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‘Because we’re worth it’: Young banlieue 
writers in France striving for inclusion

Stella Linn University of  Groningen

Abstract
French banlieue literature written by immigrant and ‘post-migration’ writers 
often involves a paradoxical mix of  both ‘high’ and ‘low’ language varieties – 
use of  slang alternating with poetic utterances – as well as references to popular 
culture alternating with ‘high culture’, which may range from American movies 
to intertextual references to canonized authors. What is the extratextual message 
of  this intriguing mix, what do the predominantly young writers aim at, and 
what audience do they address in this way? By distinguishing four different strat-
egies, this article argues that this hybrid blend is intended to act as a signal to 
the French reader, and thus indirectly to publishers and critics, that the writers 
conform to national standards and values, show full integration into French soci-
ety, and therefore are entitled to claim a legitimate place in the French literary 
field.

Résumé
La littérature de banlieue produite par des écrivains issus de l’immigration en 
France se caractérise souvent par un mélange paradoxal de variétés langagières 
élevées et basses – l’alternance entre l’argot et des expressions poétiques – ainsi 
que par des références tant à la culture populaire qu’à la ‘haute culture’ allant 
de mentions de films américains à des références intertextuelles aux auteurs 
consacrés. Quel est le message métadiscursif  de ce mélange fascinant, quel objec-
tif  les jeunes écrivains poursuivent-ils et à quel public s’adressent-ils? En distin-
guant quatre stratégies différentes, cet article soutiendra que ce mélange hybride 
est destiné à signaler au lectorat français, et donc indirectement aux éditeurs et 
aux critiques, que les écrivains concernés se conforment aux normes et valeurs 
de la République, font preuve d’une intégration réussie à la société française et 
sont de ce fait en droit de revendiquer une place légitime dans le champ littéraire 
français.

Introduction
since the start of  the new millennium, a number of  immigrant and ‘post-
migration’ writers (Geiser 2008) have manifested themselves in various 
multicultural societies in Europe (see e.g., Behschnitt et al. 2013; Gebauer 
and schwarz Lausten 2010). in france, this is particularly evident in the 
publication of  novels since the riots around Paris in 2005 that highlight 
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 1. This term is frequently 
used to distinguish 
‘native’ french citizens, 
often labelled as Franco-
français or Français de 
souche, from those issus 
de l’immigration, even 
if  many of  the latter 
category were born and 
raised in france. As 
Aitsiselmi (2006: 135) 
contends, it is difficult 
to ascertain the exact 
number of  immigrants 
or Muslims in france 
because, in conformity 
with the Republican 
notion of  citizenship, the 
french state does not 
collect religious or ethnic 
census data. Moreover, 
identification by 
others (exo-identité, see 
Cuche 1996: 87) may 
not correspond with 
assigning an identity by 
oneself  (auto-identité).

 2. ‘Par.’ (for ‘paragraph’) 
refers to the digital 
edition.

 3. for a discussion of  
the literary use of  the 
français contemporain des 
cités, see Vitali (2015).

 4. see note 1; this label 
is equally problematic. 
According to Horvath 
(2018: 197), banlieue 
writers ‘[adopt] the 
residents’ point of  
view’, which may 
assume an implicit 
biographical criterion. 
in this paper, i will refer 
to this group of  writers 
as ‘post-migration 
writers’ (Geiser 2008), 
‘ethnic minority 
writers’(Berkers 2009), 
or ‘banlieue writers’, in 
opposition to authors 
perceived as originally 
french.

 5. in a course on french 
banlieue literature at the 
University of  Amsterdam 
(autumn 2018), for 
example, none of  the 
native french speakers 
had noticed this 
characteristic.

social issues in the underprivileged banlieues. Most of  the authors belong 
to the second or third generation of  immigrants in france, initially mainly 
from the Maghreb, but eventually expanding to a more diverse origin. The 
corpus is difficult to define, as acknowledged by Martin-Achard (2017) and 
others: criteria range from a biographical-ethnic norm, identification of  
common themes or a geographical setting, to selection on the basis of  the 
use of  language and style, in particular the dynamic français contemporain 
des cités. Moreover, each of  these criteria is debatable: using the author’s 
biography as a selection tool is an extraliterary choice and often considered 
discriminating, while the urban setting proposed as a common denomina-
tor by Horvath (2007) may equally serve as a decor to, say, cosmopolitan 
literature. As for selection based on language use and style, preferred by 
a number of  writers such as those discussed by Vitali (2010), the multi-
lingual urban youth vernacular they use is also incorporated in works by 
‘french-french’1 authors (Linn 2016). Another, more pragmatic, type of  
criterion i use here is that of  consensus at the metalevel, i.e., the study of  a 
corpus that has been identified by a number of  critics as belonging to this 
category (Martin-Achard 2017), even if  this choice equally entails the risk 
of  maintaining a literary status quo, as Kleppinger (2015: 252) observes.

in recent years, this type of  fiction has attracted a growing attention 
from both readers (Horvath 2007: par. 51)2 and scholars. in the wake of  
empirical linguistic research such as that of  Goudaillier, Gadet and Calvet, 
academic attention was initially focused on the literary use of  français 
contemporain des cités, specifically verlan, argot and foreign language influ-
ences.3 since the last decade, the scope has expanded to include the poetic 
language that also characterizes the novels in question. Thus, Reeck states 
when discussing Mohamed Razane’s 2006 novel Dit violent: ‘Against the 
backdrop of  this disturbing reflection on violence, there is, very impor-
tantly, another language inherent to Dit violent –poetry– through which 
Razane makes a compelling case for the value of  literature’ (2011: 155). 
scholars such as Alec Hargreaves, Laura Reeck and Dominic Thomas have 
highlighted the claim of  ‘ethnic minority writers’4 to be recognized as full-
fledged agents in the french literary field, for instance, through the ‘Qui 
fait la france?’ manifesto which i discuss below. Hargreaves even reports 
of  a ‘soif  d’inclusion […] plus ou moins constante dans les écrits issus des 
migrations (post)coloniales en france’ (2011: 38). As far as cultural influ-
ences are concerned, popular culture has been emphasized, as evidenced 
by references to TV shows, films and social media (see, e.g., Geesey 
2008;Marcu 2016). scant attention, however, has been paid in the same 
novels to the incorporation of  ‘high culture’ elements (Laronde 2014), 
in the form of  intertextual references to the french literary and cultural 
canon. A possible explanation is that french literary scholars and crit-
ics, having been raised in the french educational system themselves, are 
so accustomed to this feature that they tend to overlook it.5 for academ-
ics outside the Hexagon, though, this blending of  extremes is an intriguing 
point. Consider the following question: why do almost all banlieue authors 
combine the use of  a colloquial language variety and references to popu-
lar culture with poetic expressions and intertextual references to ‘high 
culture’? What audience do the authors apparently seek to reach with 
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 6. Again, this label is 
criticized, notably by 
Gadet, who in her 
more recent work 
proposes to favour the 
term ‘contemporary 
urban vernacular’. 
in this article, i use 
‘urban youth language/
vernacular/slang’.

this seemingly incongruous mix? These questions are discussed, drawing 
on a corpus of  novels selected on the basis of  the aforementioned consen-
sus principle, i.e., works that have been classified as banlieue literature by 
several academics, such as serena Cello, ilaria Vitali, Christina Horvath 
and Alec Hargreaves. My hypothesis is that these often marginalized 
authors show that they embrace the french cultural heritage, and thus 
deserve a place in the french literary field. Therefore, we may expect that, 
perhaps to compensate for a certain anti-conformist attitude, these ‘outsid-
ers within’ (Boubeker 2009) explicitly adhere to french literary and socio-
cultural standards, not only at a discursive level but also in peritexts and 
through their engagement in society. in my analysis, i focus on four aspects 
addressed in the novels: (1) the attitude towards the use of  non-standard 
language, (2) the incorporation of  canonized literary and cultural produc-
tions, (3) the treatment of  stereotypical representations of  banlieue youths 
and immigrants, and (4) the adherence to national norms and values.This 
analysis is supplemented with some comments on extratextual signals. Let 
us take a closer look at the corpus to begin with.

