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1. Introduction

The integration of Muslims into French society has become a focal point of political and 
social discourse, especially in light of the country’s steadfast adherence to secularism, known as 
laïcité. Laïcité, a defining characteristic of French national identity, aims to foster equality and 
unity by strictly limiting religious influence in public life. Historically rooted in the separation 
of church and state, this principle was initially developed to counter the political and social 
power of the Catholic Church in public institutions. However, as French society has diversified, 
laïcité has taken on new implications, particularly for Muslim communities. In this context, 
laïcité can often feel more like an instrument of assimilation than a tool for equality, as it some-
times clashes with the cultural and religious expressions that Muslim communities bring into 
the public sphere. These communities, particularly the youth, find themselves in a constant 
negotiation between preserving their cultural identities and adhering to the secular ideals that  
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This study examines the representation of Muslims in French media and its effects on public perception and 
self-identity within Muslim communities, with a specific focus on Muslim girls. It explores how media 
portrayals influence societal attitudes, often reinforcing stereotypes that portray Muslims as misaligned with 
French secular values. This characterization impacts not only public opinion but also the self-perception of 
Muslim youth, particularly young girls who must navigate their cultural and religious identities within a 
society that frequently views these identities as conflicting with the ideals of Republic. The study addresses the 
challenges faced by French Muslims, including restrictive policies in public schools and workplaces that limit 
religious expression, as well as the pressures of adapting to mainstream culture while preserving familial and 
cultural traditions. Through the lens of identity formation, this paper highlights the ways in which Muslim 
girls and their families negotiate identity in an environment that often marginalizes them. Additionally, the 
study ana-lyzes French cinema and other media as cultural instruments that, through selective representation, 
reinforce stereotypes and narrow perceptions of Muslim identity, frequently overlooking the diversity within 
these com-munities. Such portrayals implicitly suggest that successful integration into French society requires 
the compro-mise of cultural and religious identity, a notion that can create internalized struggles for young 
Muslims striving for acceptance. By underscoring the limitations in the current media landscape and public 
discourse, the study advocates for a more nuanced and inclusive approach to French secularism and national 
identity—one that respects and accommodates the multicultural realities of its citizens. This approach could 
foster greater social cohesion by allowing Muslim communities to fully participate in the national narrative 
without feeling the need to relinquish their cultural or religious identities. 
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shape French society. Muslim girls face an especially complex 
version of this struggle as they are compelled to reconcile famil-
ial and cultural expectations with the secular demands of the 
public sphere. This balancing act often creates internal and ex-
ternal conflicts as they strive to meet the expectations of their 
families while also conforming to the secular norms that govern 
their schools and public spaces. French public schools, as key 
institutions of socialization, exemplify these tensions. Policies 
banning conspicuous religious symbols, such as the hijab, serve 
as institutional reminders of the secularist expectation for all cit-
izens to adopt a “neutral” public identity (Arslan, 2018). 

For young Muslim girls, the restriction on religious expres-
sion is more than a matter of policy; it is a constant reminder of 
the barriers to acceptance within a society that views their reli-
gious practices as incompatible with French national values. The 
portrayal of Muslims in French media exacerbates these identity 
conflicts. French cinema and television, influential in shaping 
public perception, often frame Muslim identity in a way that em-
phasizes incompatibility with secular values, frequently depicting 
Muslims as outsiders whose cultural or religious values conflict 
with French ideals. Rarely are Muslims, especially Muslim 
women who visibly practice their faith, given nuanced portrayals 
that reflect the diversity of experiences within their communi-
ties. Instead, media narratives typically spotlight characters who 
conform to secular norms, implicitly suggesting that successful 
integration requires the minimization or abandonment of cul-
tural and religious identities. This limited representation rein-
forces the broader societal message that Muslim identity is in 
tension with French identity, placing young Muslim girls under 
intense pressure to align themselves with a narrowly defined na-
tional identity that minimizes or even denies their cultural back-
ground. 

This expectation can profoundly affect their self-esteem, 
ambitions, and sense of belonging. Understanding the historical 
context of French secularism is essential to grasp these dynam-
ics. Initially developed in the early 20th century to limit the in-
fluence of the Catholic Church, laïcité was intended to create a 
state where religious influence was restricted to the private 
sphere, ensuring equality for all citizens. Over time, however, 
laïcité has evolved into a mechanism that shapes the public iden-
tity of all French citizens, placing expectations on how they pre-
sent themselves within the secular state. For Muslims, whose re-
ligious practices are often visible—through attire, dietary prac-
tices, or prayer times—this expectation becomes a source of ten-
sion. Laïcité has increasingly been seen not only as a method of 
ensuring religious neutrality but also as a standard that implicitly 
requires non-Christian religious minorities, particularly Muslims, 
to demonstrate their alignment with secular values in order to be 
accepted within French society. 

Political discourse has intensified this tension, often framing 
Muslims as a societal issue rather than as integral members of 
French society. For instance, debates surrounding immigration, 
national security, and social cohesion frequently focus on Mus-
lim communities as symbolic of cultural or religious difference. 
This rhetoric reinforces the perception that Muslims, despite be-
ing French citizens, are a “problem” that must be managed or 
controlled. Political narratives that link Muslim identity to issues 
of extremism or non-integration feed into a broader public per-
ception that views Muslims as incompatible with French values. 
These narratives affect not only how society views Muslims but 

also how Muslims perceive themselves within the national land-
scape (Fadiga, 2021). For Muslim families, particularly those 
with North African backgrounds, this tension has deep historical 
roots tied to France’s colonial past, which left complex and often 
negative perceptions of Muslim communities from former col-
onies. Today, these perceptions shape public attitudes, policies, 
and media representations, all of which impact Muslim youth as 
they navigate their identity within a society that marginalizes 
them. Within families, Muslim mothers play a critical role in 
guiding their children, particularly daughters, through these so-
cietal challenges. 

Aware of the biases and obstacles their children face, moth-
ers often seek to instill resilience and cultural pride, equipping 
them with a strong sense of identity to counter the exclusionary 
forces in society. By sharing family histories, cultural values, and 
religious teachings, they provide their daughters with the tools 
to navigate an often-unwelcoming social landscape. This trans-
mission of cultural pride serves as a source of internal strength, 
allowing young Muslim girls to maintain a connection to their 
heritage despite societal messages of exclusion. However, even 
within the family, young Muslim girls can experience internal 
conflict, as they attempt to reconcile the expectations of their 
families with the pressure to conform to secular norms upheld 
by French society. This identity struggle is not merely a personal 
challenge; it is shaped by institutional forces that influence their 
opportunities in education, employment, and social integration. 
French cinema and media reinforce societal attitudes toward 
Muslims, often presenting a limited and skewed view of Muslim 
identity. Films and television series that address Muslim charac-
ters in France frequently frame their stories within a secular nar-
rative, emphasizing characters who downplay or forgo their cul-
tural or religious heritage in order to fit into French society. 

These portrayals implicitly suggest that religious expression, 
particularly that of Muslims, is incompatible with Frenchness. 
For young Muslim girls who consume these media representa-
tions, the message is clear: full participation in French society 
requires a compromise or modification of their identity. This re-
inforces the stereotype that successful integration is synonymous 
with a secularized identity, placing additional pressure on Mus-
lim girls to conform to a model of identity that may conflict with 
their personal values and cultural background. For Muslim girls, 
who are often caught between the secular expectations of society 
and the cultural expectations of their families, navigating these 
contrasting social spaces results in a unique form of cultural hy-
bridity. At school or in public, they are expected to conform to 
secular norms, yet at home, they may feel the pressure to honor 
and preserve their family’s cultural and religious traditions. This 
dual expectation creates a sense of divided identity, where Mus-
lim girls find themselves continuously negotiating how they pre-
sent different facets of themselves depending on their environ-
ment. 

