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Chapter 2: Migrants among migrants: Egyptians’ postcolonial belonging in 
Paris

Abstract 
This chapter examines the mediated nature of Egyptian migrants’ postcolonial 
belonging in Paris through their interactions with Maghrebi communities. 
While Egyptian migrants are often publicly positioned as Arab and Muslim 
migrants within French racialized categories, their experiences of migration are 
shaped not only through state institutions but also through their relationalities 
with other migrant communities. Drawing on rich ethnographic data, the 
chapter argues that Egyptian migrants navigate French society sideways—not 
solely through direct engagement with state structures but through networks 
of knowledge, infrastructures, and social practices established by Maghrebi 
migrants. These migrant-to-migrant relationalities serve as crucial mediating 
forces, enabling Egyptian migrants to access bureaucratic knowledge, 
job opportunities, and a sense of social belonging while simultaneously 
informing their understanding of their symbolic position within France’s 
postcolonial landscape. The chapter reveals how Egyptian migrants interpret 
their position through comparisons with Maghrebi communities, whom 
they see as possessing deeper knowledge of French institutions due to their 
longer histories of colonial entanglement. Ultimately, this chapter repositions 
migrant-to-migrant relationalities as a central framework for understanding 
postcolonial belonging in France and in Europe more broadly.

Keywords: Postcolonial belonging, Egypt, Maghrebi migrants, racialization, 
France, migrant-to-migrant life
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Introduction
Migrants are members of a variety of networks through which they accrue 
and share knowledge about how to survive in cosmopolitan spaces and 
metropoles (Østergaard‐Nielsen 2003, Peggy and Jaworsky 2007). In this 
chapter we draw on Soukaina Chakkour’s ethnographic fieldwork5 on the 
lives of Egyptian migrants in, zooming in on how Egyptian migrants come to 
know their place in Paris, literally and symbolically, through their association 
with other Maghrebi communities.6 Migrant belonging in postcolonial 
European societies is most often understood as taking place in relation to the 
state and its institutions or remains defined by processes of othering vis-à-vis 
the nation or society (Schenk 2021). In this chapter, in contrast, we argue 
that Egyptian migrants navigate their sense of belonging in Paris sideways: 
by engaging shared relationalities and sensibilities among Maghrebi migrant 
groups within the French postcolonial landscape. What France is, how society 
works, what you need to do to gain access and papers, and how you imagine 
your position in it, is not dictated by state and institutions, but is interpreted, 
defined and circulated in a web of migrant-among-migrant social and semiotic 
relationalities. 

This chapter explores these relationalities and sensibilities by 
following working-class Egyptian women as they navigate institutions like 
schools and welfare offices, while striving to build a familial and familiar 
lives in Paris. We demonstrate that the experiences and narratives of Maghrebi 
communities serve as vital connections to the Egyptian migrant community. 
We begin by situating these relationalities within a broader postcolonial 
analysis of migrant positioning and belonging in France, where racialized 
categories and discourses surround citizens of migrant descent, including 
those from former Maghreb colonies (Fassin 2001, Raissiguier 2010). At the 
same time, the urban fabric of postcolonial Paris is also actively shaped by 
Maghrebi migrant communities. Within this landscape, Egyptian migrants— 
less visible as a group— are closely linked to Maghrebi communities, both 

