that part of the 

psychological whole which has not been disciplined by the civilizational instinct that 

represses impulses seeking pleasure and violence. In this kind of schema, it is only a matter of 

time before "terrorism" and, more germane to the banlieues, "sexual terrorism" are brought 
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into the picture. The sexualizations of Arab violence have a history that predates the banlieue 

context, as the historian Richard Keller shows. Surveying the work of the Algiers school, he 

shows how stereotypes of North Africa sexual violence were already being built up in the 

19th century, culminating in recommendations at the political and police level to curb 

immigration to France for “psycho-sexual” reasons. 

 The "veiled woman" is the second member of this family pathologized by 

psychoanalysts. The Tunisian-born analyst Fethi Benslama took as a point of departure the 

veil affairs that gripped France in the late 80s and early 2000s, to launch a study of what the 

veil “means” symbolically to Muslims. In the intervening period, state arguments against the 

veil have arguably shifted from secularism-based rationales to platforms that advocate for the 

values of equality and complementarity of the sexes, a slip Benslama takes note of. The public 

school veil ban of 2004 importantly targeted conspicuous religious symbols: Benslama's 

critique analyses the irony of this prohibition in light of the veil's symbolic function of 

limiting “showiness.” He bases his symbolic analysis on the protective role of the "hand" 

versus the (evil) "eye" in Arab-Islamic culture writ large: the veil in this schema lines up with 

the hand, against hyper-visibility and exposure. Benslama speaks of the veil's importance in 

relations between the sexes, making an intriguing usage of the story of the Prophet's wife 

Khadija. In this, he reflects a striking adherence to an officialized French understanding of 

relations between the sexes, I argue, in which complementarity is of supreme importance. 

However, he employs this respected French value to demonstrate why a veil ban might 

jeopardize harmony between the sexes rather than encourage it.  

 Reactions against the stigmatization of the veil impacted the formation of the new 

ethnopsychiatry in France, which incorporated symbols from immigrants' spiritual 

cosmologies as "tools" useful for the psychoanalysis of these patients. The public-private 

distinction becomes increasingly politicized and sexualized, first in Benslama's ideas about 
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how the veil, removed in private but worn in public, produces eroticism, but also in 

ethnopsychiatry's conflict with mainstream psychoanalysis over what cultural symbols and 

practices mean. In regard to analyst/client confidentiality, France is a special case because 

psychotherapy and ethnopsychiatry have increasingly been tied to the official medical 

apparattus, and even to sentences handed down by judges requiring the results of therapy to 

be publicized. Stamping out the clandestine and calling for full disclosure in the public sphere 

endangers the once sacrosanct analyst-client relationship. These actions would also be 

epistemically violent in discounting cultural differences on the question of the public-private 

distinction. 

 The last figure rounding out the "dysfunctional" immigrant family is the unemployed, 

emasculated, or impotent father. Much has been written on the failure of adolescents post-

immigration to integrate the rule of the Father: some authors state that this happens because 

their fathers were returned to an infantilized or objectified state as factory workers often 

disrespected and easily discarded. Tahar Ben Jelloun, now better known as a novelist, wrote a 

doctoral thesis about the affective and sexual suffering men underwent as a result of 

immigration to France. He noted a startling incidence of solitary, immigrant men being 

addressed to psychiatry wards due to complaints of impotence. Ben Jelloun argues that 

impotence is merely the expression of a lack of affective welcome in the host country, as well 

as a result of the impossibility, during a time period prior to family reunification laws, of 

intimacy with one's partner. All of this culminates in a revolt against reproduction itself and a 

psychosomatic refusal to project oneself generationally into any kind of French future.  

 Ultimately, the strongests point of conflict in debates about immigration and 

psychoanalysis have to with individualism, I conclude. The logical "solution," after diagnosis 

of this three-figured family's "dysfunction," is to call for an individualist exit from what is 

deemed to be a dangerous group or communitarian psychology. Ethno-psychiatrists have 
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argued with other psychoanalysts over whether the imperative for individuality reflects an 

intrusion of Republican ideas into psychoanalysis. Calling attention to the importance of 

ethnic belonging in gauranteeing the psychologically crucial building blocks of filiation 

between generations, ethno-psychiatrists have often argued for the right to "non-assimilation." 