The struggle for identity within these girls often manifests as 
an attempt to reconcile these conflicting demands, sometimes 
leading to a sense of duality in their self-perception, where they 
are forced to adopt a different identity depending on whether 
they are at home or in the public sphere. Restrictive policies in 
French schools and workplaces, which limit religious expression, 
reflect a broader societal reluctance to accept visible markers of 
Muslim identity. For example, the 2004 law banning conspicu-
ous religious symbols in public schools, including the hijab, 
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sends a clear message about the expectation to conform to a sec-
ular identity in public spaces. These policies reinforce the per-
ception that secularism, as a core French value, requires the min-
imization of religious expression, particularly for Muslims. For 
young Muslims, the expectation to conform can be especially 
challenging, as it implies that their cultural or religious back-
ground is fundamentally at odds with their identity as French 
citizens (Jaspal & Cinnirella, 2010). 

 
This message is further amplified by political rhetoric and 

media portrayals, which often depict Muslims as threats to na-
tional cohesion. Growing up in this environment, Muslim girls 
must navigate a constant negotiation between personal identity 
and societal acceptance. The restrictive nature of French secu-
larism has implications beyond the realm of identity, affecting 
the social mobility and life prospects of young Muslims. Success 
in the French education system and labor market often depends 
on the ability to navigate cultural and social norms that prioritize 
secular values. For Muslim girls, the expectation to conform not 
only challenges their identity but also limits their access to op-
portunities. In educational and professional settings, where the 
visibility of Muslim identity can be a disadvantage, young women 
often feel pressure to downplay or modify aspects of their iden-
tity in order to succeed. This systemic bias reinforces the mes-
sage that Muslim identity is incompatible with success in French 
society, creating barriers to upward mobility that disproportion-
ately affect Muslim youth (Estivalèzes, 2011). 

 
This paper advocates for a reevaluation of French secularism 

to acknowledge and respect the diverse identities within French 
society. By fostering a more inclusive approach to secularism, 
France has the opportunity to build a more cohesive society that 
values cultural and religious diversity as integral aspects of na-
tional identity. Such an approach would allow Muslim commu-
nities, particularly young girls, to fully embrace their identities 
without feeling they must choose between their cultural heritage 
and their place in French society. Recognizing and accommo-
dating cultural and religious diversity would not only benefit 
Muslim communities but also contribute to a richer, more inclu-
sive vision of French identity that reflects the multicultural real-
ity of contemporary France. An inclusive approach to secular-
ism, however, would require a shift in both policy and public 
perception. A reimagined secularism would allow for visible ex-
pressions of cultural and religious identity within the public 
sphere, fostering a national identity that celebrates, rather than 
suppresses, diversity. In advocating for this broader understand-
ing of Frenchness, this paper aims to contribute to a more inclu-
sive vision of national identity that celebrates the rich diversity 
of French citizens. Embracing cultural plurality would not only 
enhance social cohesion but also strengthen France’s commit-
ment to liberty, equality, and fraternity in a world that is increas-
ingly interconnected and multicultural. 
 
 
2. Identity Struggles of Muslim Girls 
 

The politics of identity in France surrounding Muslim girls 
reflects the tension in French society, where minority identities 
increasingly shape national culture. Muslim girls in France face 
unique challenges as they navigate between family traditions and 
the national identity imposed by French society. This complex 
interaction reveals the broader issues of cultural identity and na-
tional belonging for marginalized groups. The presence of Mus-
lim communities in France, especially girls, exemplifies the 

difficulties minorities experience when claiming a sense of na-
tional identity in a context that often seems contradictory or ex-
clusionary. In these cases, the choice of national identity be-
comes not just a personal matter but a social and political state-
ment, often essential for accessing opportunities while negotiat-
ing an identity that bridges the expectations of home, school, 
and a frequently unwelcoming broader society. For many Mus-
lim girls in France, national identity serves as a symbolic pass-
port, providing a means to cross the boundaries between their 
communities and mainstream French society, which often views 
ethnic populations with suspicion (Nickerson, 2019). 

 
This national identity is not simply a label; it shifts in mean-

ing depending on context, reflecting the fluidity of cultural be-
longing. The process of self-identification for these girls is heav-
ily influenced by exclusionary forces within society, as well as a 
desire for acceptance and opportunities in education and em-
ployment. The historical and legal frameworks of French citi-
zenship underscore these tensions, as they link French identity 
closely to assimilation into French cultural ideals. This identity, 
however, does not guarantee social inclusion, as the status of be-
ing French is persistently questioned for ethnic minorities, par-
ticularly for Muslims who may be perceived as insufficiently 
aligned with the secular, uniform vision of French culture pro-
moted in public spaces, including schools. The sense of duality 
in these girls’ identities reflects the pressures they face from both 
family and society to fit into roles that are often at odds. While 
national identity can be empowering, it risks becoming a super-
ficial label if it does not address the underlying social inequalities 
that continue to marginalize these individuals. 

 
The notion of identity, therefore, functions both as a sur-

vival mechanism and a contested space where cultural norms 
clash with individual aspirations. The pursuit of educational and 
social advancement in France hinges significantly on national 
identity, yet the ability to claim this identity is constrained by in-
stitutional and social forces that shape who is deemed authenti-
cally French. French educational institutions, rooted in ideals of 
secularism and national unity, play a significant role in shaping 
this identity. They promote a version of French culture that of-
ten marginalizes cultural expressions from Muslim communities, 
especially for those whose visible markers of identity—such as 
traditional dress or religious practices—clash with the secular 
norms in public schools. This leads to a constant balancing act 
for Muslim girls who must navigate their family’s expectations 
while conforming to the national identity required by their edu-
cational environment. French public schools, while offering op-
portunities for advancement, impose a version of French iden-
tity that excludes other cultural expressions. This produces a cul-
tural friction where Muslim girls feel pressured to conform out-
wardly while privately grappling with a desire to maintain their 
heritage. 

 
Education, as a cornerstone of social mobility in France, is 

central to this discussion. Schools are places where Muslim girls 
encounter the tensions between home and public life, often ex-
periencing school as a potential pathway to emancipation but 
one that requires conforming to secular French norms. Success 
in the French education system, measured by qualifications like 
the baccalaureate, is essential for future employment but re-
quires the mastery of both the language and cultural norms that 
signal adherence to French values (Hamel, 2002). These norms 
often run counter to their identities as Muslims, forcing these 
girls to make difficult choices about how to present themselves 
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and which parts of their identity to foreground. In France, being 
French is traditionally linked to a secular, uniform identity, cre-
ating an inherent tension for those with dual identities, such as 
French Muslims, who experience both an affinity for France and 
a sense of being distinct. The notion of French identity is thus 
contested and varies widely, especially in a society that oscillates 
between ideals of universalism and multicultural realities. 

This duality is encapsulated in the experiences of Muslim 
girls who must mediate between their ethnic identities and the 
expectations of French society. Many girls find strength in their 
identities as French nationals, even though society may not fully 
accept them as French. Their national identity is an essential tool 
for gaining access to social opportunities and countering exclu-
sionary policies that might otherwise limit their access to educa-
tion and employment. For many, the burden of proving their 
Frenchness remains a constant challenge, as they are frequently 
required to demonstrate their loyalty to French values. This re-
quirement speaks to the broader societal reluctance to accept 
Muslim identities as compatible with French nationality. The in-
stitutional barriers erected by immigration laws and policies, like 
the Pasqua Laws, restrict the rights of those without French cit-
izenship and reflect an ongoing struggle over who is allowed to 
be part of the French national identity. These laws attempt to 
reinforce a narrowly defined notion of Frenchness, one that of-
ten excludes individuals based on their cultural or religious back-
grounds. In France’s multicultural society, the experience of 
Muslim girls underscores the intersection of social class, ethnic-
ity, and gender in the construction of national identity. 