5	  Soukaina conducted the fieldwork on which this article is based, and her positionality as a 
Maghrebi female researcher was crucial to gain insights into the migrant-to-migrant relationalities that 
are the subject of this chapter, as we explain in more detail below. Anick simultaneously conducted 
fieldwork in the northeast of Paris (see also below), but she did not interact with Soukaina’s Egyptian 
interlocutors. Both Soukaina and Anick were part of a larger research project on encounters between 
Egyptian migrant parents and welfare actors in Paris, Milan, and Amsterdam: “Reproducing Europe” 
led by dr. Anouk de Koning.  Soukaina wrote multiple versions of the chapter and its original argument. 
Anick provided detailed feedback to each version to sharpen the ethnographic analysis and develop the 
theoretical intervention. Anick acts as co-supervisor in this research.
6	  We use Maghrebi migrant communities to refer not only to migrant communities from Alge-
rian, Moroccan, and Tunisian backgrounds, but also to established Maghrebi French citizens.
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concretely and symbolically. They navigate the city by integrating into the 
infrastructures and public spaces established by Maghrebi communities and 
come to understand France, and their place within it, through their proximity 
to these communities. As a result, these relationalities challenge state-centric 
perspectives on migrant belonging and positioning in French society. 
	 In the ethnographic sections that follow, we first examine how 
Egyptian migrants rely on the knowledge of Maghrebi migrants to maneuver 
through legalization processes and other bureaucratic procedures. Second, we 
explore how Egyptian migrants are positioned within a system of postcolonial 
circulations, particularly in their interpretations of France’s colonial pasts 
through the histories of Maghrebi communities. Egyptians thus learn how 
France ‘works’ through networks of care and solidarity with Maghrebi 
migrants, developing a sense of their own postcolonial position in relation 
to the latter’s comparatively greater ‘preparedness’. Finally, we demonstrate 
how Egyptian migrants respond to their racialization in French society through 
strategic associations and disassociations with Maghrebi communities. While 
they invest in relationships, they also express fears of being perceived as 
troublemaking Arabs and Muslims. 	

More generally, this analysis highlights how postcolonial belonging, as 
experienced in everyday life, emerges within migrant-to-migrant interactions 
rather than solely through direct engagements with the state or public discourse. 
We argue that the complex and nuanced associations and disassociations 
among migrants provide insights into postcolonial differentiated belonging in 
France and in Europe more broadly. 

Racialized belonging in the postcolony and migrant-among-migrants life
France has long had a fraught relationship with its migrant populations, 
shaped by racialization (Silverstein 2005). At the turn of the millennium, 
postcolonial academic and political debates in France resurfaced, framing 
migrants explicitly as postcolonial subjects, especially after the 2005 law on 
colonialism, which sought to emphasize France’s “positive” colonial legacy 
(Silverstein 2004; Fernando 2014; De Genova 2016). This law sparked 
public controversy and fuelled movements like the Parti des Indigènes de 
la République, which criticized France for maintaining colonial structures 
that marginalized ethnic minorities (Fassin 2001; Appel des indigènes de la 
république 2005; Mbembe 2011: 92; Bancel 2013: 215). The 2005 banlieue 
riots intensified these discussions, linking urban violence to postcolonial 
legacies, migrant racialization, and the challenges of European integration 
(Stoler 2016: 129; Bancel 2013: 216; Kinnvall 2015: 155). What became 
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known as the postcolonial turn (Bancel 2013) in France was happening as 
debates around Muslim presence in Europe intensified (Sajed 2012: 25, 
Fernando 2014: 240), further straining the Republic’s relations with its 
migration populations. The 2004 ban on the Islamic veil became emblematic 
of these growing tensions in France and in Europe (Morokvasic-Müller 2014: 
170). This national context underscores two key dynamics: first, France’s deep-
seated unease with migrant populations; and second, and most importantly, 
the reframing of the migrant question (De Genova 2016: 76) as a postcolonial 
one. In other words, to belong or not in the French nation is filtered through 
relations of coloniality and legacies of colonialism. 