French banlieue novels involving urban youth vernacular
Linguists commonly identify the following features as typical of  the fran-
çais contemporain des cités6 (Goudaillier 2011;Doran 2007): (1) at the lexi-
cal level, a strong influence from English as well as numerous immigrant 
languages, leading to frequent code switching; (2) at the lexical level, too, 
the use of  reinvigorated argot; (3) grammatical distortions such as the 
adverbial use of  adjectives or non-conjugation of  verbs (il m’a chourave); (4) 
at a morphological level, verlanisation and especially reverlanisation, as well 
as various forms of  truncation–in particular, apheresis (rien for algérien)–
sometimes combined with reduplication; and (5) a mix of  various proce-
dures, resulting in intentionally cryptic forms such as zonz for prison (from 
verlanized sonpri, transcibed as zonpri, via apocope reduced to zon, then 
reduplicated into zonzon, which by apocope produces zonz). The main func-
tions of  this social and linguistic practice may be summarized as reinforc-
ing identity within the peer group, opposition against the out-group and a 
ludic or competitive purpose (Linn 2016: 7). Verlan in particular, with its 
playful way of  deconstructing and reassembling existing words, is assumed 
to signify a subversive power, ‘un renversement qui n’est pas seulement 
celui de la langue légitime, mais aussi celui d’un système de valeurs et 
d’une identité dans lesquels les locuteurs ne se reconnaissent pas’ (Vitali 
2015: 21). As far as the role of  English is concerned, it is repeatedly asso-
ciated with the expression of  solidarity with minority cultures outside 
france, perceived as the lingua franca of  modernity, of  the digital age, rap 
music and, by extension, the street culture of  the black North American 
ghettos (Vitali 2011: Vol. ii, 162). An additional political motive may be 
the fact that, for numerous immigrants from former colonies, french is still 
perceived as a language of  external domination, while the use of  English 
is not influenced by this historical burden (Hargreaves 2007: 90). Outside 
the peer group, the use of  this ‘low variety’ in a context of  diglossia (Gadet 
2007) is often negatively labelled: ‘[y]outh slang is seen as a handicap, a 
minority language, which like the regional languages under the Third 
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 7. This perspective, which 
easily leads to the 
devaluation of  language 
users themselves, is 
known as the ideology 
of  the standard, a term 
coined by Milroy and 
Milroy; for a historical 
contextualization, see 
also Lodge (1991).

 8. some of  the authors 
discussed (e.g. Guène, 
Azzeddine, and sané) 
were born outside 
france but immigrated 
with their parents at a 
young age.

 9. for a discussion of  this 
connection, see Cello 
(2015); a critical stance 
on this from an author’s 
point of  view can be 
found in Kelleher’s 
interview with faïza 
Guène (2013).

 10. i would like to thank 
Professor Korthals Altes 
for her comments on 
the draft version of  this 
article.

 11. see https://www.
editions-stock.fr/
auteurs/habiba-mahany; 
the actual publication 
year would be 2008. 
Accessed 7 November 
2019.

Republic, should be abandoned in favor of  the common code, which opens 
doors to wider society’ (Pooley 2008: 325). This may be explained by the 
fact that french society is traditionally characterized by a centralist and 
normative linguistic attitude, feeding the desired image of  a homogenous 
cultural and political identity. in this view, the (hypothetical) standard 
language, and especially its relatively fixed written form, enjoys high status 
whereas colloquial discourse, influenced by oral features, is deemed infe-
rior (Gadet 2007: 27–28).7 Therefore, adolescent speakers of  urban youth 
slang, even if  french is their native language, are often viewed as incompe-
tent language users, not only in society–and particularly within the educa-
tional system–but also in the media. Thus, these representations contribute 
to the long-standing stigmatization of  this group, mainly composed of  
young descendants of  immigrants from the banlieues défavorisées (Doran 
2007; sedel 2009).

since approximately the beginning of  the millennium, a written form 
of  this dynamic variety, naturally entailing selection and stylization for 
literary purposes, has also emerged in literature, in addition to films and 
TV shows, social media and rap. The stigmatizing discourse which involves 
the français contemporain des cités in fiction seems to occur especially in the 
work of  ‘native’ french authors featuring ethnic minority characters (Linn 
2016). Most of  these narratives highlight problematic aspects of  daily life 
in the banlieues and are mainly associated with school failure, unemploy-
ment, crime, and physical and verbal violence. Thus, the setting can be a 
school located in a‘difficult’ neighbourhood or ZUS, such as in Bégaudeau’s 
Entre les murs (2008) or in Thierry jonquet’s 2006 novel Ils sont votre épou-
vante et vous êtes leur crainte (saavedra de Quesada 2007). if  we look at 
banlieue novels written by immigrant and post-migration writers,8 the way 
in which urban youth language and its speakers are represented is much 
more varied: in addition to highlighting social problems such as racism 
and social exclusion, these narratives bring positive qualities to the fore 
such as humour, resilience and solidarity among neighbours (Le Breton 
2011; Ahonen 2016). One of  the reasons for this could be that most of  
these authors show familiarity with banlieue issues to some extent, particu-
larly because they themselves grew up in a underprivileged area.9 The fact 
that the dominant narrative perspective is that of  the autodiegetic narrator 
may also contribute to conferring authority to the writer’s voice (Korthals 
Altes 2014: 88).10 The publisher sometimes exploits this connection as an 
asset, thereby suggesting a high level of  authenticity; thus, Éditions stock 
presents Habiba Mahany on their website as follows: ‘Habiba Mahany est 
née en 1977 en banlieue parisienne. son premier roman, Kiffer sa race (titre 
provisoire), sortira dans le courant de l’année 2007’.11

Here, i focus on the second group of  authors. With their generally 
modest economic, social and cultural capital, it is arguably more difficult 
for immigrant and post-migration writers to gain access to the literary field 
in the first place than for their ‘native’ french colleagues (Berkers 2009: 
19). According to Bourdieu (1992: 220–221), this is especially true for 
young writers, a condition that applies to the majority, born between 1980 
and 1995. Those who do manage to be published have often benefited 
from external aid, as is the case of  faïza Guène, one of  the few successful 

https://www.editions-stock.fr/auteurs/habiba-mahany;
https://www.editions-stock.fr/auteurs/habiba-mahany;
https://www.editions-stock.fr/auteurs/habiba-mahany;
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 12. Kleppinger (2015) 
and Reeck (2011) also 
discuss Rachid Djaïdani 
as a successful banlieue 
author. However, in 
both cases, their débuts 
(Guène’s Kiffe kiffe 
demain and Djaïdani’s 
Boumkœur, respectively) 
received much more 
attention than their 
subsequent work 
(Kleppinger 2015: 230), 
which could suggest that 
this success is to a certain 
extent due to their status 
as new writers.

 13. in an interview with 
Chrisafis (2008), 
Guène criticizes the 
‘neo-colonialist vision’ 
towards french 
literature originating 
in the banlieues: ‘Never, 
never in my life will i 
get a prize. That would 
mean recognising 
that what i write is 
literature, that there 
are intellectuals in the 
banlieues’. Burnautzki 
argues (2012: 528) that 
the rare cases in which 
an important literary 
prize was awarded to 
a francophone author 
do not constitute an 
exception to this rule. 
However, the fact 
that french-syrian 
writer Mahir Guven 
was awarded several 
significant prizes for 
his début Grand frère, 
including the 2018 Prix 
Goncourt du premier 
roman, is possibly a 
promising sign.

 14. A telling example of  this 
ethnocentric framing 
is that french-Algerian 
writer Kateb Yacine, on 
one of  his first public 
performances in Paris, 
was presented as a 
‘jeune poète musulman’ 
(Harchi 2016: 97).

 15. This blog (https://
ecrivainsmaghrebins.
blogspot.nl/2010/05/
faiza-guene.html) is no 
longer available, but 
the same quote can be 
found on several other 
websites, including 
https://fr.wikipedia.org/
wiki/faïza_Guène.

 16. see Hargreaves (2013: 
214) for a discussion 
of  the difference in 
treatment of  the banlieue 

banlieue writers.12 Even if  the authors reach publication, they are often 
either ignored or reviewed in a highly critical way. Additionally, they are 
denied symbolic capital in the form of  a major literary prize, the highest 
form of  consecration, especially in france (Casanova 2008: 182–83).13 
Harchi, who highlights the ethnocentric character of  the french literary 
system (2016: 279),14 contends that none of  the ethnic minority authors 
of  the ‘Qui fait la france?’ manifesto, including Guène, have received ‘full 
and complete literary recognition’(2018: 54). in spite of  some exceptions 
discussed by Reeck (2011: 149–50), we can therefore assume that, in 
general, these authors are relegated to the margins of  the french literary 
field, confined to the presumed secondary zone of  ‘francophone’ literature 
(Hargreaves 2014). An additional factor that may contribute to this status 
quo is that some of  these novels are labelled as young adult literature–
sané’s novels, for instance, are published in sarbacane’s youth collection 
‘Exprim’–a category that traditionally has a lower status than literature for 
adults (shavit 1986: 34; Westman 2011: 103).