This group faces significant challenges in achieving social 
mobility, as the pathways to success are conditioned by their 
ability to present themselves as acceptable within the framework 
of French cultural values. The schools serve as arenas for both 
inclusion and exclusion, where Muslim girls can either find op-
portunities for advancement or face systemic barriers that ques-
tion their place within French society. In many ways, the issue 
of identity among French Muslim girls illustrates the broader dy-
namics of identity politics in France, where national unity is of-
ten privileged over cultural diversity (Adida, Laitin, & Valfort, 
2014). As the country grapples with its colonial past and the re-
alities of an increasingly multicultural present, the question of 
who can claim French identity becomes a site of contestation. 
This is evident in the experiences of Muslim girls, who navigate 
a national identity marked by contradictions. For them, the 
choice to assert their Frenchness is a pragmatic response to a 
social structure that grants opportunities selectively, rewarding 
those who conform to a narrow vision of what it means to be 
French. 

This complex negotiation of identity is further influenced by 
the rhetoric of politicians and media, which often portray Mus-
lims as outsiders within their own country. This portrayal feeds 
into a cycle of social exclusion, where Muslim girls are simulta-
neously encouraged to integrate while being reminded of their 
difference. Such exclusion is particularly pronounced in the eco-
nomic sphere, where access to employment and housing is fre-
quently mediated by cultural perceptions and prejudices. The as-
sertion of a French Muslim identity, therefore, becomes both an 
act of defiance against exclusion and a strategic choice for social 
survival (Ogan, Willnat, Pennington, & Bashir, 2014). The iden-
tity politics surrounding Muslim girls in France reflect the 
broader societal struggle to reconcile a multicultural reality with 
a monolithic vision of national identity. This tension is especially 

pronounced for those who seek to balance their heritage with 
the demands of integration into French society. The experience 
of Muslim girls in France is emblematic of a global phenome-
non, where identity serves as both a source of empowerment 
and a site of struggle for marginalized groups in diaspora. Their 
pursuit of national identity in the face of exclusionary pressures 
exemplifies the challenges of belonging in a world where identity 
is increasingly politicized and where cultural heritage can be both 
a strength and a barrier to social inclusion. 

3. Muslim Identities in French Cinema

In contemporary France, debates over secularism and na-
tional identity have increasingly centered on the visibility and 
practice of Islam within French society. This discourse gained 
traction with the far-right leader’s comparison of Muslims pray-
ing publicly due to limited mosque space to an “occupation.” 
Such rhetoric reflects broader concerns about the presence of 
Islam in French public life, connecting the visible expressions of 
Islamic faith to national identity. These concerns, often interwo-
ven with issues of immigration, security, and terrorism, have 
contributed to a culture of normalized prejudice toward Muslims 
in post-9/11 France. State legislation, such as the 2004 law pro-
hibiting conspicuous religious symbols in schools and the 2011 
ban on the niqab in public spaces, further institutionalizes these 
views by framing certain Islamic practices as fundamentally in-
compatible with the ideals of the French Republic. These laws 
cast Muslim women as victims of oppressive customs, reinforc-
ing a negative portrayal of Muslim men while raising questions 
about France’s ability to integrate Muslims into its concept of 
citizenship (Ariffin & Hussain, 2021). 

The French approach to universalism and secularism has 
distinct implications for its Muslim population and contrasts 
sharply with models of multiculturalism seen in other Western 
nations. Republican universalism, a core component of French 
identity, posits that all citizens are equal under the law, discour-
aging categorizations by religion or ethnicity. This principle 
makes it challenging for Muslims to assert their specific needs or 
address discrimination, as doing so raises the notion of “com-
munitarianism,” or recognition of group-specific differences. 
This stance on citizenship insists that minorities should assimi-
late into the dominant French cultural model, a requirement that 
marginalizes the visibility of Muslim identity. Secularism, or 
laïcité, originally intended to limit the influence of the Catholic 
Church in public life, has transformed into a powerful means of 
silencing religious expression in public spaces. This shift has es-
pecially impacted Islam due to its visibility in France’s urban 
landscape and the use of public prayer and dress codes, which 
are often perceived as threats to French secularism. 

This narrowed interpretation of secularism raises an essential 
question about whether Muslim identity can coexist with French 
identity without compromising the principles of the French Re-
public. Beyond religious concerns, the socio-political context of 
French postcolonial history plays a significant role in contempo-
rary attitudes toward Muslims. France’s colonial past, particu-
larly its defeat in Algeria and the subsequent migration of people 
from former colonies, has left lasting tensions. The increasing 
visibility of North African migrants and their descendants, amid 
economic downturns and de-industrialization, has fueled anxie-
ties about integration and economic competition, especially in 
marginalized suburban areas where multi-ethnic communities 
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often face poor living conditions and police surveillance. These 
issues amplify stereotypes of Muslims as disadvantaged and even 
delinquent, deflecting attention from failed urban policies that 
contribute to poverty and unemployment. Despite these barri-
ers, France’s Muslim population has contributed richly to its cul-
tural fabric, a testament to the complex, pluralistic nature of 
modern French society. Yet, the state’s difficulty in reconciling 
this diversity with its republican ideals perpetuates stereotypes, 
often reinforced in media and political discourse. In French cin-
ema, portrayals of Muslims and the banlieue reflect broader so-
cial attitudes (De Cock & Du Pont, 2016). 

 
From the mid-1980s onward, films have explored the ten-

sion between cultural heritage and integration, often with sec-
ond-generation Maghrebi characters negotiating their identity 
within French society. However, these characters are rarely 
shown practicing Islam overtly, a narrative choice that under-
scores France’s discomfort with visibly religious identities in 
public life. Early films confined religious practices to private, do-
mestic spaces, conveying an effort to reassure French audiences 
that individuals of Maghrebi descent could integrate into society 
without challenging secular norms. In more recent years, how-
ever, a number of films have emerged that explicitly engage with 
Muslim identity and its place within the French Republic. These 
films depict Muslim characters navigating the challenges of be-
longing while respecting the state’s secular values (Dekeyser, 
2019). However, these representations are often limited, focus-
ing predominantly on male experiences and, thus, marginalizing 
Muslim women, particularly those who choose to wear the hijab. 
Popular comedies have attempted to address identity issues for 
second-generation Maghrebi characters in accessible ways. 
These films show protagonists grappling with their Muslim her-
itage in response to significant personal events, such as relation-
ships with non-Muslim partners. 

 
The narrative arc in these comedies emphasizes that Muslim 

identity in France is often fluid and relational, shaped by circum-
stances and personal interactions rather than strict adherence to 
religious customs. This treatment highlights the internal conflict 
experienced by those with dual cultural identities, depicting their 
Muslim heritage as something that can coexist with French sec-
ular values as long as it remains relatively unobtrusive. Independ-
ent films have also addressed the negotiation of Muslim identity 
within the socio-economic realities of marginalized communi-
ties. These films depict the workplace or urban spaces as sites 
where Muslims must balance religious practices with their social 
and economic responsibilities. By focusing on community life, 
they reveal both the solidarity and divisions within Muslim com-
munities and the external pressures that influence these dynam-
ics. This genre also explores how the desire for inclusion and 
respect is complicated by economic struggles and social injus-
tices, which are often overlooked by mainstream secular narra-
tives that do not fully acknowledge the multi-dimensional expe-
riences of Muslims in France. The radicalization narrative, often 
examined in independent films, explores the alienation that can 
drive disenfranchised youth toward fundamentalist ideologies 
(Kunkel, 2021). These films portray the socio-economic and 
psychological factors that leave young Muslims feeling excluded 
and hopeless, leading some to adopt extremist ideologies as an 
assertion of identity. 