Within this postcolonial turn—characterized by rising anti-Muslim 
sentiment— Maghrebi migrant communities have been persistently racialized 
as threats to personal and national security (Stoler 2011: 131; Silverstein 2004; 
Slooter 2019). In this context, Maghrebi migrations to France are distinct 
(Durmelat and Swamy 2011: 5; Sayad 2004), rooted in France’s colonial 
history in Algeria, Tunisia, and Morocco. Since its inception, Maghrebi 
migration has occupied a problematic space in French society. Male migrants 
were historically recruited as temporary labourers, while demographic policies 
discouraged their families from settling, favouring European migrants. The 
struggle to reconcile France’s universal citizenship with cultural diversity 
(Sajed 2012: 35) has centred on the experience of second- and third-generation 
Maghrebi migrants. As France shifted from aggressive assimilation policies 
in the 1970s to more tempered integration from the 1980s onward (Lewis 
2023: 274), these communities have been persistently framed as threats to 
national cohesion and reminders of the country’s colonial past. In turn, they 
have contested their representation as un-integratable troublemakers (Jugé 
and Perez 2006: 202), asserting their status as children of the Republic while 
calling out rampant islamophobia (Silverstein 2005: 364, Werbner 2005: 8).

These racialized categories shape the postcolonial framing of 
migration and stir and animate debates on integration and belonging in France 
(Raissiguier 2010, Fernando 2014). To resolve these contradictions, Silverstein 
proposes “a postcolonial critique of the Republic, whether from a scholarly 
or activist perspective” (Silverstein 2018: 8). But between the scholar who 
writes the critique and the activist who enacts it stands the migrant, who lives 
the postcolonial reality. How does this reality unfold in everyday life? 

While we agree with postcolonial analyses that link the persistence 
of racialized categories and anxieties about migrants to France’s postcolonial 
condition, we see two key limitations. First, much of this work has focused 
on communities directly tied to former colonies, particularly Maghrebi 
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populations, and the contestations surrounding their belonging. Second, it 
largely conceptualizes postcolonial belonging as molded through the state, 
media, and political discourse, paying less attention to how it is constructed, 
navigated, and negotiated within and between migrant communities—what 
we call the “space of migrant-among-migrant life.” To develop a more 
nuanced understanding, we draw on scholarship that examines these inter-
migrant dynamics and their role in shaping postcolonial belonging in France.

Migrant studies have faced critiques for overly focusing on co-national 
networks (Comola and Mendola 2015: 592), or on migrants’ relationships with 
the host society and its dominant ethnic group (Brubaker 1990, Koenig 2005, 
Fresnoza‐Flot 2009, Rathelot and Safi 2014, Kaplan and Recoquillon 2014, 
Beaman and Barwick 2019, Domass 2023). Research often frames migrants 
primarily in relation with state institutions (Hoag 2010; Tuckett 2015; Borrelli 
and Adreetta 2019). While critical postcolonial and ethnographic studies of 
these encounters are valuable, they also implicitly limit our understanding of 
belonging to frameworks defined by institutions and policy norms. Moreover, 
this focus suggests that migrants engage directly with host institutions, 
overlooking the crucial mediating role performed by established migrant 
communities. 

Several ethnographic studies emphasize the importance of migrants’ 
interactions with other migrant groups, demonstrating that these cross-
diasporic connections serve as vital sites for belonging (Kothari 2008: 
507). In her study of migrant peddlers in Barcelona, Kothari argues that: 
“Peddlers’ movements between, and settlement in, different locations require 
the deployment of specific attitudes towards difference and the acquisition of 
sets of skills that enable them to understand and negotiate cultural diversity” 
(Kothari 2008: 506). Similarly, Kleinman’s research on West African migrants 
in Gare du Nord in Paris challenges familiar narratives on migration, revealing 
how these migrants encounter each other as “equals who met to chat and drink 
tea, sometimes developing strong social obligations of solidarity” (Kleinman 
2019: 17). These studies suggest that openness to others across ethnic and 
cultural difference is often essential for survival in what is often characterized 
as an aggressive environment with limited opportunities in host countries 
(Kothari 2008: 502). 