A significant reason for this marginalization appears to lie in the incor-
poration of  oralized, colloquial expressions in their work. The fact that the 
highly disapproving french attitude towards this type of  non-standard 
language use is as relevant as ever is shown by a wide range of  resources 
such as school manuals and grammars, reviews in the media and on social 
media, as well as interviews with authors. A grammar guide by Allouche, for 
instance, states that ‘les structures syntaxiques de l’oral et le lexique fami-
lier ne sont […] pas admissibles à l’écrit. ils entraîneraient sans aucun doute 
un discrédit pour celui qui les utilise, discrédit sur ses compétences linguis-
tiques’(2013: 182). in an interview with Vitali (2010), Mohamed Razane 
and Karim Amellal, co-authors of  the manifesto ‘Qui fait la france?’, claim 
that ‘sur le plan intellectuel, on a un problème en france avec cette littéra-
ture-là (i.e.,banlieue literature), qui emploie des mots argotiques qui ne sont 
pas des mots « convenus », c’est ce qu’on exprime dans notre manifeste’. A 
typical example of  a social media review can be found on the blog ‘Écrivains 
Maghrébins’, dated 14 May 2010, dedicated to faïza Guène:15

ses romans dressent le portrait de gens ordinaires, d’antihéros, en utilisant 
une langue revigorée et souvent argotique. Ce style particulier, assez courant 
dans de nombreux autres pays comme en témoignent les livres du romancier 
irvine Welsh, est plutôt rare et déconsidéré en france.

Therefore, it is plausible to assume that the fact that banlieue authors are 
still less visible and valued in the french literary field is, at least partly, due 
to their language use not being acknowledged as sufficiently literary, i.e., 
in accordance with the high standards of  national literary conventions.16 
How do these authors ensure, then, that they are recognized as full-fledged 
literary field members and that they receive more appreciation from conse-
crating agents (Bourdieu 1992), such as literary juries and critics? in the 
following paragraphs, i discuss the strategies the young writers use to this 
end, referring in particular to Laronde’s discussion of  the concept of  ‘high 
culture’(2014: 1). in the wake of  Bourdieu, Laronde focuses on the trans-
mission of  cultural and literary heritage through education. in his view, 

https://ecrivainsmaghrebins.blogspot.nl/2010/05/faiza-guene.html
https://ecrivainsmaghrebins.blogspot.nl/2010/05/faiza-guene.html
https://ecrivainsmaghrebins.blogspot.nl/2010/05/faiza-guene.html
https://ecrivainsmaghrebins.blogspot.nl/2010/05/faiza-guene.html
https://fr.wikipedia.org/wiki/Faïza_Guène
https://fr.wikipedia.org/wiki/Faïza_Guène
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authors vs. highly 
valued ‘french-french’ 
writers such as Céline 
and Queneau, who also 
used oralized working-
class slang in their 
works.

an official reference for what is considered literature in french culture was 
established through a number of  selected classical authors chosen by ‘the 
institution’, a corpus of  texts that present and represent literature in a 
historical sequence:

it has therefore become a ‘norm’ and a cultural capital that rests on literature 
as an object characterized by a historical list of  authors as well as a cumula-
tive list of  texts. […] indeed, compulsory education and a National Education 
system constitute a process that promotes a general and homogeneous 
knowledge of  Chosen Texts taken from those authors considered representa-
tive of  literature within the Culture. it is because they are found in literature 
that school clichés represent a heritage that will be referred to in my analyses 
as ‘High Culture’.

(2014: 1)

Thus, as any educated reader knows, french and francophone literature is 
characterized by the presence of  explicit or implicit allusions to the texts that 
constitute the french literary canon, i.e.,‘[l]es œuvres devenues classiques 
[intégrées] au patrimoine culturel national et universel, par l’intermédiaire 
du système scolaire notamment’(sapiro 2016: par. 6).such canonical texts 
include poems by françois Villon, fables by La fontaine and plays by Racine 
and Molière, that all children and adolescents learn in primary and second-
ary school ‘in order to acquire a basic cultural baggage’(Laronde 2014: 1).

However, writers are not only assigned a certain position in the liter-
ary field by authorities such as publishers, critics and juries of  prizes, but 
they also actively try to position themselves in this field, both through 
their work and outside it. Through interviews with the media and public 
performances, for instance, authors can show a strong social commitment, 
which in turn may suggest a higher level of  realism in their fictional works. 
for example, consider the Maghrebi police novel author Rachid santaki, 
who annually organizes a concours de dictée in an underprivileged banlieue, 
stating on his blog (santaki 2018) that his goal is ‘de réunir des person-
nes autour de la langue française et de démocratiser l’accès à la culture’. 
in order to examine this self-positioning or ‘posture’, a recent strand of  
discourse analysis –particularly in french, with representatives such as 
jérôme Meizoz, Ruth Amossy and Liesbeth Korthals Altes– has revitalized 
the classical concept of  ethos. in Aristotle’s rhetoric, in addition to pathos 
(the appeal to emotion) and logos (the appeal to arguments), an important 
role is played by ethos, the appeal to the speaker’s character. According to 
Korthals Altes (2014: 9), ideas about characters’, narrators’ and authors’ 
ethos –for instance, about their reliability, authority or irony– play a 
central role throughout the reading process. Ethos can be both conveyed 
by the author and attributed by readers who are attentive to textual clues; 
thus, its construction is an interactive process (Korthals Altes 2014: 53). 
following Maingueneau, Meizoz (2009) argues that ethos construction 
is mainly restricted to the discursive level, whereas posture has a broader 
sociological scope, concerning the writer’s self-presentation both in their 
fictional works and literary performance as a public persona. Meizoz distin-
guishes three roles of  the writer: as a person in society, as a member in the 
literary field and, at the textual level, as inscripteur. Korthals Altes (2014: 
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 17. An exception is 
Azzeddine’s 2017 
novel Sa mère that i 
added since, although 
too actual to have 
been discussed by 
these academics, it fits 
seamlessly into this 
category.

 18. This novel is discussed 
by Tchumkam (2015), 
Niang (2013) and 
Marcu (2016), but from 
quite different angles.

127–128) proposes a more refined model of  potential author roles, includ-
ing the author image that analysts or readers may construct on the basis of  
peri- and epitexts and the image they construct on the basis of  the text they 
are reading (the implied author).

in what follows, i examine how the banlieue writers combine their use of  
urban slang and popular culture elements with highly literary and cultural 
references and what ethos and author images we can infer from this para-
doxical blend.

Four strategies
As mentioned above, my analysis involves a number of  novels that are 
generally classified under the heading of  banlieue literature.17 i mainly 
focus on the relatively undiscussed novels Kiffer sa race by Habiba Mahany 
(2008),18 La petite Malika by Mabrouck Rachedi and Habiba Mahany 
(2010), Houda Rouane’s Pieds blancs (2006), Sa mère by saphia Azzeddine 
(2017), faïza Guène’s Un homme, ça ne pleure pas (2014) and Viscéral by 
Rachid Djaïdani (2007). i will refer to a lesser extent to other novels, in 
particular Karim Amellal’s Cités à comparaître (2006), faïza Guène’s Du rêve 
pour les oufs (2006) and Kiffe kiffe demain (2004), Rachid santaki’s Les anges 
s’habillent en caillera (2011) as well as Flic ou caillera (2013), Mohamed 
Razane’s 2006 novel Dit violent, Le poids d’une âme by Mabrouck Rachedi 
(2006) and two youth novels by insa sané: Sarcelles-Dakar (2006) and Du 
plomb dans le crâne (2008). in my analysis, i identify four strategies that 
immigrant and post-migration writers apply to show that they embrace the 
french cultural heritage and thus deserve a place in the french literary 
field. first of  all, i explore their attitude towards urban youth language.

Attitude towards the français contemporain des cités
Because urban youth vernacular language is stigmatized, writers who 
intend to escape negative judgements about the colloquial language used in 
their novels distance themselves from it, both implicitly and via the narra-
tor’s voice. Therefore, the narrator or protagonist repeatedly shows his or 
her disapproval of  the use of  this non-standard language, which is repre-
sented as a limited means of  expression or even as a handicap (Pooley 2008: 
225). This occurs remarkably often in novels by female authors, which 
often feature female narrators. in Mahany’s Kiffer sa race (2008), the intel-
ligent and ambitious 16-year-old sabrina reports on events in her private 
life as well as at school, the lycée Romain-Rolland in a Parisian banlieue, as 
an autodiegetic narrator. Having grown up in this area, sabrina shows her 
familiarity with urban slang, but she criticizes it when it comes to exclusive 
use of  it. for example, consider her account of  a misunderstanding caused 
by the alleged use of  verlan by a teacher (2008: 51–52) and her classmate, 
Lamine’s, indignant reaction to this. When the teacher addresses a reli-
gious theme:‘les croyants vénèrent Dieu…’, the following happens: ‘Lamine 
sursaute. – Qu’est-ce qu’il délire ce bouffon, d’où que les croyants vénèrent 
Dieu? C’est n’importe quoi ce que vous dites, m’sieur!’ Lamine then rushes 
out of  the class to complain to the vice principal. sabrina’s ironic commen-
tary is as follows: ‘j’aurais voulu lui expliquer que vénérer était synonyme 
d’adorer et pas seulement le verlan d’énerver, mais rien à faire, le balourd a 
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déboulé plus vite que son ombre’ (2008: 52). The message is obvious: since 
he does not master the standard register, Lamine, derogatorily referred to 
as balourd, finds himself  not only linguistically, but also socially, deprived. 
Later, sabrina makes fun of  Lamine imagining his slang version of  Candide 
for which he had asked her for a summary earlier:

Ce type, il est capable de de sortir des phrases comportant cinq fautes de fran-
çais, par exemple, Zarma, je m’en rappelle, un truc de ouf  cette histoire de jardi-
niers qui sachent pas quoi faire de leur life. Cette brillante analyse en VO était 
censée résumer Candide de Voltaire.