They have declared Republicanized psychoanalysis to be yet another form of epistemically 

violent assimilation. Ethno-psychiatrists have in turn been criticized for "always" returning 

immigrants and their progeny to origins and ancestors, links that weaken over time with 

integration into the host country. The "forced" psychological assimilation of the immigrant 

family has elsewhere been criticized by sexual minority activists and critics. They declare that 

conservative psychoanalysts now target ethnic minorities in the same way they had targeted 

homosexuals and especially transexuals prior, using the same community-breaking arguments 

about “invalid” lifestyles and lack of appropriate psychological grounding.  

 Switching from analytic media to cultural production, Chapter Three considered 

literature that depicts the encounter between Franco-Arab and French non-Arab sexualities, 

through relationships of tourism, parrainage or collaboration, immigration, and social 

mingling in urban space. In contrast to activist and psychoanalytical representations, notions 

of “virility” are not necessarily vilified in this corpus. Cultural production, like film and 

literature, can ramify the miserabilism of analytic modes, but also offer interrogations and 

shatterings of these frames of reference. In the works examined, one form of literature works 

to rehabilitate a stigmatized virility by showcasing its other, more chivalrous uses.  

 The chapter begins with a consideration of an already established trend in Franco-

Arab literature, the tendency to read novels as ethnographic guides into "inaccessible" 

reaches. I argue that, in literature that depicts “ethnic” sexualities, this tendency is 

exacerbated because sexuality is perhaps the most “inaccessible” of matters, and thus works 

that pursue it end up exaggerrating the enthusiasm for scrutiny, exposure, and confession. I 
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suggest that a demand exists in European literary markets for such "confessional" and 

testimonial writing: the publishing world often calls upon Arab and Muslim authors to write 

in the mode of a native informant. Authors writing on sexuality have often accepted such calls 

for disclosure; however, some have taken the opportunity to significantly alter the act of 

informancy, often supplying information which is more disturbing than it is erotic. Sexual 

tourism and voyeurism into children's sexuality are damning topics unearthed in these works 

by authors who respond ambivalently to literary interest in Arab sexuality. Interest in such 

books is arguably generated because a significant readership buys these books to read about 

such risqué matters without engaging in or with them. Authors like Rachid O. and Abdellah 

Taïa, while answering such clandestine demand with anecdotes, also tell highly unstable 

stories from which even the sexual tourist reader cannot emerge unchallenged.  

 Certain publishing tendencies reflect the precedent of expatriate, gay writer Paul 

Bowles, and the way he ushered new voices from North Africa into the publishing world 

through recording and translation, producing works which have also consistently focused on 

sexuality. These literary collaborations between authors and writer “apprentices,” often 

eroticized, show up in contemporary publishing with novels that are co-written, or written by 

French authors who relate oral anecdotes first pronounced by North African or Franco-Arab 

partners. Even though such projects aim to publicize Arab voices, what consistently emerges 

is the figure of the "problematic" Arab boy, an object of attraction that simultaneously elicits 

frustration at the level of cultural misunderstanding in the non-Arab French authors. One of 

these authors, Renaud Camus, departed from his collaboration with the young writer Farid 

Tali to found an anti-immigrant party that perceives in immigration a threat to the 

transmission of French Culture. These authors make explicit connections to the previous 

"Tangiers" generation of homosexual writers seeking liberty in Morocco, creating a kind of 

citational network. What has changed in the intervening time is the figure of the "Arab boy" 
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described, who transitions from an exploitable young arabe de service, to an independent, 

sometimes resentful or indifferent young man who must be constantly courted and is capable 

of unreciprocated desire. 

 The perception of Franco-Arab masculinity has been a subject of reflection for female 

authors as well, most notably for Franco-Algerian novelist Nina Bouraoui, as seen in two 

novels that depict male homosexuality. In one, she adopts the perspective of a young boy who 

finds in his friend’s "solid," strong Franco-Arab masculinity an orienting answer for his own 

scattered psychology and sexual confusion. Bouraoui, a lesbian author, notably provides an 

illustration of how the recourse to such virilities in the young homosexual protagonist 

emerges from a certain social disorientation expressing itself in misogyny: it is suggested that 

this disorientation was fostered during the preceding European era of sexual utopias, fluid 

sexual "rules," and dissolution of gender roles (all of which relate to"sexual modernity"). As 

such, the representation of Franco-Arab masculinity is ambivalent: it is shown to be "useful" 

but also monochromatic. This "solid" masculinity also serves the purpose, in her novel, of 

renewing the filial links between the protagonist and his estranged father, of renewing the 

"father principle" in general. These paternal outcomes find striking paralles in the previous 

chapter on psychoanalysis. 