This chapter builds on these insights, moving beyond the nation-state 
and its institutions as the sole markers of postcolonial belonging in France. 
Instead, it examines how postcolonial belonging is experienced relationally 
among migrants themselves. These relationalities, often anchored in solidarity 
and care, construe a crucial space where postcolonial belonging is built. 
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Egyptians in France
Compared to Maghrebi migration—which spans multiple generations and 
which became more consistent from the 1950s onward due to France’s post-
World War II reconstruction, labor demands, and later, family reunification—
Egyptian migration to France has been smaller in scale, more recent, and less 
tied to colonial history. Egyptians and Syrians were, in fact, the first Arab 
populations to arrive to cities like Paris and Marseille in 1826 (Coller 2005: 
207). This Egyptian community— primarily Coptic—settled mainly in Paris 
and re-established itself as a distinct migrant community (Coller 2005: 211). A 
second wave of Egyptians came in the 1960s and the 1970s, mainly composed 
of elite Egyptians who left France and the United Kingdom in protest against 
Nasserism (Zohry 2009: 4). A third wave followed in the 1990s, driven by 
economic forces, with Egyptians seeking labour opportunities in France, 
Italy, and the United Kingdom, thus initiating economic migration. By 
2006, approximately 70.000 Egyptians were living in France (Zohry 2009: 
4). In Paris, they are concentrated in sectors like interior design/housing, 
construction (Zohry 2009: 18), and small-scale trade, including selling fruit 
and vegetables.
 	 Egyptian migration remains under-studied, and when examined, it 
is often framed in terms of internal divisions— by class, village of origin, 
or generational status (Zohry 2009). However, upon arriving in Paris, many 
Egyptians actively seek out Maghrebi communities. Beyond their symbolic 
status as postcolonial subjects, Maghrebi migrants have also shaped urban 
space by establishing key infrastructures, including religious institutions 
like mosques and Arabic or Quranic schools, cultural organizations, and 
economic networks such as halal supermarkets and restaurants (Boubekeur 
2007). Egyptians, forming a much smaller migrant group, have created some 
of their own spaces—such as churches and informal economic networks—
but often depend on these pre-existing Maghrebi infrastructures in their 
daily lives. This reliance fosters a more intimate and meaningful connection 
between Egyptians and Maghrebi communities. As we will argue, Egyptians 
navigate and integrate into institutional spaces that have already been charted 
by Maghrebi migrants, including municipal administrative and welfare 
services. In doing so, they position themselves within the social and economic 
frameworks established by their North African counterparts.
The relative size and recent history of Egyptian migration in France mean 
that it has remained largely invisible in public discourse. ‘Egyptian’ is not a 
recognized category in administrative, policy, or everyday discussions about 
multicultural Paris. As discussed earlier, however, broader, racialized terms 
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such as Arab, Muslim, Maghrebi circulate in the postcolonial fabric of Paris 
(Flood 2020), often overshadowing specific national identities. As a result, 
Egyptians migrants are frequently categorized within these broader labels, 
shaping their experiences in France. The racialized figures of “the Arab” or 
“the Muslim” often adhere to them (De Koning and Vollebergh 2019), both in 
institutional interactions and everyday life.
 	 Although Egypt was never a colony or protectorate like Morocco, 
Algeria, and Tunisia, Egyptians still relate to France as a former colonial 
power. In the Egyptian public imaginary, France is often perceived through 
the lens of European colonialism. As a result, Egyptian migrants experience 
their postcolonial condition in France through the infrastructures and histories 
established by Maghrebi communities. Their position within the postcolonial 
landscape of Paris thus becomes mediated by the histories of coloniality 
promulgated by Maghrebi migrants. 