 (Kiffer sa race 2008: 70)

Thus, through her narrator’s ethos, Mahany subtly informs readers not 
only of  the fact that sabrina’s own language skills are excellent, but also 
that the famous philosopher’s work holds no secrets for her.

in the next scene, sabrina comments on another classmate’s perfor-
mance in English class. The language handicap is mentioned even more 
explicitly here, resulting in the potential risk that ‘doors to wider society’ 
(Pooley 2008: 135) will remain closed to the student concerned:

Miss scofield interroge Rayan […].
– Rayan, traduis: il est étrange que je parle en cours.
– it is […] euh, comment on dit étrange déjà?
– strange.
– Ah, strange, comme en français?
Rayan, tellement il utilise strange qu’il croit que c’est un mot de la langue 
française. faudrait qu’il réalise un jour la différence, qu’il sache adapter son 
registre de langage en fonction de son interlocuteur, je l’imagine en recrue-
ment, mêlant verlan, arabe et argot. Ça passe mal dans le milieu professionnel.

(Kiffer sa race 2008: 113)

The moral message that often accompanies the condescending attitude 
towards non-standard language use is also obvious in the recent novel Sa 
mère by saphia Azzeddine (2017), featuring Marie-Adélaïde as narrator, 
a gifted young woman just like sabrina, who struggles with her adoption. 
After beating up a woman who has insulted her, Marie-Adélaïde has to 
spend several months in prison, where she acts as linguistic advisor for less 
educated cellmates, such as Hasna:

Elle [Hasna] parlait comme un vieux camion au démarrage, avec des tics 
de langage insupportables de banlieusarde et c’est à moi qu’elle demandait 
«comment on dit quand genre on va bien et qu’on a bien réfléchi à ses erreurs 
et que genre on se sent prêt pour un nouveau départ ».
– Eh bien, tu peux parler de résurrection. Et si c’est un peu excessif, dis tout 
simplement au juge que tu te sens prête pour un nouveau départ et qu’il est le 
seul à pouvoir t’offrir une nouvelle impulsion.
– Putain comment c’est bien ça, vas-y écris-la-moi s’te plaît, il va m’griller si y 
a trop de fautes. […] Putain, Marie, fais pas ton tapin et écris s’te plaît.
j’avais horreur de cette manière de parler. je crois qu’en réaction, j’ai fait 
encore plus attention à ma diction, je me suis même sentie obligée d’utiliser 
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 19. We might quote 
Bourdieu in this context:

  Produite par des 
auteurs ayant 
autorité pour écrire, 
fixée et codifiée par 
les grammairiens 
et les professeurs, 
chargés aussi d’en 
inculquer la maîtrise, 
la langue est un code, 
au sens de chiffre 
permettant d’établir 
des équivalences entre 
des sons et des sens, 
mais aussi au sens de 
système de normes 
réglant les pratiques 
linguistiques.

(1991: 70)

des mots savants pour compenser la pauvreté de leur langage. je lui ai écrit sa 
lettre puis je la lui ai expliquée. À la fin, elle m’a dit: «comment j’aimerais trop 
parler comme aç et dire des trucs de ouf  moi aussi».

(Sa mère 2017: 50–51)

The connection between the use of  urban youth slang and negative 
repercussions such as school failure, unemployment, and, more indi-
rectly, violence and abuse, is also suggested in Guène’s novel Un homme, 
ça ne pleure pas (2014). The narrative perspective here, as in Bégaudeau’s 
Entre les murs, is that of  the teacher, the young french-Algerian Mourad. 
As is usual in the french educational system, for his first job, he has been 
appointed to a school in a less desirable location, in this case, a collège in 
the notorious department 93, seine-saint-Denis, known for its riots; this 
is where the 2005 émeutes took place. french teacher, guardian of  the 
langue de Molière at a school in a Parisian ZUP–isn’t this about as integrated 
an immigrant’s son can be?19 in sharp contrast to the teacher’s correct 
language use, the author sketches the coarse français contemporain des cités. 
The only character that expresses himself  almost exclusively in this slang 
is the rebellious 15-year-old Mehdi, who is beaten by his father; this could 
be a reference to the violence often associated with this verbally aggres-
sive language use. When faced with his pupil’s inappropriate conduct, the 
teacher reacts as follows:

Alors j’ai dit: «Mehdi, […] tu peux t’installer correctement, poser ton sac par 
terre et enlever ta doudoune, s’il te plaît?!»
il s’est exécuté sans broncher.
Une fois qu’il a été correctement installé, il a eu ce sourire narquois et a dit:  
– T’façon, j’m’en bats les yeuks, ça m’intéresse pas.» […]
– Tu vas changer de ton avec moi. »
– Pourquoi? T’es qui, toi? j’m’en fous d’ta iv, t’es pas mon père, v’zy parle pas 
avec oim steuplaît!
– je suis ton prof  de français et tu vas me respecter, c’est clair? D’abord, tu vas 
arrêter de me tutoyer immédiatement! […] Continue comme ça et je fais un 
rapport au principal.

(Un homme, ça ne pleure pas 2014: 247)

Once again, the moral message, inscribed in the narrator’s ethos, is clear: 
if  this pupil will not behave better and express himself  better verbally, a 
future of  disciplinary measures, expulsion from school, and ultimately a 
low-paying job on the labour market will await him.

insufficient knowledge of  adequate linguistic and social codes can also 
elicit undesirable emotions, such as embarrassment of  those involved. This 
is the case with the 24-year-old french-Algerian Ahlème, the intelligent, 
although not highly educated, narrator of  Guène’s second novel Du rêve 
pour les oufs (2006). A friend of  Ahlème’s has arranged a blind date for 
her in a restaurant. This young Algerian tries to attract the attention of  
the waiter in an inappropriately popular way: ‘Hé! Hé! Chef ! Viens voir s’te 
plaît! Tu peux prendre la commande s’te plaît cousin?’, leading to Ahlème’s 
humorous lamentation: ‘On se serait cru à la poissonnerie du marché 
couvert. Dans un autre contexte, j’aurais certainement ri, mais là, j’ai 
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 20. Besides insa sané’s 
novels, published in 
sarbacane’s youth series 
Exprim’, other novels 
may be classified or 
framed as youth novels. 
This categorization 
can even differ by 
language version. 
Thus, Ertel (2011: 130) 
observes that the British 
translation of  Guène’s 
début was originally 
published with Chatto 
& Windus, but soon 
afterwards reappeared in 
Definitions, a collection 
for youth and young 
adult novels.

voulu me cacher. À cet instant précis, si on me l’avait proposé, j’étais OK 
pour la burka’ (Du rêve pour les oufs 2006: 41).

it is notable that it is mostly female authors such as Guène, Azzeddine, 
Mahany and Rouane, who favour such an explicitly moral or didactic strat-
egy. Male authors seem to prefer less obvious ethos clues to show, through 
their characters’ speech, that they are familiar with the required linguis-
tic codes. An illustration of  this can be found in santaki’s roman noir Flic 
ou caillera (2013). The young french-Maghrebi narrator, Mehdi, receives 
a personal phone call from a friend at the post office where he is employed 
part-time. He is, therefore, obliged to use a rather formal register, a change 
that strikes his linguistically limited interlocutor as bizarre:

Mon téléphone sonne, schliguido. je prends l’appel.
– Oui, je suis au travail.
– Wesh, gros, arrête de parler comme un fonbou! On se voit à midi.
– Oui, d’accord.
– Oh trelo! T’es golri, comment tu parles! réplique mon pote.
– Très bien, à midi.

(Flic ou caillera 2013: 131)

When supported by other discursive clues, this representation of  the 
language skills of  narrators and characters in banlieue literature may serve 
as a counternarrative against the stereotypical image of  insufficiently 
linguistically skilled, and therefore socially disadvantaged, immigrants. 
A lack of  linguistic capital or educational ambition of  young characters 
is criticized, especially in novels by female authors, thus underlining the 
importance of  le bon usage as a stepping stone to a school diploma and social 
success in the assumed french meritocracy. Naturally, the use of  intertex-
tual references to ‘high literature’ reinforces the effect of  this strategy.