 
However, such films also emphasize that the radicalization 

process is not an inherent result of Muslim identity but rather a 
product of systemic marginalization, failed integration policies, 

and ongoing discrimination. These stories often include charac-
ters who represent traditional Islam and reject violence, thus 
drawing a line between the broader Muslim community and the 
actions of radicalized individuals. This approach to the subject 
matter reflects the nuances within the Muslim community, coun-
tering monolithic portrayals and underscoring that extremism is 
a complex socio-political issue rather than a religious one. The 
visibility of Islam in French media, particularly through films, 
continues to shape public perceptions of the Muslim commu-
nity. By situating Muslim characters in relatable and familiar nar-
ratives, these films attempt to dismantle stereotypes and offer a 
more nuanced view of what it means to be both Muslim and 
French. They highlight the daily struggles of individuals trying to 
balance their cultural and religious heritage with the demands of 
integration in a secular society. Yet, these portrayals often still 
align with secular ideals, showcasing Muslims who successfully 
integrate as those who adopt secular practices or prioritize cul-
tural over religious identity. This framing reflects the broader ex-
pectation that Muslims must adapt to secular norms to be seen 
as fully French, leaving little space for religious expression in the 
public sphere. Despite efforts to depict Muslims in a more in-
clusive light, French films often fall short of representing the full 
spectrum of Muslim identities, particularly for women who 
choose to wear the veil. The persistent focus on men’s experi-
ences or the portrayal of women as fully secularized reinforces a 
narrow view of acceptable Muslim identity. This selective repre-
sentation implicitly suggests that visibility of religious practices, 
particularly the veil, remains incompatible with the secular values 
of the French Republic. 

 
Even as these films attempt to challenge stereotypes, they 

inadvertently uphold a limited model of French identity that ex-
cludes Muslims who visibly express their faith. French cinematic 
narratives around Muslims reflect the complex interplay be-
tween integration, secularism, and cultural identity in France. 
While many films offer sympathetic portrayals of Muslim char-
acters, emphasizing their adaptability and alignment with secular 
values, they also reveal the constraints imposed by the French 
approach to universalism. The expectation for Muslims to as-
similate into a secular French identity limits the scope of repre-
sentation, particularly for those who choose to express their faith 
openly. This tension reflects the broader challenge facing France 
as it seeks to reconcile its secular ideals with the diverse realities 
of a multicultural society. Ultimately, these cinematic portrayals 
underscore the need for a more inclusive understanding of citi-
zenship that allows for the coexistence of multiple identities 
within the French Republic. 
 
 
4. Identity, Faith, and Protest in Hijab 
 

The narrative shared by French-Muslim women on the hijab 
highlights complex themes of identity, cultural heritage, safety, 
and personal autonomy. For many, the hijab serves as a powerful 
symbol connecting them to their roots and religious tradition, 
bridging both their Muslim and French identities. Women of 
North African descent in France describe the hijab as an embod-
iment of cultural heritage that allows them to balance their dual 
identity as both French citizens and devout Muslims. The head-
scarf is not merely attire but an affirmation of values deeply 
rooted in their personal and family history, drawing from Alge-
rian, Tunisian, or Moroccan ancestry. This fusion of identities 
underscores their pride in belonging to multiple cultural worlds. 
The desire to honor Islamic customs, even within a Western 
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nation like France, is voiced through personal narratives, which 
stress that neither national identity nor social change can easily 
dissolve this religious practice. The choice to wear the hijab rep-
resents a steadfast commitment to one’s faith and community. 
The hijab is also a deeply personal symbol of bodily security, 
providing women with a sense of protection against unwanted 
attention. This perceived shield fosters autonomy, allowing them 
to engage confidently in public spaces without the concern of 
external judgment (Maxwell & Bleich, 2014). 

 
Many women reveal that the hijab acts as a filter, controlling 

how much of their identity is revealed to the world. For them, it 
functions as a boundary, a self-imposed layer that asserts own-
ership of their physical presence in a society where cultural inte-
gration does not negate the persistent vulnerability felt by mi-
norities. The hijab, therefore, offers them control over their bod-
ies, enabling them to navigate social spaces with assurance. Such 
a gesture allows them to present themselves as dignified individ-
uals, shielded from stereotypes that might otherwise affect their 
interactions. The connection to Prophet Muhammad, described 
by some women as feeling akin to becoming his symbolic “wife,” 
introduces a spiritual intimacy that adds depth to their identity. 
The practice of donning the hijab brings them closer to the leg-
acy of the Prophet, symbolizing a bond that unites them with a 
historical religious figure, which strengthens their identity within 
the Muslim community. This deep relationship creates a sense 
of maternal or protective belonging to their religious commu-
nity, or umma, allowing these women to experience their hijab 
as an act of devotion rather than a mere tradition. 

 
For them, wearing the hijab is a physical representation of 

religious values, humility, and the moral virtues attributed to the 
Prophet’s teachings. It connects them to a timeless figure who 
embodies their aspirations for virtue and integrity. The hijab also 
emerges as a subtle, yet potent, tool of protest and solidarity. In 
response to the 2004 ban on wearing religious symbols in public 
institutions, women have repurposed the hijab to signal their de-
fiance against policies perceived as attempts to suppress their re-
ligious identity. Some women have chosen to wear the hijab in 
France’s national colors, using this version of the garment to 
emphasize both their national identity and dissatisfaction with 
the state’s imposition. The hijab, therefore, becomes a statement 
of pride, a message to the broader society that they are both 
French and Muslim. By choosing to wear it in public, they are 
expressing solidarity within their religious community while sub-
tly challenging the secular norms imposed by the state. 

 
This silent resistance is a means of reclaiming autonomy, as-

serting that French values of liberty and equality must encom-
pass religious freedom. The hijab embodies French-Muslim 
women’s assertion of their place within French society, navi-
gating between the pull of tradition and the demands of a secular 
public sphere. By adopting the hijab as an identity marker, they 
underscore their right to personal and religious expression. The 
women interviewed reveal how the hijab acts as a bridge between 
cultural identities, a guardian of personal autonomy, a spiritual 
connection, and an emblem of protest, all of which resonate with 
their multifaceted experiences as Muslims in France. 
 
 
5. Secularism’s Role in Immigrant Perception 
 

The issue of immigration in France is deeply embedded in 
its long history of being a nation of immigrants, now confronted 

with intricate challenges involving the integration of Muslim and 
other non-Western populations. As the number of Muslim im-
migrants rises, the balance between religious freedom and secu-
lar policies, driven by the country’s identity as a secular republic, 
has become a contentious point in French society. The interac-
tion between secularism, often portrayed as a core French value, 
and religious identity is crucial to understanding how Muslim 
immigrants are received and perceived in the nation. The media 
play an influential role in shaping the public’s perception of these 
immigrants, crafting their images according to secularist princi-
ples, which often translate into cultural, political, and even racial 
connotations (Połońska-Kimunguyi & Gillespie, 2016). The 
French media’s approach to secularism represents a fundamen-
tal part of its integration strategy, as secularism is used to neu-
tralize religious influence in public spaces. The ideal of secular-
ism, laïcité, is seen as a pathway to cohesion, requiring immi-
grants to adjust their religious practices to fit within a broader 
French identity. 