Doing research in postcolonial Paris  
Soukaina conducted 14 months of fieldwork in Paris between January 2017 
and February 2018. During this period, Soukaina maintained close contact 
with three working class Egyptian families, participating in their daily 
routines and engaging in everyday conversations, particularly those that 
took place while managing their children’s schedules. In return, Soukaina 
provided assistance—helping with translation during bureaucratic or other 
institutional encounters, supporting their children with homework, and 
offering guidance when needed. As a Maghrebi researcher, Soukaina was 
positioned by the  interlocutors as tactical guide, someone presumed to 
possess an insider’s familiarity with French society, even though the time 
she spent in Paris was significantly shorter than theirs. Soukaina’s  perceived 
familiarity with French education systems was often the basis for trust. Even 
though Soukaina was schooled in a Moroccan curriculum, her interlocutors 
frequently solicited her advice regarding children’s academic performance 
and school procedures. Similarly, she was expected to have full knowledge 
about institutional and bureaucratic procedures, even though she, like many 
of the Egyptian mothers she worked with, struggled to decipher bureaucratic 
instructions. The assumption that she could navigate these systems played 
a valuable role in securing access to private spaces and be entrusted with 
children during her fieldwork. Ironically, the very women who sought her 
guidance had often lived in Paris far longer than she had.  

In this context, Soukaina spent extensive time with the families, 
either in their homes or accompanying them to various institutions, including 
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hospitals, public schools, Arabic schools, community associations, and state 
welfare offices. With the families, especially the mothers, Soukaina’s primary 
mode of communication was Egyptian dialect. In addition to these families, 
Soukaina’s interlocutors included several young Egyptian working-class 
men seeking to regularize their situation in Paris. As she accompanied them 
in their daily lives, she often encountered other Arabic-speaking migrant 
communities, particularly from the Maghreb. Her interlocutors would strike 
up conversation and share stories with other Maghrebi migrants, relieved 
to meet fellow Arab-speakers with whom they could exchange advice, 
experiences, and practical information. 

Parallel to Soukaina’s research, Anick also conducted fieldwork 
in Paris. Her research, in contrast, was focused on community workers in 
northeast Paris, in particular their efforts to empower migrant-background 
parents vis-a-vis institutions and to create activities where neighbourhood 
parents could meet and support one another. She did not interact with, nor 
came to know Soukaina’s interlocutors. Her fieldwork offered a productive 
counter-perspective to the ethnographic material presented in this chapter, as it 
provided insights into more formalised structures for encounter among migrant-
background parents as well as policy imaginations and welfare discourses 
of migrant-to-migrant relationalities in postcolonial Paris. This helped tease 
out the theoretical significance of the solidarities, re-interpretations and (dis)
associations that comprise migrant-among-migrant relationalities, which are 
so often invisible from a more state-centric perspective. This research was 
conducted as part of a comparative study of encounters of Egyptian migrants 
in Paris, Milan, and Amsterdam with welfare state actors (De Koning et al. 
2024). The broader scope of the study provided complementary insights into 
the bureaucratic trajectories and institutional interactions of my interlocutors 
across different national contexts. 