Use of  a literary register and references to the French literary 
and cultural canon
first of  all, as can be expected, the young banlieue authors are familiar 
with popular culture and enjoy referring to it. This is evidenced by many 
references, especially to American films, actors and music (see e.g. Vitali 
2015). such allusions can serve several purposes, the most obvious of  
which is to appeal to a young audience (which is not surprising since, 
as mentioned before, several banlieue novels can be categorized as youth 
or young adult literature).20 in addition, the processing of  non-french 
elements could be perceived as a critique of  france’s cultural hegemony: 
‘[a]llusions to Western and world literatures are likely to widen the post-
colonial critical discourse within france because allusions or citations that 
reach beyond french-french literature contribute to undoing its status as 
a mythical cultural reference’ (Laronde 2014: 10). According to scales 
(2013: 132–133), the inclusion of  positive references to the home culture 
of  young immigrants’ parents or grandparents may lead to empowerment 
of  ethnic minority readers. When it comes to french cultural references, 
male authors in particular tend to give these a subversive, humorous twist. 
santaki’s police novel Les anges s’habillent en caillera (2011), for instance, 
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features the criminal career of  the merciless french-Moroccan ilyès, nick-
named Le Marseillais. in an environment in which tough American hip 
hop is particularly popular, Le Marseillais’ guilty pleasure turns out to be 
listening to chansons by ‘classic’ singers, such as Charles Aznavour, jacques 
Brel and Renaud (2011: 42–43, 136), to the dismay of  not only his violent 
banlieue friends, but also the french police searching his car (2011: 42).

Besides these allusions to popular culture, however, a myriad of  refer-
ences to ‘high culture’ are made, for instance, to Greek mythology, the 
Bible and famous philosophers and artists. in Viscéral, the omniscient 
narrator comments that boxing coach Lies, when instructing a pupil 
at his boxing school to adopt a good posture, ‘lui fait basser le menton 
dans le style du Penseur de Rodin’ (Viscéral 2007: 100). What purpose 
could the author, in his role as inscripteur (Meizoz 2009), have here other 
than to make french readers aware of  his cultural capital and thus rein-
force his image of  a fully qualified writer? An example of  a similar ethos 
clue, albeit at the narrator’s level, can be found in Houda Rouane’s novel 
Pieds blancs, which features an autodiegetic female narrator: As Norah 
recounts her Algerian father’s history, she evokes the trials of  Buddhist 
prince siddharta (2006: 195). it is similar for Mahany’s protagonist 
sabrina when she compares herself  with a stradivarius (Kiffer sa race 
2008: 48; discussed more below).

Parallel to this blending of  ‘high’ and ‘low’ culture, the banlieue authors 
display a hybrid combination of  typical urban youth language characteris-
tics such as slang and verlan with literary, sometimes even lyrical or poetic, 
use of  language. Of  course, this may be original, such as this rap style inte-
rior monologue by santaki’s narrator Mehdi as he paints tags on a wall:

Mon pinceau lèche la toile. La peinture pénètre le tissu. je kiffe de croquer 
saint-Denis, reflétant ma noire life. Le seum monte en moi. Le morceau de 
Mac Tyer et Mac Kregor rappe ce quotidien, ce département dur, plein de 
rage, rien de sage.

(Flic ou caillera 2013:116–117)

An equally original, although more humorous, example is the criminal’s 
euphonious threatening of  a car driver in sané’s novel Du plomb dans le 
crâne: ‘Allez, roule cool ma poule, ou j’te coule!’ (2008: 93).

in addition, there are countless references to the french literary canon–
and to a lesser extent, to internationally prestigious authors–quotations 
that should be recognisable to any french reader with a ‘basic cultural 
baggage’ (Laronde 2014: 1). An explicit, and therefore didactic, example 
is found in the following excerpt, in which the author demonstrates that, 
unlike most of  her classmates, the young sabrina is perfectly familiar with 
the grands classiques:

Là, je suis en cours de français. Plus que quinze jours avant le bac, à la bourre, 
on reste bloqués sur L’Esprit des Lois depuis cinq mois. sûr que la moitié de la 
classe ignore que c’est un bouquin de Montesquieu.

(Kiffer sa race 2008: 231)
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 21. Therefore, this example 
can also be placed in the 
first category, referring 
to the author’s attitude 
towards urban slang.

On other occasions too, sabrina compares herself  to less gifted classmates 
or even girlfriends. for instance, after sharing her romantic views on love 
with her best friend, sabrina comments:

Moi, je sors à Nedjma que je veux être un stradivarius de l’amour, je veux 
vibrer de façon unique. Elle comprend rien et elle me demande c’est quoi le 
virus dont je souffre. Nedjma, je l’aime, même si elle est parfois un peu bête.

(Kiffer sa race 2008:48)

To illustrate her friend’s lack of  cultural and linguistic capital, and thus 
indirectly her own intellectual superiority, the narrator uses a metaphor 
showing that she herself  is well acquainted with this musical symbol of  
canonical culture. in order to emphasize the gap even more, she repro-
duces a linguistic error in Nedjma’s reaction: c’est quoi (rather common 
in spoken discourse) instead of  the grammatically correct ce qu’est.21 Once 
again, these clues, both at the narrator and the author level, contribute to 
constructing an image of  a writer who is fully equipped with both linguis-
tic and cultural capital.

since all french citizens who have participated in the education system, 
including those of  the french Overseas Departments, are familiar with the 
french classics from an early age (Laronde 2014: 2–3), it is often suffi-
cient to partially reproduce a well-known quotation or to refer to it in 
veiled terms. such an implicit case of  intertextuality is this quotation, in 
which sabrina describes her relief  of  finally being freed from her adoles-
cent acne during the summer: ‘Le départ des parents en grandes vacances 
y a sûrement contribué, la liberté a des vertus que le Biactol connaît pas’ 
(2008: 22); Pascal’s well-known expression resonates with this: ‘Le cœur 
a ses raisons que la raison ne connaît point’. We may also interpret this 
reference as a deliberate mixture of  ‘high’ and ‘low’ culture, with which 
the author-narrator gives this prestigious reference a playful, and there-
fore subversive, twist. A similar reference, this time to Candide, is found in 
sabrina’s commentary on a family visit after her father was admitted to the 
hospital: ‘Derrière nous, on a laissé le pater en observation. Après ça, qu’on 
aille me dire que tout va bien dans le meilleur des mondes’ (2008: 181).
The final sentence of  Kiffer sa race, in which sabrina describes her state 
of  mind, even combines a french and an English intertextual reference: 
‘heureuse qui comme Alice a fait un beau voyage au pays des merveilles’ 
(2008: 249). Not only has Du Bellay’s Ulysses come to the end of  his jour-
ney (‘Heureux qui, comme Ulysse, / a fait un beau voyage’), but Carroll’s 
unconventional heroine Alice also finally wakes up from her adventures in 
Wonderland. An allusion to Céline appears at the end of  insa sané’s Du 
plomb dans le crâne, in which a policeman as focalizer depicts the mother of  
a criminal in the following terms: ‘Elle avait le visage ridé, couvert de cica-
trices, marqué par un long voyage au bout de la nuit’ (2008: 230).

As the iconic function of  La fontaine has been mentioned, it is not 
surprising that his fables are quoted in several novels. in Djaïdani’s Viscéral, 
for instance, the heterodiegetic narrator describes a drug courier passing by 
on a quad as follows: ‘son temps c’est de l’argent et le flouze doit se faire cueil-
lir avant qu’il ne finisse brûlé entre les pattes des cigales du ghetto qui flam-
bent le blé plus vite que dans la fable’ (2007: 130). Here, too, in a refreshing 
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 22. Tchumkam (2015) 
tends to emphasize the 
antagonistic aspects of  
Mahany’s characters.

 23. The extent to which this 
variety is perceived as 
a coded language for a 
non-initiated audience 
is shown by the fact 
that french television 
documentaries featuring 
slang speakers from 
the banlieues are often 
subtitled (Lepoutre 
1997: 156).

literary code switching, the Arabic slang term flouze (money) is integrated 
into an example of  ‘high literature’. The explicit intratextual mention of  
a fable may present a helping hand to less educated readers. This is even 
more relevant if  the author has a young audience in mind, as in the series 
of  youth novels by insa sané. in the first volume, Sarcelles-Dakar (2006), 
the autodiegetic narrator, a young french-senegalese banlieusard, happens 
to ‘spontaneously’ recite a verse by Victor Hugo in a moment of  reflection  
(2006: 81). Both intratextual (‘comme dit le poème’) and paratextual infor-
mation is added, the latter in the form of  a footnote: ‘Demain, dès l’aube de 
Victor Hugo’, as a clear illustration of  the author’s didactic intentions.