 The French author Bernard-Marie Koltès departs from ambivalent portrayals of virility 

to argue stridently for its value in contemporary European society. In highly abstract plays 

that channel themes of Otherness and role-switching at the moment of decolonization and 

after, Koltès extracts drama from highly charged encounters between the formerly colonized 

and their old "superiors." Koltès reverses the direction of vilification commonly seen in this 

study, away from minority subjects and towards a critique of the "European," "bourgeois," 

and "white" (a term carrying a certain shock value in French contexts which Koltès does not 

shy away from). He stages provocative reflections on an issue that has been politicized 
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throughout the immigration debate, namely hospitality. His exploration focuses on the "risky" 

component of hospitality which surfaces especially in encounters between strangers: this 

element of "risk" in confronting Otherness is highly sexualized. In forcibly bringing together 

characters of differing ethnicity who might never otherwise meet—producing tension but also 

mutual fascination—Koltès shows how the “color line” and anxieties around it can be 

invested with a politicized eroticism. Koltès, however, does not encourage ethnic or sexual 

enmity, he rather asserts the mutual need that exists for instance between his "dealer" and 

"client" characters in Dans la solitude des champs de coton518. These characters, Koltès said, 

could represent a "black jazzman" and a "white punk," just as well as two gay men, or a 

prostitute and a john. 

 More recently, another playwright—whose work has often been adapted for the 

screen—has sought to rehabilitate the condemned virility of ethnic minorities. Jean-Marie 

Besset reflects at length on one of the issues most politicized in the sexualization of 

immigration: clandestinity. He contrasts the overexposed clandestinity of immigrants and 

minorities with the underexposed clandestinity of the metropolitan bourgeois classes, in 

which affairs, homosexuality, and in short the sexually undisclosable are swept under the rug. 

Like Koltès, he describes an eroticized class tourism, one that often leads to transformative 

exchanges with an ethnic Other first sought out as mere sexual object.  

 In the final chapter, cinematic portrayals of immigrant and multi-ethnic sexualities are 

explored. While a significant amount of the production in this medium exists in a hyper-

expository mode, revisiting all the hot-button issues of recent immigration debates, several 

films attempt the formally challenging task of depicting the clandestinity broached by Koltès. 

These films are often directed by auteur directors who seek to rehabilitate a villainized 

immigrant masculinity. While they have been instrumental in increasing the visibility of Arab 
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actors, they perhaps inadvertedly participate in type-casting them in sexually "dissident" roles. 

The casting of Arab actors in gay roles is treated as a kind of assimilation process, both in 

regard to the film industry and to larger society. There is a pressure, I argue, to manage the 

sexuality of minority and banlieue subjects that emerges even in avant-garde cinema 

supposedly resistant to normative cinematic trends. Three films reflect, with a high degree of 

sophistication, the ways in which Other sexualities are managed and policed: André Téchiné's 

The Witnesses, Jacques Audiard's Un Prophète, and Jean-François Richet's Ma 6-t va cracker.  

 Un Prophète depicts the goings on inside a French prison, through the coming-of-age 

story of a young Franco-Arab prisoner, Malik. First blackmailed into working for a Corsican 

gang, he must perform a "hit" on another Arab prisoner known for drug dealing as well as for 

his predilection for homosexual fellatio. After he murders the dealer, his slain victim revisits 

him in surreal apparitions as an eccentric Sufi mystic, enjoining him to follow the path of 

religion and education. The "homophobic" environment of the French prison system is thus 

transformed into a magic-realist school in which Malik learns to appreciate the difference 

between positive and negative virility. These "lessons" eventually bring him to mastermind 

his way out of the Corsican gang and into the prison's group of Muslims, shown to be more 

morally upstanding and trustworthy. The film also provides a quite “queer” meditation on 

survival instincts in prisons, depicting how Malik repeatedly turns a devalorized or vulnerable 

position into one of strength, displaying remarkable adaptation and performance skills.  