Navigating charted trajectories 
This section explores how Egyptian migrants’ engagement with institutions 
in postcolonial Paris is mediated by the experiences and more established 
trajectories of Maghrebi communities. As discussed above, Egyptian migrants 
actively cultivate relations with Maghrebi networks to access vital knowledge 
about life in the city. Focusing on bureaucratic journeys, we employ the term 
“charted trajectories” to refer to the long-standing familiarity Maghrebi 
communities have developed with French institutions, French society at 
large, and the accumulated knowledge they have acquired through years of 
navigating bureaucratic processes (Luibhéid 2008). By charted, we mean to 
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indicate the fact that Maghrebi communities have already navigated these 
institutional trajectories and have been able to form narratives about them from 
their position as postcolonial subjects. Egyptian migrants are keenly aware of 
the deeper institutional experience that Maghrebi communities possess. In 
everyday urban spaces— schools, social service waiting areas, mosques, and 
grocery stores— Egyptian mothers often turn to Maghrebi acquaintances or 
even chance encounters with other Arabic speakers to seek guidance. The 
circulation of such knowledge is often informal and spontaneous, as migrants 
exchange advice on legal processes and bureaucratic hurdles (Tuckett 2015). 
Shared language plays a key role in facilitating these interactions, not only 
easing communication but forging connections through common cultural 
references. In the corridors of Arabic schools, Egyptian and Algerian mothers 
commiserate over shared anxieties and struggles. In state welfare offices, 
Maghrebi women discretely guide Egyptian mothers on whom to approach 
and what to say. In mosques, vital knowledge about bureaucratic processes 
spreads organically among congregants. This strategic use of postcolonial 
forms of knowledge is particularly evident in discussions about which social 
workers to approach—those perceived as kind, Arabic-speaking, or more 
empathetic—versus those best avoided due to potential racial biases. 
	 Rawan, a mother of two who has lived in Paris since 2003, frequently 
emphasized how her Algerian or Moroccan peers in the mosque she frequented 
every Friday played a crucial role in her regularization process. Bureaucracy 
and public service remain quite opaque to many Egyptian migrants (Chakkour 
et al. 2024). She recounted how, through years of conversations and informal 
discussions, she learned how to chart a way through the bureaucratic maze 
that official institutions failed to explain: “everyone made sure that I knew 
about the papers, to keep all the papers. My husband had already told me 
this, but also my Algerian acquaintances at the mosque, and I followed their 
advice”. Beyond advising her on which documents to keep for future residency 
applications, these women introduced her to services she had previously been 
unaware of. As she recalled: “I couldn’t understand a word in French when I 
arrived and my husband was only available during the weekend and with very 
little patience for my inquiries back then. I had to find my own information 
even when it comes to understanding the SIM card systems here”. Rawan’s 
Maghrebi counterparts served as her tactical guides. 

Like Rawan, the other Egyptian mothers Soukaina worked with 
sought information and reassurance with other Arabic-speaking migrants. 
One day, Soukaina accompanied Salwa, a working-class mother of five, to 
an association offering aid to mothers in precarious economic situations. 
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Salwa had learned about the association from fellow Egyptians, who advised 
her to visit at a specific time to meet an Algerian woman employee known 
to be particularly helpful. Following their recommendation, she timed her 
visits accordingly—not only to navigate the language barrier, but also to 
avoid hostility or dismissiveness from French-speaking staff. This informal 
circulation rumors (Ozkul & Jarrous  2021: 2248) about which welfare 
workers or employees of administrative services to seek out and which to 
avoid was widespread. These acts of mutual aid functioned as both practical 
survival strategies and as forms of resistance against the discrimination many 
migrants encountered in bureaucratic settings. 

The role of Maghrebi migrants in sharing bureaucratic knowledge 
extends beyond Egyptian women to include younger men negotiating 
precarious legal statuses. Essam, a young man and the cousin of another 
of Soukaina’s interlocutors, Um Ahmed, had been in Paris since 2015, 
arriving via Italy after two failed attempts. Working in construction alongside 
Moroccans and Syrians, he was in the process of securing legal status with the 
help of a lawyer. One day, he received incorrect bills from a telecom company, 
and despite being undocumented, he decided to file a complaint against the 
company at the police station. As Essam and Soukaina exited the metro on 
the way to his cousin’s house, Essam proudly recounted his experience. When 
Soukaina  asked if he feared exposure, he confidently replied that a Tunisian 
friend of his “told [him] that the police … are not in a position to check the 
state of your legality, as long as you are able to provide proof of identity, you 
should be fine. Even when I tell this story to my Egyptian friends, they are 
surprised.” Essam’s actions, guided by the advice of his Maghrebi friend, 
highlight how bureaucratic knowledge disperses through informal migrant 
networks. This willingness of Maghrebi migrants to share strategies, warnings, 
and procedural insights remains crucial for Egyptians and other more recently 
arrived migrant communities, helping them navigate the opaque and often 
exclusionary structures of the French state. 