We can therefore conclude that in banlieue literature, just as in ‘french-
french’ fiction, references to canonized works –albeit combined with allu-
sions to popular culture or with an irreverent twist– are highly common. 
These allusions could serve as author clues not only to suggest conform-
ity to national literary conventions, but also successful social integration. 
The narrators created by female authors, such as Mahany, Azzeddine and 
Rouane, are especially well-educated and ambitious.22 This is epitomized by 
sabrina’s rivalry with her Haitian classmate, Alphonse, who excels more 
in some subjects than she does. After a minor defeat in an earlier assign-
ment, sabrina succeeds in retaliating, after which she proudly comments: 
‘Lors du dernier devoir de français, j’ai fait très fort en citant Lamartine, 
Mallarmé, Nietzsche, Aristote et shakespeare dans une seule copie!’ (Kiffer 
sa race 2008: 71). Of  course, this fragment may also be read as an ironic 
critique of  the unquestionable admiration in france for ‘authors consid-
ered representative of  literature within the Culture’ (Laronde 2014: 1).

Evidently, with all of  their elements from popular culture, several of  
these novels address an adolescent readership. The simultaneous refer-
ences to ‘high culture’ could then either serve a compensatory purpose or 
have a didactic function, as suggested by the paratextual or intratextual 
information provided by authors of  young adult literature in particular. in 
addition, at a metadiscursive level, they suggest to adult readers, including 
publishers and critics, an image of  writers who possess sufficient cultural 
and literary capital to fit in with the french literary tradition, and thus 
may lay claim to consecration.

Reversal of  stereotypes
Another effective strategy to disrupt readers’ expectations and create a 
counternarrative to the dominant discourse can be to challenge or reverse 
stereotypes. Whereas urban youth slang speakers are often accused of  
using incomprehensible language23– which is precisely one of  the func-
tions of  this coded variety – in the following excerpt by Habiba Mahany, it is 
a well-educated french physician who, trapped in his professional jargon, 
is unable to express himself  in an appropriate communicative register. The 
scene takes place in the hospital, where the father Mr Asraoui has been 
admitted in the presence of  his entire family:

On écoute le verdict: M. Mohamed Asraoui souffre d’une fibrose de la plèvre 
viscérale. Hein? Et en français, ça donne quoi? C’est grave, docteur? Le toubib 
baragouine un jargon imbitable émaillé de pleurésie, dyspnée d’effort, 
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mésothéliome, éosinophile, exsudat, costo-diaphragmatique, asbestosique. 
Un vrai charabia. […] je demande, cash, qu’est-ce qui cloche? 

(Kiffer sa race 2008: 203)

Moreover, the use of  language may be connected to the topic of  national 
identity, which is always a sensitive issue when immigrants are involved. La 
petite Malika (2010), written by brother and sister Mabrouck Rachedi and 
Habiba Mahany, offers an ironic commentary on france’s multicultural 
society by featuring the young french-Algerian Malika as the narrator. The 
intellectually precocious girl, 11 years old at this point, uses a language 
that is too formal in the opinion of  her french friends sarah and Mégane. 
The latter, who expresses herself  mainly in urban youth vernacular, criti-
cizes her vocabulary:

– Toi, avec tes «papa», «maman», «ne pas», gnagna, tu parles comme une 
française.
[Malika:] – Mais je suis française!
– Tu vois très bien ce que je veux dire.
je ne voyais pas très bien, surtout que sarah, d’origine tunisienne, avait fran-
cisé son prénom et que Mégane, elle était bretonne à 100%.
[Mégane:] – Madame se prend pour une française, je te wallah jure, la honte 
sur ta famille pour sept générations.

(La petite Malika 2010: 68)

The language situation at school is characterized by Malika as follows:

Les discussions relevaient du sabir mêlant arabe, argot, anglais, verlan et un 
peu de français. Le langage de la cour de récréation était très loin du français 
de cour. Pour m’intégrer au collège, il fallait que je me mette à l’arabe. je te 
wallah jure, c’était trop compliqué. Mégane m’a initiée au verlan, tout un art.

(La petite Malika 2010: 69)

ironically, it is thus her Breton friend who teaches the french-Maghrebi 
Malika the principles of  verlan and other characteristics of  multilingual 
slang. The difference in linguistic skills is even more evident in Malika’s 
criticism (similar to sabrina’s in Kiffer sa race) of  her friends’ school 
achievements:

Lors de la première interro de français, les premières en langage sMs furent 
les dernières. Elles n’avaient pas opéré la distinction entre école et portable et 
avaient fleuri leurs copies de «1» au lieu de «un», de «k» au lieu de «qu», de 
«stp» au lieu de «s’il te plaît» et de «lol», «mdr», «ptdr», «expdr» pour «laugh-
ing out loud», «morte de rire», «pétée de rire» et «explosée de rire». […] Et moi, 
j’étais considérée comme une traîtresse parce que j’avais utilisé le français des 
vieux.

(La petite Malika 2010: 71)

Malika’s effort to explain the reason for their low grades to her friends 
(‘Vous savez ce que sont les registres de langage, non?’) even threatens to 
end the friendship, because Mégane reacts as follows: ‘Ben ouais, on sait ce 
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 24. Alternatively, if  we 
take into account 
Mégane’s and sarah’s 
origin (Brittany and 
Tunisian, respectively), 
the two girls could be 
considered to have a 
rather marginal status in 
french society.

que c’est un registre, c’est un carnet. Et tu sais ce que je vais mettre dans 
mon carnet? Que t’es plus ma copine!’ Here, we might hear a distant echo of  
the diligent young narrator from Le gone du Chaâba by Azouz Begag (1986), 
the figurehead of  the preceding beur generation (Hargreaves 2014). in this 
semi-autobiographical novel, Azouz is excluded from the Arab community 
for his ambitious behaviour at school: ‘T’es pas un Arabe!’, he is snarled at 
to his dismay (Le gone du Chaâba 1986: 103). Both Azouz and Malika, with 
their immigrant backgrounds, realize that success is achieved through 
education in french meritocracy at an early stage. The difference is that 
Azouz is excluded by his Arab classmates while Malika is rejected by her 
french24 peers –a sanction that possibly refers to later discrimination in 
french society, and therefore may constitute a veiled criticism.

A similar case of  reversal of  appreciation for cultural capital is present 
in faïza Guène’s second novel, Du rêve pour les oufs (2006). in this excerpt, 
the french-Algerian Ahlème describes how, shortly after immigrating to 
france at a young age, she is pushed by her peers to forget about her good 
manners:

j’ai vite laissé tomber mes bons vieux réflexes, le truc de se lever pour 
s’adresser au professeur par exemple. Les premières fois que je l’ai fait ici, les 
autres élèves ont éclaté de rire. je suis devenue toute rouge et eux disaient 
tous en chœur: «Lèche-cul du prof !»

(Du rêve pour les oufs 2006: 46)

A complementary perspective on this was offered above by the new french 
teacher Mourad trying to teach his pupils in the 93 district basic standards 
of  politeness (Un homme, ça ne pleure pas 2014: 247).

An alternative strategy to undermine the dominant stereotypi-
cal model is to ironically reverse the relationship between immigrants 
and ‘french-french’ citizens. While immigrants and their descendants 
are often portrayed as profiteers of  social services, in the case of  the sick 
father Asraoui in Kiffer sa race, it is his french boss who tries to buy off  
this illiterate, gullible worker with a ridiculously small amount of  compen-
sation for occupational risks. The patient finds himself  defenceless in this 
unequal situation: ‘illettré, il s’apprête à parapher la légalisation de son 
arrêt de mort’ (2008: 206). Yet, the smart Asraoui children –educated 
in france!– succeed in preventing this abuse of  their hardworking father. 
Another illustrative case is the description of  the behaviour of  the racist 
french neighbour, Yvonne, convinced lépéniste (2008: 130). she avoids 
contact with her Muslim neighbours, but happens to come by every time 
there is something tasty to eat, such as at Aïd-el-fitr, the sugar feast: ‘Elle 
est comme ça Yvonne, au self-service’ (2008: 128). Mrs Asraoui, however, 
remains persistently friendly to the greedy neighbour, an attitude that 
confers moral superiority to the Asraoui family:

la daronne, elle dit qu’il faut rester poli avec les gens. [Asraoui children:] 
Même ceux qui nous insultent ostensiblement? [Mother:] Même ceux-là, parce 
que le mal qu’ils nous infligent Dieu le leur rendra et le bien que nous leur 
accordons, Dieu nous le rendra itou.

(Kiffer sa race 2008: 129)
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in the process, islam is represented as a just and gentle religion, which 
alternatively frames it from the stereotype of  the dangerous religion 
that drives believers to extremism and the perpetration of  attacks (sedel 
2009;Tchumkam 2015). This peaceful character is also repeatedly empha-
sized in Houda Rouane’s Pieds Blancs. When Rouane’s young narra-
tor Norah meets a cousin who has become a salafist, on a family visit to 
Morocco, she clearly distances herself  from his radical ideas (2006: 202) 
and eventually presents him with Éric-Emmanuel schmitt’s peace-loving 
book, Monsieur Ibrahim et les fleurs du Coran, pointing out ‘que ça lui ferait 
peut-être du bien’ (Pieds blancs 2006: 245). Additionally, in contrast to the 
stereotype of  the submissive wife in islam, Norah is portrayed as a modern, 
independent woman who wants to make the choice about continuing her 
pregnancy herself: ‘C’est pas trop que j’aimerais pas lui [her husband] dire, 
mais j’ai envie de faire mon choix toute seule. Après tout, c’est mon corps’ 
(2006: 254).

