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Forum 2000 - Prague 

A French Dream: How can immigrants be successful? 

 

15 September 2015 

French integration is a nightmare. All over Europe, this is the general opinion. 

And let me reassure you, this is the general opinion in France as well. 

Especially in the media and politics.  

 

Ladies and gentlemen, 

I'm here to tell you why this is not true. 

Who am I to make such a statement? I'm a French citizen of Tuniiisian origin, 

partner at Roland Berger, former investment banker at Rothschild, former 

adviser (speech writer) to the French Prime Minister and a writer. Don’t worry: 

I'm not making my case a generality.  

I'm an example of social reproduction and continu-i-ty (my parents are highly 

respected university professors) whereas a large majority of children of 

immigrants are examples of upward mobility and social progress, not continuity.  

This ties in with something I discovered working as the adviser to the French 

PM, and the reason I launched the "21
st
 Century Circle". It was a few months 

after a national debate about the Islamic veil and se-cu-la-rism. I spent a lot of 

time on the subject and met hundreds of people of foreign origin with just 

incredible backgrounds and careers.  

I wondered: what could I do with all these people. The first idea was to reward 

some of them and to appoint others to public office. But the French 

administration was so allergic to people with no experience in public service, it 

would have been impossible to make it happen. 

So I decided to create a club, to let people share their stories, hopes, frustrations, 

to help young people and to create a lobby, a movement to change the image of 

foreign born French people and to reveal France's best kept secret: immigrants 

are succeeding. 

I – Why and how does it work? 

First let me try to explain what the French integration model is. Or rather what 

it's not. It's not a model of integration based on the respect of different cultures 

(what we Europeans call the ‘multikulti’ model). It's a model of assimilation.  

And I'm gonna prove it.  
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Let's consider some key facts and figures.  

Nowadays, the general consensus about France is that we are threatened by 

communitarianism. It should lead to a social organization based on an 

interaction between ethnic and religious communities.  

Wrong! 

The reality is totally different. And we can measure it by the number of mixed 

marriages.  

According to a survey called TeO (done by the French national census bureau), 

30 % of all women of north African and sub Saharan origin live with a French 

man who is not of foreign origin. May I remind you that this is forbidden by 

Islam: according to traditional Islamic rules, an Islamic women cannot marry 

outside her faith.   

 

It took less than 40 years to get these figures. And this level of intermarriage 

will only increase with generations to come. Now, let’s compare interracial 

marriages in France with those from what we call the ‘melting pot of the world’, 

the US. Black women and white men have been living side by side not for 40 

years but for 340 years. And what's the percentage of interracial marriages in the 

US? Ready? 3 percent.  

How about demographics? The general opinion is that immigrant women have a 

lot of babies, much more than French women.  

Wrong! 

When they come to France before the age of 15, their birth rates actually align 

with average French birth rates. They won't have six or seven children but two 

or three.  

Let me give you one last figure. Once again, general opinion says that the 

"social ladder", the one that allows you to move up in the world, has broken 

down for North African immigrants.  Wrong. 

The figures speak for themselves. 25 % of North African immigrants get a 

college degree or higher. For Central African immigrants, it’s 30 %. That drops 

to 7 percent, not for Senegalese or Syrian immigrants but for Portuguese 

immigrants. 

And for future generations, it gets better. That goes for the Portuguese as well. 

And by the way, more girls succeed than boys. 
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Last, the feeling of belonging. Every survey shows the same thing. Check this 

out: 44 % of North African immigrants claim to be French first. 30 % claim to 

be North African. How about the Portuguese: 35 % claim to be Portuguese first, 

28 % European and only 25 % French above all.  

II – Why are we all so blind to this? 

Nevertheless, nobody knows this reality. Let me try to explain why, as it will 

help understand the French model. 

French core values are liberty and equality, and not since the French Revolution; 

they come from the French traditional family system which is based on equality 

between the children (boys and girls) and a certain level of tolerance and 

generosity between generations. 

This system leads to a paradox: French people are open to diversity because they 

prize the idea of equality: equality between men, equality between men and 

women, equality between French people and the rest of the world. 

But, at the same time, French people have trouble understanding that one can be 

part of ‘humanity’ and not share the same values. Worse, they interpret this 

behavior as an attack on their concept of universality, French universality.  

 

Let me give an example. The Islamic veil – a trauma in France. Not only 

because it is seen as a way to oppress women but also because, when women do 

accept to wear it, their humanity doesn’t align with the French concept. The 

Islamic veil becomes an attack on French universality. We issued several laws to 

ban it in the name of laicité, secularism which is another word for "French 

Weltanschauung". 

French people are totally open to diversity (we've seen it through intermarriage 

rates) and, at the same time, they are xenophobic. And as long as an immigrant, 

a foreign born person, a child of an immigrant behaves in a way that contradicts 

French core values, he will be seen as a foreigner. 

Such immigrants will be considered French when they accept religion as a 

private matter, when they accept that men and women are equal and when they 

accept freedom of speech. Only then will they be seen as French and only then 

will the French forget their foreign origin.   

Success is silent. Failure is loud. It’s part of the model.  