 
However, the media’s portrayal of Muslim immigrants tends 

to adopt a discourse that combines secularist ideals with skepti-
cism, suggesting that Muslim values clash with French republi-
can values and require adjustment to avoid social discord. This 
stance has created a discourse of “differentiated secularism,” in 
which religious neutrality is applied inconsistently to different 
immigrant groups. For example, when comparing Muslim immi-
grants with Ukrainian immigrants, a notable contrast emerges: 
Ukrainian immigrants are often praised for their adaptability and 
are shown as model immigrants whose Christian background is 
perceived as being more compatible with French secularism. 
The media frame them positively, while references to race or 
cultural background are handled subtly, implying a nuanced ac-
ceptance based on perceived similarity to French or European 
values. Secularism’s evolution, grounded in historical roots, has 
shaped French identity over centuries. Initially, secularism’s 
principles stemmed from the separation of church and state, yet 
in modern France, secularism operates less as a philosophical 
framework and more as an instrument that reinforces national 
values. 

 
This form of secularism is often categorized into moderate 

and radical types. Moderate secularism, also called “soft” or 
“negative” secularism, allows room for religious expression, in-
cluding that of minority communities, while still supporting an 
inclusive public space. Radical secularism, on the other hand, re-
stricts religion to the private domain and encourages individuals 
to adhere to a homogenized public identity. This stricter form is 
typically presented as an extension of Enlightenment ideals, dis-
missing religion as a personal or irrational choice incompatible 
with rational and secular public life. The use of secularism as a 
policy, particularly regarding Muslim immigrants, often implies 
that secularism serves a unique national agenda, intertwining 
French republican ideals with expectations of conformity for 
non-Western immigrants, especially Muslims. As a result, secu-
larism becomes less of a purely neutral principle and more of a 
vehicle for controlling expressions of religious difference. With 
the advent of the Russo-Ukrainian war and a marked increase in 
Ukrainian immigrants, secularist discourse in French media re-
veals a different approach to immigrants of Christian and Euro-
pean backgrounds (Mertens, 2016). 

 
The media coverage of Ukrainian refugees reflects this com-

plex process of “differentiated secularism” by representing them 
as adaptable and deserving of integration. Here, media portrayals 
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are not simply welcoming but emphasize shared cultural and eth-
nic traits. While Muslim immigrants are generally associated with 
social disruption and conflict, Ukrainian immigrants are depicted 
through references to shared values, often emphasizing their 
work ethic, adaptability, and Christian background. The secular-
ist discourse thus becomes a framework for establishing a hier-
archy of acceptability among immigrant groups, where those 
perceived as culturally and religiously similar are seen as fitting 
within the French vision of a secular nation. In this way, the 
contrasting portrayals of Ukrainian and Muslim immigrants 
highlight how French secularism is not applied consistently but 
varies depending on the perceived cultural, religious, and racial 
proximity of the immigrant group to French values. In under-
standing secularism’s impact on the media image of Muslim im-
migrants, it is critical to note that secularism, as it currently op-
erates in French media, is not purely a neutral tool but one with 
power dynamics rooted in the need to maintain French identity. 
Muslim immigrants are framed within a discourse of secular dis-
cipline, where they are expected to conform to secular values as 
a prerequisite for integration. 

 
This portrayal aligns Muslim immigrants with narratives of 

social disruption, violence, and incompatibility with republican 
values, which the media reinforce through associations with cul-
tural differences and moral judgments. These narratives fre-
quently draw on historical fears and assumptions about Muslims, 
painting them as incompatible with secular ideals and fostering 
a sense of division. The portrayal of Muslim immigrants as need-
ing to adhere to secularism to become French contrasts with the 
coverage of Ukrainian immigrants, who are depicted as readily 
adaptable and shareable within French culture due to their ethnic 
and religious similarities. The resulting discourse positions secu-
larism as an exclusive standard, one that accepts immigrants on 
conditional terms, providing them with limited freedom of ex-
pression while framing any resistance or difficulty in adaptation 
as a failure to embrace French secular values (Laurence & Vaisse, 
2007). French media frequently employ a vocabulary that casts 
Muslim immigrants as invaders or outsiders, using terms that 
link them to notions of societal disorder and instability. These 
narratives create a dichotomy, portraying Muslim immigrants 
both as potential sources of conflict and as subjects requiring 
secularist intervention. Through terms that imply cultural inva-
sion, social conflict, and religious tension, the media reinforce 
an “us vs. them” divide, framing Muslim immigrants as antago-
nistic to the fabric of French society. 

 
Moreover, these portrayals involve the application of secular 

principles as an evaluation metric to judge the worthiness of im-
migrants, positioning secularism as an elevated and universal 
standard. Through this rhetoric, secularism emerges as an iden-
tity marker of Frenchness, accessible only to those who align 
with the French conception of secular order, which, in turn, mar-
ginalizes those who cannot fully conform. Media narratives fre-
quently use euphemisms for discipline, such as “integration,” 
“calibration,” and “adaptation,” to reinforce secularism’s role as 
a mechanism of control. This discourse frames Muslim immi-
grants as inherently incompatible with secular values, effectively 
positioning them as outsiders who cannot be fully assimilated. 
In addition to these portrayals, the discourse around Ukrainian 
immigrants is marked by compassion and inclusiveness. Here, 
secularism is presented as an inclusive framework, welcoming 
Ukrainian immigrants while emphasizing commonalities that 
align with French republican ideals. Ukrainian immigrants are 
thus constructed as victims of external circumstances and 

defenders of democratic values, aligning them more closely with 
the French secular vision of citizenship. Their portrayal as “ideal 
immigrants” further emphasizes their alignment with secularist 
principles, presenting them as assimilable and contributing pos-
itively to the French economy and society. In doing so, the me-
dia simultaneously constructs a favorable image of France as a 
hospitable and humanitarian state that upholds the values of 
freedom and equality. 

 
This portrayal of Ukrainian immigrants as guests, and even 

defenders of French values, reinforces the notion of a secular 
identity that is adaptable and accommodating but selectively so. 
Thus, secularism serves as a means of validation for those 
deemed culturally or ethnically close to the French, creating a 
standard that welcomes them as long as they do not challenge 
the established cultural norms. The discourse of French secular-
ism thus emerges as not only a political or legal standard but a 
cultural one, charged with the preservation of a uniquely French 
identity. This identity, as portrayed in media narratives, appears 
increasingly defensive and anxious about its continuity in the 
face of immigration, particularly from Muslim communities. 
Through the portrayal of Muslim immigrants as threats to cul-
tural stability and cohesion, French media reveal an underlying 
fear of cultural erosion and a perceived need to protect national 
values. The positive image constructed around Ukrainian immi-
grants, in contrast, serves as a projection of the ideal immigrant, 
one who reinforces rather than challenges secular values. 

 
Through these portrayals, secularism becomes a means for 

addressing and managing the fear of decline, creating a binary 
discourse that underscores the “difference” of Muslim immi-
grants, who are seen as difficult to integrate within the secular 
fabric of French society. The media’s role in shaping immigrant 
identities through secularism reflects a broader anxiety within 
French society about the continuity of its cultural heritage. The 
portrayal of secularism as an open, welcoming identity that 
champions freedom and equality is contradicted by the exclu-
sionary language used to describe Muslim immigrants. Here, sec-
ularism serves as a framework through which the French media 
project their anxieties about cultural stability onto the image of 
Muslim immigrants, creating a discourse in which secularism be-
comes a weapon for safeguarding French identity. This process 
involves symbolizing secularism as a value that defines French-
ness, an identity marker that allows the French media to distance 
themselves from religious and cultural influences they perceive 
as foreign or destabilizing (Froio, 2018). 