The final subcategory of  this strategy concerns the numerous cases in 
the corpus that involve discrimination and racism by french authorities, 
which are presumed to be impartial and just. in Mabrouck Rachedi’s Le 
poids d’une âme and Karim Amellal’s Cités à comparaître, racial and religious 
prejudice in state institutions against ethnic minorities is a key theme: Both 
novels feature young male protagonists who are falsely accused of  islam-
related terrorism and convicted after an unfair trial. A less conspicuous 
case is presented in the following scene of  Kiffer sa race, where sabrina 
reports on a class outing to the theatre, led by their teacher Landru:

À Opéra, les contrôleurs zyeutent nos billets. Lamine, Malik et Rayan, même 
s’ils ont les leurs, ils subissent un controle d’identité de la part de flics plan-
qués derrière un pylône. Landru monte sur ses grands chevaux, pourquoi 
alors qu’ils ont leurs titres de transport? On sait très bien pourquoi, parce 
qu’ils sont noirs et arabes, c’est marrant de voir Landru jouer la vierge effa-
rouchée devant cette verité évidente. Lamine, Malik et Rayan sortent leurs 
papelards sans broncher, une vieille habitude, les contrôles au faciès.

(Kiffer sa race 2008: 141)

Through this cynical comment, the author–narrator suggests how insti-
tutionalized the racism facing immigrant youths is, as well as how igno-
rant the average french are of  it; thus, the implicit criticism of  this practice 
is highlighted. The aforementioned publisher’s presentation of  Habiba 
Mahany as an author ‘née en 1977 en banlieue parisienne’ may reinforce 
readers’ willingness to perceive this type of  event as authentic: According 
to Korthals Altes (2014: 88), such biographical data commanding author-
ity can be effective ethos and posturing devices.

in summary, by disrupting the stereotypical expectation pattern, the 
banlieue authors show –or let readers deduce– that, in spite of  experienc-
ing constant discrimination and racism, immigrants generally continue 
to behave as ‘decent citizens’ who are loyal to french society. Moreover, 
the peaceful way in which islam is represented suggests that this religion 
does not pose any threat to integration. This subversion of  the dominant 
discourse again offers a counternarrative to a french readership against 
stereotypes of  immigrants as lazy profiteers and religious fanatics.
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 25. in the second round, 
however, Le Pen was 
overwhelmingly defeated 
by jacques Chirac.

Endorsement of  French standards and values
A fourth strategy that may reinforce the image of  the immigrant char-
acters as ‘good’, well-integrated citizens is a positive representation of  
Republican norms and values, such as using the right to vote and promot-
ing civil rights. faïza Guène, in her début novel, has french-Moroccan 
Doria explain why voting is important, especially in the desolate circum-
stances of  the banlieue residents: ‘ici peu de gens votent. On est d’aucune 
utilité politique si on vote pas. Moi, à dix-huit ans, j’irai voter. ici, on n’a 
jamais la parole. Alors quand on nous la donne, il faut la prendre’ (Kiffe 
kiffe demain 2004: 97–98). The same goes for Djaïdani’s protagonist Lies, 
the young Maghrebi boxing coach whom we follow in Viscéral (2007). in 
this novel, the ethnic minority characters, including Lies, are constantly 
confronted with discrimination and racism. Yet, in a scene featuring Lies’s 
bus trip to attend a boxing match, participation in the elections is depicted 
as a meaningful act of  citizenship:

L’arrêt de la ligne 10 est patché de stickers appelant au vote massif  de toute 
la jeunesse black-blanc-beur made in france. fourrer l’urne pour ne plus 
continuer à se faire maquer par le système. Liberté, égalité, fraternité, trois 
rimes d’espoir dans un pays bridé. Lies sait qu’à ce jour aucun parti poli-
tique ne le représente, ni le considère, ni l’aime. La gauche l’esquive, la droite 
l’assomme, malgré tout il ira voter en priant le ciel de ne pas tomber KO au 
deuxième round.

(Viscéral 2007: 177–178)

Recall that a few years before the publication of  both novels, during the 
2002 presidential election, fN’s leader Le Pen beat Ps candidate and poll 
favourite jospin in the first round, causing quite a shock in french society 
(Badiou 2002).25

Another way to convey adherence to french values is by express-
ing the conviction –or at least hope– that the immigrant protagonists of  
these novels have fair chances in the french meritocracy and can there-
fore become, in principle, anything they aspire to be. in this context, too, 
examples in the novels of  female authors predominate. in Kiffe kiffe demain, 
15-year-old Doria experiences not only a growth in emotional develop-
ment, but also in political awareness. At the end, the author has Doria 
express a highly optimistic vision of  the future: ‘Pourquoi je ferais pas de la 
politique? « Du CAP coiffure à l’élection présidentielle, il n’y a qu’un pas »’ 
(2004: 188). And the final sentence of  this light-hearted début reads: ‘faut 
que je côtoie moins Nabil [Doria’s boyfriend], ça me donne de forts élans 
républicains…’ (2004: 189).

in the same vein, the gifted young narrator of  La petite Malika (2010), 
who grew up in the banlieue, ultimately does not choose a career that will 
enable her to become rich, but instead prefers a low-paying position with 
a primary social goal: ‘Quand j’ai réfléchi à mon avenir, le passé m’est 
revenu en pleine figure. Ce que je voulais vraiment, c’était transmettre. je 
me suis inscrite à une licence de lettres modernes et à l’iUfM pour deve-
nir professeur de français’ (2010: 211). surely it is no coincidence that, 
within the educational context, the narrator’s choice focuses on a career 



Stella Linn90

that prioritizes le bon usage. finally, Malika returns to her old school as a 
teacher in an underprivileged zone d’éducation prioritaire. This commitment 
to improving education, and thus the future of  socially disadvantaged 
youths, not only earns her perplexity but also appreciation from her pupils, 
for whom she is a role model: ‘vous êtes jeune, vous êtes arabe et en plus, 
vous comprenez tout ce qu’on dit, même quand on parle en verlan’ (2010: 
231). The happy ending suggests that this selfless behaviour pays off, as 
Malika is ‘rewarded’ by the authors in the form of  meeting a handsome 
Maghrebi with whom love blossoms (2010: 236–237).

Houda Rouane’s narrator Norah equally opts for a job at a collège classé 
ZEP, despite the discrimination that she herself  has faced in the past: ‘Moi, 
quand j’ai passé les tests en troisième alors que je cartonnais en cours, on 
m’a dit que j’étais faite pour la blanchisserie… N’importe n’aouac!’ (Pieds 
blancs 2006: 168). she, too, is compensated by the appreciation of  her 
students, plus a happy marriage (and a baby). And sabrina, who completes 
a similar coming-of-age trajectory as Doria, Norah, Ahlème and Malika, 
also ends on a very positive note:

Et moi dans tout ça? j’ai réfléchi aux événements de ces derniers mois. il a 
fallu en soulever des montagnes! j’ai appris que rien n’était impossible. forte 
de l’expérience récente [the invitation for the Sciences Po preparatory class], 
j’estime comme la meuf  qui se prenait pour Catherine Deneuve au théâ-
tre, que moi aussi, je peux entrer à sciences-Po. […] Avec tout ce qu’on a 
surmonté, c’est notre devoir d’y croire. Poursuivre le rêve d’une vie meilleure 
que celle que nos darons ont connue à leur arrivée en france. Au contraire 
d’eux, on saura accepter la différence. Déjà les mentalités commencent à 
évoluer. […] Notre génération va tout casser.

(Kiffer sa race 2008: 248–249)

Of  course, a prerequisite for a professional career in society is the successful 
completion of  a school career. As Beaman argues, schools are excellent sites 
for ‘producing french citizens and instilling Republican principles’ (2017: 
33). Here, too, smart, ambitious girls who subscribe to french standards 
and values are particularly common among female banlieue authors. Thus, 
sabrina, as well as her equally intelligent classmate Alphonse, is offered 
participation in a special class in preparation for sciences Po, symbol par 
excellence of  the french elite (2008: 231–233). Prior to this, Mahany has 
her narrator reflect on the importance of  education: ‘Les livres, les langues 
étrangères sont mes fenêtres vers un autre monde que la cité’ (2008: 53). 
By the same token, condescending comments are made on her classmates’ 
lack of  ambition: ‘Le prestige du cancre défiant l’autorité professorale est 
le trophée le plus convoité au collège’ (2008: 52). furthermore, when 
the teacher announces a cultural class excursion, sabrina is the only one 
excited for it, and she warns of  the consequences in a rather pedantic way: 
‘Qu’ils se plaignent pas si les portes de la culture leur soient fermées s’ils 
se les ferment eux-mêmes’ (2008: 120). Again, an echo is heard of  beur à 
succès Azouz Begag, who critically pointed to the anti-intellectual attitude 
of  many banlieue youths (1999: 70–72). in the same vein, teaching assis-
tant Norah expresses both surprise and disapproval at the lack of  ambi-
tion of  her pupils, which becomes evident when they have to make a choice 
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for their further education: ‘L’ambition, dans ce bahut, ce doit être un mot 
tabou’ (Pieds blancs 2006: 167). just like young Malika, sabrina is prepared 
to put friendships at risk for her ambitions –a sacrifice that reveals how far 
the writers are willing to take their adolescents in order to integrate.