 

French people assimilate immigrants, they don't integrate them. They did this 

with regional minorities, they do it with migrants. And it works. For the 

majority. 
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III – Obviously, there are problems 

Not for everyone, as we know. So, let's try to understand where the system fails, 

keeping in mind that it’s based on the ability of the majority to convert a 

minority to its values, behavior, way of being. 

The first failure is very easy to understand. Immigrants and their children, to 

become French, have to accept to live alongside them and remain a minority. 

The problem comes from the ghettos we have in France. People 14 years old or 

older, with at least one parent born on the African continent represent 26 % of 

the poor urban areas and only 8 % outside these areas. In these suburbs, a lot of 

classrooms are 90 to 100 % children with an African origin.  

Then comes unemployment. The best way to integrate people is to make them 

work together with a majority of "native" people. In France, during the last 30 

years, the unemployment rate never fell below 7%. For blue collar workers, 

never below 10 %. And 70 % of North African migrants worked.  

 

Third problem, discrimination (closely tied to the French model). In France, all 

surveys, based on testing, show the same thing: with the same resumes, if you 

have an African name instead of a French one, if you live in the suburbs instead 

of downtown – you can be Muslim or not - you'll be 4 to 5 times less likely to 

get an interview. 

These problems stem from the French context. But we have two others 

challenges which have nothing to do with it.  

The first one is the process of acculturation itself. When you come from a 

culture where women are not equal to men (in front of a Court or when it comes 

to inheriting), where you traditionally marry your cousin, where society is 

structured and organized by tribes and where your values are in total 

contradiction with those of the host society, you face an incredible challenge: to 

change as fast as possible with no financial security and against everything your 

family believes, particularly when you are a women gaining her independence. 

But it's not easy either for a brother when he sees his sister breaking away from 

home and traditional values, doing better than him at school…  

 

He can decide to represent his family and oppose his sister, especially within the 

context of the current global Islamic crisis. What is the origin of this crisis? It's 

not religious, it's a transition crisis. Islamic societies have to face the same 

phenomenon: an incredibly rapid transformation that turns their society on its 

head. Women were inferior to men? Nowadays, from Morocco to Iraq, 60% of 

university students are women. Women are more educated than their fathers. 

Tomorrow, wives will be more educated than their husbands. Talk about a 

revolution.  
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The social glue of Arab societies came from solidarity between families, thanks 

to endogamy. Endogamy is going to disappear. Traditional tribal organizations 

are at stake. Families are getting smaller. Every fundamental structure of society 

is changing. 

Islamic ideology is a response to these structural changes. Traditions are 

disappearing? Women are climbing higher and higher on the social ladder? 

Islamism explains why one can, why one must fight these transformations. In the 

name of Islam, people – especially men- seek to maintain old social tradition. 

 

Islamism is a product of modernity, not tradition. And the clash we’re 

experiencing is a clash of temporality more than of civilization.  

The problem is that we, Western societies, have to deal with acculturation's 

impact on young people, just when Islamic societies are undergoing a global 

crisis, and right when we’re desperately looking for a common ideal. 

III – What can we do? 

…We can't just wait for things to calm down. On the one hand, this crisis is 

going to last. On the other hand, the situation is devastating for both French 

society and the minorities. 

 A. Changing the image? 

The first thing to do is to change the image. The best way to avoid the belief that 

“they’re Muslims, we can’t integrate them” is to spread the message I’m trying 

to explain. By showcasing the incredible careers and accomplishments of 

immigrants, the success of their children, is key: it's a way to reassure the 

majority of the population and to prove to minorities that it is possible to 

succeed.  

Anti-discrimination policies must be implemented in big and mid-sized 

companies. The methodology exists (from testing, breaking the glass ceiling, 

changing habits…): it's a question of willingness. And it must come from the top 

of the company or the government.  

 

Since 2007, the French government has included the sons and daughters of 

immigrants. This will continue (and many individuals come from the 21st 

Century Club - because we’re seen as a talent pool!). 

Mentoring, sharing information about vocational orientation, helping young 

people succeed in politics, the media and big business … it's urgent.  

We have to do it for them, for justice and for the rest of the world, so frightened 

(terrorized) by the situation.   
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B. Fighting Islamism 

Second, we must fight Islamism. Not easy, considering the incredible 

investment over the last few decades by GCC countries and privately owned 

Wahhabite foundations to spread Muslim ideology throughout the region and 

also across Europe and Asia. 

They understood, just like American TV Evangelists understood, that religion is 

a market, with consumers, behaviors, trends, fashions, conformism…  

They’ve designed a product, they’ve distributed it according to a multi-channel 

strategy, they’ve spent millions and millions of dollars in marketing. They’ve 

convinced Muslims that their ideology is the Muslim religion. 

We have to do the same thing. Build another ideology, distribute it to Muslim 

people give them another option. I will try to do it. 

 

Ladies and Gentlemen, 

 

As you can understand, I am both very optimistic and quite pessimistic. 

Optimistic because the reality is much better than we think. Pessimistic because 

I know that the current crisis is going to last, because a very powerful religious 

ideology dominates with no other realistic option, because Western societies are 

having trouble proposing a new utopia for young people and Islam - even 

jihadism - can be seen as a utopia by the weak- or feeble minded.  

Thank you very much. 

 

 

 

 