 
Secularism, when analyzed through the media’s portrayal of 

Ukrainian and Muslim immigrants, appears as a complex and 
adaptive identity marker that aligns with French cultural ideals. 
The media’s selective application of secularism reveals an im-
plicit hierarchy, where immigrants closer in religious and ethnic 
background to the French are portrayed positively, while others, 
particularly Muslim immigrants, are depicted as foreign and in-
compatible. By projecting their own anxieties onto these groups, 
the French media use secularism to create a discourse that allows 
them to preserve a self-image as defenders of cultural and na-
tional stability. This process of “differentiated secularism” thus 
serves as a means of both categorizing immigrants and defend-
ing an idealized French identity, reinforcing the distinction be-
tween those who can be assimilated and those who are seen as 
cultural outsiders. 
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6. Muslim Identity Post-Charlie Hebdo 
 

The 2015 attack on Charlie Hebdo’s headquarters in France 
represented a tragic intersection of satirical media, freedom of 
speech, and religious sensitivity. The incident underscored exist-
ing tensions between secularism and religion, especially in a so-
ciety like France, which prides itself on laïcité, or strict secular-
ism. The attack sparked extensive debates on freedom of expres-
sion, religious boundaries, and societal cohesion. France, histor-
ically committed to secular principles, struggles with integrating 
its Muslim population into its broader societal framework. Sec-
ularism mandates a public space free from religious expression, 
affecting various facets of daily life, from school dress codes to 
dietary options. In the wake of the Charlie Hebdo attack, secu-
larism gained renewed focus, particularly regarding perceived 
conflicts with Islam, the faith of most immigrants from France’s 
former colonies. Within this tension, Muslim students, espe-
cially, feel pressured to abandon visible religious signs, such as 
the veil, to conform to a secular identity. 

 
The event spurred varied responses within France and 

across the globe. On one side, the slogan “Je suis Charlie” 
emerged as a rallying cry for freedom of speech, epitomizing 
global solidarity. World leaders and citizens alike gathered in 
support, embracing freedom of expression despite the risks. Yet, 
some dissented, feeling that the slogan represented a narrow 
view of free speech and overlooked instances where it clashed 
with religious respect. This gave rise to the alternative slogan, “Je 
ne suis pas Charlie,” from those who felt that Charlie Hebdo’s 
content, seen as insensitive toward Islam, illustrated an unbal-
anced freedom of speech policy in France. For Muslims in 
France, the attack and subsequent social shifts had immediate 
implications, with many feeling that their religious identity was 
under renewed scrutiny. Schools, representing the state’s com-
mitment to secular values, faced rising issues regarding the place 
of Muslim students in a secular system. 

 
Religious expressions were often stigmatized or perceived as 

a potential threat to national values (Maillard, 2005). In one in-
stance, an elected official requested the removal of a chaperone’s 
veil at a school event, which added to a growing sense of aliena-
tion within the Muslim community. Post-attack investigations 
revealed deep-rooted societal divides. Many incidents in schools 
highlighted suspicions and mistrust. Instances where Muslim 
students failed to participate in memorials or public gestures of 
solidarity, such as the minute of silence for the victims, led to 
accusations of radical leanings. These reactions were often dis-
proportionate, resulting in suspensions or even police interroga-
tions of very young students. Such incidents contributed to a 
climate of anxiety, shaping the perception of young Muslims as 
suspect citizens within their own country. In the broader con-
text, the attack emphasized France’s historical struggle with reli-
gious and cultural diversity. The investigative commission that 
followed included representatives from different political parties 
who discussed the challenges faced by teachers in post-attack 
France. 

 
Teachers reported conflicts arising from students’ varied re-

sponses to the attacks, sometimes interpreting them as sympto-
matic of a more profound rift between students’ religious iden-
tities and the national values taught in schools. Ultimately, the 
commission’s report emphasized enforcing secular principles in 
education. Among its recommendations were stricter dress 
codes, promoting a more uniform approach to teaching French 

history, and better equipping teachers to handle sensitive discus-
sions. However, these measures often disproportionately af-
fected Muslim students, whom school officials deemed most 
likely to challenge the secular status quo. France’s centralized ed-
ucation system further complicates the experience of Muslim 
students. French schools aim to create French citizens aligned 
with national values, which means sidelining specific ethnic or 
religious identities. In a classroom environment focused on a 
standardized curriculum and French identity, these students may 
feel their cultural heritage is undervalued. Efforts to combat so-
cial inequalities through education, such as the establishment of 
priority education zones, often fail to address the deeper issues 
of belonging and representation. 

 
For Muslim students, identity formation is particularly com-

plex, navigating between their religious or cultural backgrounds 
and the nationalistic expectations of French society. The 
Kouachi brothers, who perpetrated the Charlie Hebdo attack, 
represent an extreme but instructive case. They were raised 
within the French system, yet they felt disconnected and disen-
franchised, ultimately aligning with radical beliefs. This trajectory 
is emblematic of a broader issue in which young Muslims often 
feel marginalized. Although most never turn to violence, the lack 
of belonging and alienation they experience can manifest in 
other ways, like resistance to participating in national rituals or 
adopting attitudes perceived as antagonistic toward mainstream 
values. The educational environment after the attack became in-
creasingly challenging for Muslim students, especially in the sub-
urbs where many immigrant families reside. These areas have 
historically faced social and economic marginalization, leaving 
young Muslims with few opportunities for upward mobility. 
Budget cuts and inadequate youth support systems have exacer-
bated the challenges, removing spaces where they might other-
wise find a sense of belonging. 

 
Community centers or youth organizations, which once of-

fered recreational and educational opportunities, were essential 
for creating positive connections to society. With these avenues 
dwindling, young people may be drawn to less constructive in-
fluences, sometimes reinforcing feelings of exclusion and disil-
lusionment. As the government grapples with how best to ad-
dress issues of extremism, the debate often centers on whether 
to emphasize assimilation or accommodate diversity. Critics of 
the secularist stance argue that France’s commitment to neutral-
ity has limited room for religious diversity, particularly regarding 
Islam. For many, the headscarf ban epitomizes the state’s refusal 
to acknowledge Muslim identity in public spaces. Others, how-
ever, argue that secularism is essential for maintaining social co-
hesion in a diverse society, where personal beliefs do not im-
pinge on collective values. Some schools have recently adopted 
measures such as eliminating alternative menus for religious di-
etary restrictions, which further impacts Muslim students. 

 
These policies aim to promote uniformity but also under-

score how secular principles can be perceived as dismissive of 
Muslim students’ needs and beliefs. For young Muslims, this 
sense of being treated differently or unfairly—despite their legal 
status as French citizens—can lead to a complex, often con-
flicted self-identity, as they must reconcile their faith with a na-
tional identity that often demands conformity to secular norms. 
These dynamics have strained relations between France’s Mus-
lim communities and the broader society. While Islam is the sec-
ond-largest religion in France, public discourse frequently por-
trays it as incompatible with French values. Media coverage of 
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Muslims often emphasizes their otherness, fueling stereotypes 
and reinforcing the perception of Muslims as outsiders. This 
view affects Muslims’ self-perception, particularly among the 
youth, who grow up hearing that their religion makes them less 
“French.” To address these issues, some suggest a revised ap-
proach to secularism that acknowledges and respects religious 
identities without compromising national values. However, im-
plementing such changes would require rethinking the role of 
religion in public life—a topic fraught with historical baggage in 
France. Others argue for greater engagement with Muslim com-
munities, ensuring that they feel heard and valued within society. 
This includes addressing socioeconomic disparities, offering 
youth support programs, and promoting inclusivity within the 
educational system. The attack on Charlie Hebdo had ramifica-
tions far beyond the immediate tragedy. It highlighted deep-
seated divisions in French society and intensified the challenges 
faced by Muslims in France, particularly the youth. As the coun-
try moves forward, balancing secularism with respect for diver-
sity will be crucial for building a more inclusive society. The re-
sponse to these challenges will likely shape France’s future, in-
fluencing not only its Muslim population but also its commit-
ment to principles of liberty, equality, and fraternity in an in-
creasingly diverse world. 
 