 In The Witnesses, one character incarnates the dynamics of sexual policing to an 

exemplary degree: the Franco-Arab policeman Mehdi, in charge of a Paris vice brigade in the 

80s that targets prostitutes and homosexuals at the outset of the AIDS crisis. Like the prison 

environment in Un Prophète, the police order is another in which homo-sociality can provide 

the conditions for exploring homosexuality. They are both somewhat closed orders, dealing in 

a masculinity never suspect, providing a clandestinity for such explorations outside of public 
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view. Mehdi's character initiates a meditation on surveillance and clandestinity that suffuses 

the entire film. Reaching out to communities normally clandestine, like prostitutes and 

homosexuals, became newly urgent in the era of AIDS. Simply preventing such communities 

from assembling proved a bankrupt and sometimes fatal strategy, forcing Mehdi to reassess 

the policies of his vice brigade. Simultaneously, Mehdi experiments with homosexuality, an 

event arguably enabled by the sudden proximity of normally estranged communities in the 

new circumstances of city life in the Paris of the 80s. He reassesses surveillance in light of his 

wish to keep his own sexuality secret from his colleagues and wife, a venture that eventually 

proves unfeasible. Mehdi is not always villainized as a member of the sex police: in many a 

scene, the virility he exhibits is saluted for its lifesaving and protective instincts, part and 

parcel of his police function. The film also offers an important commentary on the 

public/private distinction, showing that Mehdi aims to respect what happens in private no 

matter what the law deems illegal.  

 In Ma 6-t..., director Richet also homosexualizes the police force, opposing them to 

the heterosexualized heroes of the banlieues in full revolt. The film documents the violent 

aftermath of a police killing in an impoverished neighborhood. Policewomen are shown to 

intrusively control male sexuality in one scene, and in another banlieusard men find their 

every advance rejected by women, a situation of bottled up sexual frustration that eventually 

culminates in violence against material property. In one of the film’s most memorable 

sequences, an Arab young man is arrested and homosexually abused by three policemen who 

have strong Southern French accents and emit colonial-era stereotypes about Arabs. Richet's 

depiction of fascist homosexuality is informed, I submit, by a common representational 

tendency in Communist-leaning production. In that tradition, homosexuality supposedly 

represents the decadence of the upper classes and is symptomatic of the no-future, non-

reproductive horizon of capitalist society: the working classes, in their healthy heterosexual 
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productivity, represent the opposite. 

 A final group of films investigates the prostitute and the transexual as figures that live 

in the liminal spaces of the city. For them, escaping surveillance is a requirement of survival 

and safety. The theme of prostitution is shown to channel another theme more often 

discussed, that of immigration: almost all the prostitutes depicted are themselves immigrants, 

their stories evidencing the dangers of required secrecy and a paperless existence. 

 These chapters offer four windows into the sexualization of immigration, perspectives 

that seem disparate only at first. Recurring tropes and persistent figures cross over boundaries 

of art and discipline, establishing what I argue is a continuum of representations that filter 

cultural and ethnic difference through the prism of sexuality. Such a strategy of attenuating or 

making more manageable the Other’s cultural difference through its translation into a more 

“intelligible” language of (European) sexuality has precedents in the Orientalist output of old. 

There are contemporary factors involved, however, when such a translation is attempted in 

post-colonial, post-immigration Europe. The terms “sexual modernity,” “sexual democracy,” 

and “sexual citizenship”—coined to qualify this state-of-affairs— emerge when those 

attempting the highly unstable project of defining Europe at the political and also cultural 

level opt for sexual vocabularies. The reasons for this choice, as a wide array of thinkers in 

this corpus have suggested, have to do with the perception that immigrant and immigrant-

issued attitudes toward sexuality are so different from the mainstream, that they present one of 

the last remaining platforms with which to establish a civic gap between European citizens 

and residents otherwise indistinguishable. Some cultural actors have pushed back against this 

politicization by stressing the hypocrisy, regression, or xenophobia of defining Europe in this 

way, while others have sought to locate a more current and even subversive modernity in 

gender dispositions frequently vilified. In such a way, a battle of representations has broken 

out on the slippery terrain where culture meets politics in multi-ethnic France: it has been 
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fomented by the recasting of the “issue” of cultural assimilation as a sexual one, as well as by 

the initially slow but now increasing consciousness that such a recasting has taken place.  
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