Once again, a gender difference can be observed: in the fiction of  male 
writers, which usually also features a male narrator, a considerably less 
cheerful picture of  education is sketched, with the school sometimes being 
depicted as ‘lieu d’échecs et d’humiliations’ (Cello 2016: 60). in Razane’s 
novel Dit violent (2006), the autodiegetic narrator, Mehdi, provides a bitter 
commentary on the experiences of  his friend Zacarias in a secondary 
school located in a zone d’éducation prioritaire:

C’est ainsi qu’à seize ans Zacarias a été définitivement viré de l’école. Les profs 
ne cherchent pas à comprendre pourquoi un gamin est turbulent, la réponse 
est systématique, une réponse facile et en complet décalage avec la complexité 
du problème: viré une semaine… viré deux semaines… jusqu’au viré défini-
tivement, parce que le gamin a cumulé trop de haine contre cette institution 
qui ne comprend rien à ses troubles et qui ne cesse de le rejeter avec des mots 
humiliants.

(Dit violent 2006: 74)

With the repeated expression of  such frustrations, the author seems to ask 
for the reader’s understanding of  the violent evolution of  the narrator, who 
finds himself  on the verge of  committing a terrorist act in the final scene.

in summary, the more or less explicit adherence to french standards 
and values could fulfil a didactic function for young readers, and beyond 
this, serve as an ethos clue in order to highlight how well integrated the 
banlieue residents are. The textual strategies may be supported by the 
authors’ posture, referring to ‘la présentation de soi d’un écrivain, tant 
dans sa gestion du discours que dans ses conduites littéraires publiques’ 
(Meizoz 2009: par. 4). An interesting example of  the connection between 
literature and public posture regarding french society is offered by an 
aforementioned manifesto, published by the collective ‘Qui fait la france?’, 
that comprises mostly second-generation ethnic minority authors such as 
faïza Guène and Karim Amellal. The name of  the group itself  constitutes 
a pun on the homophonous expression ‘Kiffer la france’, i.e., ‘love france’, 
thus showing the members’ fondness of  their homeland, although through 
the use of  an Arab loan word in a playful or subversive way. The manifesto, 
which was first published in 2007 on the website of  the cultural maga-
zine, Les Inrockuptibles, also precedes a collection of  short stories, entitled 
Chroniques d’une société annoncée, published in the same year. in their pref-
ace, the authors declare themselves in favour of  a ‘littérature […] forcément 
politique et profondément démocratique’ (Collectif  2007: 12). Their dual-
istic position becomes clear in the manifesto itself, since the writers both 
claim access to the french literary field and express their desire to change it. 
Their loyalty to france is shown by the repeated emphasis on their french 
identity: ‘ce pays, notre pays’, ‘Nous, enfants de la République’, ‘Nous, 
fils de france, issus d’ici’, and mention of  ‘l’amour du drapeau tricolore 
et de la poésie de france’. On the other hand, the writers also stress their 
mixed identity and take up a militant stance against the injustice and 
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 26. This critical stance is 
one of  the reasons why, 
unlike Harchi (2018), i 
am of  the opinion that 
banlieue authors should 
be considered to belong 
to the avant-garde 
instead of  the working 
class in sapiro’s scheme 
(2016).

 27. see e.g., the publisher’s 
website: https://www.
editions-stock.fr/livres/
la-bleue/chroniques-
dune-societe-annoncee- 
9782234060739 
(photo made by Khalid 
El Bahji). Accessed 7 
November 2019.

marginalization they are faced with: ‘Nous, artistes, décidons de rassem-
bler nos forces et d’œuvrer ensemble pour lutter contre les inégalités et les 
injustices’, ‘catalogués écrivains de banlieue, étymologiquement le lieu du 
ban, nous voulons investir le champ culturel, transcender les frontières et 
ainsi récupérer l’espace confisqué qui nous revient de droit’. According to 
sapiro (2016), such a claim, typically in the form of  a manifesto, is often 
put forward by an emerging generation of  writers. They, as representatives 
of  a new order, tend to contest established authors who occupy a domi-
nant position in the literary field.26 The manifesto is thus a critical plea for a 
more inclusive literary field: ‘Nous, enfants d’une france plurielle, voulons 
promouvoir cette diversité’. The writers’ criticism is matched with a non-
discursive ethos clue in the form of  a visual representation of  their collec-
tive anger:27

the group’s black-and-white photo on their blog that has Razane [president of  
the collective] glaring at the viewer from his central position. The same photo 
has been used widely to promote their collective publication. According to 
Razane, the group chose to appear austere, at a distance, ‘Et la photo c’était 
véritablement pour dire que on n’est pas là pour discuter, on est là pour 
demander des comptes, et nous fâcher’.

(Reeck 2011: 162–163)

As Reeck (2011: 165) points out, the french literary establishment has not 
always responded favourably, or has not responded at all, to the ‘Qui fait la 
france?’ enterprise. This status quo does not seem to have improved in the 
last decade: The accompanying website Quifaitlafrance.fr has been offline 
for quite some time. Apparently, the claims for inclusion put forward by the 
authors, both in their work and in the manifesto, have not been very effec-
tive so far.

Conclusion
immigrant and post-migration authors in france find themselves in an 
area of  tension between innovation and tradition. On one hand, they 
address sensitive issues using multilingual youth slang in their novels 
which, in french society, carries antagonistic connotations and can there-
fore elicit resistance from publishers, critics and readers. On the other 
hand, by applying a range of  accommodating strategies, they express the 
intention to come across as decent, non-threatening citizens. Thus, using 
a series of  ethos clues at the textual, paratextual and intertextual level, 
the banlieue writers convey the message that they are perfectly integrated. 
in addition to urban slang, their immigrant characters are proficient in a 
variety of  registers, including literary french, and express disapproval of  
excessively colloquial and vulgar language use (strategy one); by inserting 
frequent intertextual references to ‘high culture’, the author-characters 
demonstrate that they are well-versed in the french educational tradition, 
in particular, the literary canon (strategy two); despite continuous experi-
ences of  discrimination and racism, they show that they not only subscribe 
to social and cultural codes just as well as ‘native’ french citizens (who are 
often portrayed as unsympathetic, racist or antisocial), but also that they 
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 28. for the different 
versions of  this slogan, 
see https://www.
creativereview.co.uk/
because-im-worth-
it-loreal/. Accessed 7 
November 2019.

practise a peaceful religion that does not oppress women (strategy three); 
finally, the authors make clear that the young banlieue residents featur-
ing in their narratives do conform to national standards, such as perform-
ing well at school and exercising civil rights, and are determined to make 
a valuable contribution to french society (strategy four). A difference in 
gender –that deserves further investigation in a larger corpus of  novels– is 
conspicuous in this respect; the focus on educational success, socially desir-
able behaviour and correct use of  language is particularly prominent in 
the case of  female writers. in the novels of  male authors, emotions such 
as frustration and anger are more often evoked, sometimes resulting in 
violence, which is however justified or nuanced by the description of  the 
repression and discrimination that preceded it.

We may conclude that the authors, most of  whom were born and 
raised in france, present themselves at a discursive level as ‘more french 
than the french’. Outside the realm of  fiction, this allegiance is repeat-
edly confirmed by the writers’ public posture, albeit sometimes in a criti-
cal way. According to Korthals Altes (2014: 127–128), in such instances, 
it would be reductive to leave the author’s public presentation out of  
an analysis of  their fictional work. On one hand, the writer’s persona is 
exploited for artistic and ethical effects, and on the other, the ethos effects 
that particular postures elicit have a direct bearing on the interpretation 
of  the work, thus revealing the interconnectedness of  value and ethos, as 
well as work and person. for young and aspiring writers who still struggle 
to gain access to the french literary field, where they are often ignored or 
criticized, it is relevant to convince consecrating agents such as publish-
ers, critics and literary juries, that as writers they not only possess suffi-
cient linguistic and cultural capital, but are also integrated well enough to 
deserve recognition in both the literary field and in french society. Using 
a variety of  strategies to demonstrate this, they seem to epitomize the 
international slogan28 of  the –albeit very french– beauty brand L’Oréal: 
‘Because we’re worth it!’
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