 
7. Muslim Mothers Navigating Identity 
 

The presence of approximately one million families from 
North Africa in France, many with large households, represents 
a dynamic intersection of cultural identities within a historically 
complex social framework. These families, who identify as 
French and whose children are citizens born and raised in 
France, experience a dual challenge. This challenge arises from 
lingering post-colonial attitudes and the difficulties associated 
with discrimination (Poole & Richardson, 2010). Despite these 
children’s sense of belonging and identification as French, the 
society they are part of often regards them as outsiders, which 
creates a profound sense of alienation and exclusion. These per-
ceptions are rooted in a colonial history that associated non-Eu-
ropean identities with a permanent outsider status, leading to a 
social context where exclusion is experienced not only in inter-
personal interactions but also systematically through institutions 
like schools, workplaces, and housing. Mothers within these im-
migrant families play a unique role as they prepare their children 
to face the realities of a society that often discriminates against 
them. 

 
Fully aware of the societal obstacles their children face, these 

mothers take on the responsibility of both protecting their chil-
dren’s cultural heritage and guiding them to navigate a society 
that sometimes devalues their presence. The mothers demon-
strate resilience and creativity in this process, especially in work-
ing-class households that face the additional pressures of eco-
nomic instability. They impart life lessons that emphasize both 
the values of their heritage and the importance of adapting to 
the host country’s norms. These mothers take a proactive ap-
proach by sharing personal histories of hardship, work ethics, 
and cultural values, imparting lessons of resilience and strength 
to their children. In doing so, they bridge their past experiences 
with present challenges, providing their children with a frame-
work for understanding both their heritage and their place in 
French society. These efforts are crucial for children’s sense of 
identity, as they often face discrimination at school, on the 
streets, or in the job market. By sharing stories of overcoming 

adversity, mothers transmit a valuable internal resource that goes 
beyond financial or educational capital, giving their children a 
form of resilience that sustains them in the face of marginaliza-
tion (Adida, Laitin, & Valfort, 2010). 

 
This approach instills a strong sense of identity and belong-

ing that defies the narrative of exclusion imposed by the society 
around them. In the context of marriage, these mothers ap-
proach tradition and choice with a flexible attitude that blends 
old customs with new understandings of autonomy. In past gen-
erations, marriage choices were often restricted within the com-
munity, with limited freedom for individuals to choose their 
spouses. However, these mothers now support their children’s 
right to choose their own partners, adapting to the changing 
times while still upholding certain cultural and religious values. 
This modern adaptation reflects a willingness to move away 
from strictly traditional values, allowing young women, in par-
ticular, greater agency in their marital decisions, even as some 
limitations may still be present. Such approaches create a balance 
between preserving familial honor and respecting individual 
choice, thereby shaping a unique family dynamic that blends 
modern perspectives with traditional values. 

 
The complex nature of relationships within these families re-

flects a nuanced approach to gender roles and responsibilities. 
While mothers advocate for their daughters’ education and ca-
reer ambitions, they also encourage them to remain connected 
to family responsibilities. Daughters often find themselves ne-
gotiating between the freedom to pursue careers and the expec-
tation to support their brothers and contribute to household 
management. This balancing act highlights a subtle shift in fam-
ily dynamics, where daughters are given opportunities to pursue 
independence while remaining connected to their roots. In ef-
fect, mothers are transforming traditional family structures by 
reconfiguring the responsibilities of their daughters and sons, 
adjusting gender roles in ways that allow for greater flexibility 
and personal growth within the family framework (Miladi, 2021). 
Meanwhile, sons in these families experience a more complex 
journey. The societal view of North African boys often carries a 
stigma of delinquency or marginality, which impacts their self-
perception and social interactions. This bias shapes the boys’ re-
lationship with both French society and their female family 
members, as they navigate expectations of masculinity in an en-
vironment that often regards them suspiciously. To counter this, 
mothers work to mitigate any resentment these boys might feel, 
encouraging cooperation within the family and promoting re-
spect toward their sisters, who are frequently more successful in 
the educational system. 

 
By fostering this balance, mothers aim to reduce internal 

family tensions and challenge societal stereotypes about gender 
and identity. One aspect of these families’ adaptation to French 
society involves a cultural negotiation process, where young peo-
ple reconcile their North African heritage with their French 
identities. This cultural hybridity is especially evident in how 
daughters navigate personal freedom, family obligations, and re-
ligious values. As the young women within these families de-
velop their own identities, they incorporate aspects of both cul-
tures, thereby reshaping traditional norms to fit their unique ex-
periences. This blending of cultural elements challenges the no-
tion that immigrant families remain static and unchanging, re-
vealing instead a dynamic process of cultural evolution within 
each family. Through these adaptations, the younger generation 
of women embodies a unique “Muslim Western” identity, one 
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that integrates both their ethnic heritage and the societal norms 
of the host country. Mothers thus play an essential role in navi-
gating the cultural duality inherent in their children’s lives. They 
impart to their daughters and sons the values of their North Af-
rican heritage, including religious teachings and family honor, 
while adapting to the secular and egalitarian ideals of French so-
ciety. This duality is not just a matter of coexistence but involves 
a creative reinterpretation of traditions in ways that allow the 
family to thrive in a multicultural environment. 

 
It is through this complex and adaptive parenting that moth-

ers enable their children to create a balanced, multi-layered iden-
tity that can withstand the pressures of cultural and societal dis-
crimination. Religion serves as an anchor within these families, 
providing a moral framework and sense of community that 
strengthens family cohesion in a society that may view them as 
outsiders. Religion offers a sense of belonging and stability, 
countering the negative stereotypes often projected onto them 
by the broader society. This connection to faith becomes a 
source of inner strength, offering these young people a means 
of grounding their identities amid the external challenges they 
face. Mothers reinforce the importance of religious values, not 
as a means of isolation but as a unifying force that connects them 
to their cultural roots and provides resilience against the pres-
sures of assimilation. The transmission of family histories also 
provides children with a narrative that counteracts their experi-
ences of exclusion. Stories of perseverance and survival im-
parted by their parents give them a framework within which to 
understand their own challenges, instilling a sense of pride and 
continuity that bolsters their self-worth (Oueslati, McAndrew, & 
Helly, 2011). 

 
This generational transmission is essential for creating a pos-

itive self-concept in children who might otherwise internalize 
the discriminatory messages they encounter. By providing a 
strong foundation in their heritage, these parents enable their 
children to approach their interactions with the world from a 
place of strength and resilience, rather than vulnerability or infe-
riority. Furthermore, these families engage in a process of cul-
tural negotiation that challenges the rigidity often associated with 
traditional values. The fluidity with which they adapt their prac-
tices reflects a resourcefulness that defies simplistic portrayals of 
immigrant families. In reality, these families embody a sophisti-
cated adaptability, maintaining continuity with their roots while 
engaging with the host society in meaningful ways. This adapta-
bility not only helps families to survive but also to thrive, offer-
ing a model of cultural resilience that counters the narrative of 
immigrants as struggling to integrate. By teaching their children 
to navigate both cultural expectations with confidence, these 
mothers lay the groundwork for their children to build futures 
that honor their heritage while embracing the possibilities within 
French society. The work of these families reflects a powerful 
social contribution that often goes unrecognized. By fostering 
values of resilience, adaptability, and self-respect, these mothers 
are actively shaping a generation that is capable of thriving de-
spite the challenges imposed by societal discrimination. 

 
They nurture a sense of belonging and self-identity in their 

children that is rooted in both cultural heritage and personal au-
tonomy. In doing so, they challenge the structures of exclusion 
that marginalize their families, creating instead a legacy of 
strength and continuity that carries forward their cultural herit-
age while embracing the values of the present society. Through 
these efforts, they impart to their children the ability to navigate 

a complex social landscape with confidence and resilience, 
providing them with the tools to succeed and to redefine their 
place within the larger society. 
 
 
8. Conclusion 
 

The representation of Muslims in French media, combined 
with the structural and cultural challenges present in French so-
ciety, reveals a complex and often conflicting relationship be-
tween secularism and religious identity. As explored in this study, 
young Muslim girls in France are particularly affected by these 
challenges, as they navigate an environment where secularism 
pressures them to fit into a homogenized national identity that 
often excludes visible expressions of religious or cultural herit-
age. Through the lens of these young women, we see how the 
pursuit of self-identity is influenced by public perceptions 
shaped largely by the media, which frequently emphasizes secu-
lar conformity over cultural inclusivity. French media, including 
cinema, plays a powerful role in shaping societal views of Mus-
lims. By often presenting Muslim characters in a way that down-
plays or ignores their cultural and religious backgrounds, French 
media reinforces the idea that integration requires a shedding of 
one’s cultural identity. 

 
This portrayal not only affects public attitudes but also in-

fluences the self-perception of young Muslims who see them-
selves reflected in these narratives. For Muslim girls, particularly 
those who wear the hijab or practice their faith visibly, the lack 
of representation and diversity in media depictions can lead to 
an internalized belief that their cultural identity is incompatible 
with being French. This creates a challenging environment 
where they feel pressured to conform in public spaces, reinforc-
ing a sense of duality and division within their identity. The re-
strictive policies in French public institutions further underscore 
the expectation to conform. Policies such as the 2004 law ban-
ning conspicuous religious symbols in schools send a message 
that secularism, as practiced in France, requires the suppression 
of religious expression. For Muslim girls, the implications are 
profound: they are compelled to navigate dual identities, balanc-
ing their cultural heritage with societal pressures to conform to 
secular norms. 

 
These policies position them in a difficult space, where their 

presence and identities are frequently questioned, making it clear 
that acceptance in society requires alignment with a secular, uni-
form identity. This ongoing negotiation between self-identity 
and societal expectations leaves many young Muslims in a posi-
tion where they must choose between self-expression and social 
acceptance, resulting in a personal journey marked by both resil-
ience and compromise. The role of family, particularly of Mus-
lim mothers, is essential in supporting young Muslim girls as they 
navigate these societal challenges. Muslim mothers often serve 
as cultural custodians within the family, transmitting values, his-
tory, and a sense of pride in one’s heritage to counterbalance the 
exclusionary messages their children face in public life. These 
mothers recognize the difficulties their children encounter and 
seek to instill resilience, fostering an internal strength that can 
help them endure the pressures of marginalization. This familial 
support is vital for young Muslim girls, providing them with a 
grounding sense of belonging that helps mitigate the alienation 
they may experience in schools, workplaces, or other public in-
stitutions. 
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The values and stories shared within the family become a 
resource of strength, enabling these young women to hold onto 
their cultural identity with confidence. This resilience fostered 
within the family is not merely a response to societal pressures; 
it also serves as a form of quiet resistance against the assimila-
tionist expectations imposed by secular policies. By reinforcing 
cultural pride and heritage, families play an essential role in al-
lowing young Muslim girls to embrace their identities, even in 
the face of societal opposition. These stories, teachings, and val-
ues create a foundation for these young women, helping them 
to navigate the dual expectations placed upon them without feel-
ing compelled to abandon their cultural or religious identities. 
Through this, they are better equipped to challenge stereotypes 
and counter the limitations imposed by French secularism. The 
challenges faced by young Muslim girls in France are indicative 
of a larger societal struggle to reconcile the country’s secularism 
with its growing cultural diversity. Laïcité was initially intended 
to ensure equality and unity by removing religious influence 
from the public sphere; however, it has evolved into a frame-
work that often marginalizes religious identities, particularly 
those that are visibly different from the dominant culture. This 
evolution highlights a significant tension within French society, 
where secularism is sometimes wielded as a tool of exclusion ra-
ther than inclusion. 

As a result, young Muslims grow up in an environment 
where they must constantly negotiate their place within the na-
tional fabric, with the expectation that they suppress visible 
markers of their faith in order to be fully accepted. This tension 
points to the need for a reimagining of secularism in France, one 
that respects and accommodates the diverse cultural and reli-
gious identities of all its citizens. Embracing a more pluralistic 
view of French identity could create an environment in which 
young Muslims feel genuinely valued and included. Such an ap-
proach would not only benefit Muslim communities but would 
also enhance social cohesion by celebrating the richness that di-
versity brings to French society. Allowing young Muslim girls to 
participate fully in society without feeling pressured to abandon 
their cultural or religious identities could foster a more inclusive, 
supportive environment, making it possible for them to thrive 
both personally and professionally. A broader, more inclusive 
vision of secularism would recognize that cultural and religious 
diversity are integral to the national fabric, rather than threats to 
it. Such a perspective could encourage Muslim communities to 
feel more connected to the French nation, fostering a sense of 
loyalty and belonging that arises naturally from mutual respect 
and acceptance. 

This shift would require changes not only in policy but also 
in the attitudes and perceptions held by the public and media. 
For example, media could play a proactive role in representing 
Muslims in a nuanced and authentic manner, showcasing the di-
versity within Muslim communities and challenging the stereo-
types that have long defined public perception. By broadening 
media representation, France could cultivate a more inclusive so-
cietal narrative that values diversity rather than imposing a mon-
olithic vision of national identity. The potential benefits of such 
an inclusive approach extend beyond Muslim communities. A 
society that values diversity is one that fosters creativity, innova-
tion, and social harmony. Embracing multiple identities within 
the national framework could enable France to model an ap-
proach to secularism that resonates with the increasingly multi-
cultural realities of the world. 

This reimagined secularism could serve as a template for 
other nations facing similar challenges, proving that unity and 
diversity are not mutually exclusive but are, in fact, complemen-
tary. By allowing individuals to express their identities fully 
within the public sphere, France could reaffirm its commitment 
to the values of liberty, equality, and fraternity in a way that aligns 
with the demands of a globalized, interconnected society. Com-
paring France’s approach to secularism with those of other na-
tions can further illustrate the potential for an inclusive secular-
ism. Countries such as Canada and the United Kingdom have 
adopted multicultural frameworks that acknowledge and cele-
brate the diverse identities of their citizens, allowing for religious 
expression within a shared national identity. While these models 
are not without challenges, they demonstrate that cultural and 
religious diversity can coexist with national unity. 

Adapting aspects of these approaches could provide valua-
ble insights for France as it seeks to navigate its own unique cul-
tural landscape. By learning from other nations, France can de-
velop a secularism that honors its historical commitment to 
equality while respecting the varied backgrounds of its citizens. 
This reimagining of French identity is not merely an idealistic 
goal; it is a practical necessity in a world where migration, glob-
alization, and cultural exchange are reshaping societies. An in-
clusive approach to secularism would not only allow Muslim 
communities to feel more accepted but would also help reduce 
social tensions by promoting mutual understanding and respect. 
Such an approach could diminish the sense of alienation experi-
enced by many young Muslims, encouraging them to engage 
more actively in the social, political, and economic spheres of 
French life.
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