These examples demonstrate how Egyptian migrants navigate 
Paris by establishing friendships, collegial relations, and informal support, 
particularly with Maghrebi migrants, with whom they often share everyday 
spaces. They rely on the knowledge, experiences, and infrastructures 
established by Maghrebi communities, drawing on shared linguistic and 
cultural ties to access essential services and legal processes. Through daily 
interactions in mosques, community spaces, and workplaces, they acquire 
informal strategies to manage bureaucratic challenges. This migrant-among-
migrant life is not separate from Egyptian migrants’ engagement with French 
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society and institutions; rather, these relational networks mediate access to 
state structures and social resources.

 Maghrebi communities, long othered in French society—as unwanted 
migrants, as threats, symbols of colonial rupture, and Muslim terrorists—are 
not only “the children of the colonial republic” as the Indigenous manifesto 
declares (Appel des indigènes de la république 2005). They are also witnesses 
to the racism and exclusions imposed by the postcolonial state. The notion 
of “charted” trajectories encapsulates the ensemble of collective knowledge, 
tactics, gossip, official and unofficial rules, and strategies developed to 
navigate a system shaped by colonial legacies and institutionalized exclusion. 
Postcolonial belonging is not solely negotiated in direct interactions between 
migrants and the state. Instead, it is shaped through migrant-among-migrant 
relationalities and the circulation of knowledge based on charted trajectories 
and accumulated experiences of other migrants. This reliance on Maghrebi 
infrastructures mediates how Egyptians engage with French state institutions 
through established migrant networks.

Reinterpretations of postcolonial belonging among mothers 
Egyptians’ frequent interactions with Maghrebi communities not only supply 
bureaucratic knowledge but also prompt self-reflexive assessments of their 
own position in France. These reflections are often comparative in nature, as 
Egyptian migrants articulate their place within French society by juxtaposing 
their experiences with those of Maghrebi migrants. Such contemplations are 
also explicitly shaped by colonial experiences: Egyptians view Maghrebi 
communities as having a distinct colonial past and historical relation to French 
society that continues to structure their present integration. This section 
ethnographically explores how Egyptian migrants’ imaginings of Maghrebi 
trajectories inform their own sense of vulnerability and belonging in France. 

Comparisons with mothers from other migrant communities, 
particularly those from the Maghreb, play a major role in Egyptian migrants’ 
ruminations about their prospects in France, especially regarding the future 
of their children. Many frame their parental capacities in relation to Maghrebi 
mothers’ perceived linguistic advantage— attributing their fluency in French 
to colonial histories.  Um Ahmed is one of those women. Soukaina spent 
significant time in the corridors of the Arabic school with her, a mother of 
two, and with Rawan. One morning, as Soukaina and Um Ahmed passed 
time with several Muslim mothers, they discussed a range of topics: their 
children’s treatment by French teachers, the best markets for familiar fruits 
and vegetables, and frustrations with French officials. Egyptian mothers 
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often lamented their inability to fully express certain emotions or ideas in 
French. During a conversation about school meal plans, an Algerian mother 
advised: “Here, always dispute and never agree”. Rawan replied: “But even 
when I want to dispute, the language blocks me, I cannot fully express my 
disagreement. For you [addressing the Algerian mother], it is easier, you 
know it all [the French language]. We don’t know all of this”. 

In another instance, when Soukaina and Rawan walked out from 
Rawan son’s school in the 20th arrondissement following a conversation with 
her son’s Spanish teacher, Rawan expressed frustration. The teacher had 
complained about her son’s attitude and declining grades, and Rawan felt she 
should have been informed earlier about this. She was especially vexed by her 
inability to convey her stance as clearly as she could have in Egyptian Arabic: 

You know it is not the same, and I feel like I am 
not able to defend the interests of my children 
as I would like to. As a mother this is hard, and 
it is not the same for me. The Algerian mothers 
are much better at this; and they are better 
mothers because they speak French fluently 
because of colonialism. When they come here, 
they are ready. For us, it takes a long time. 
Egyptians are not lucky: even when we were 
colonized, we did not gain anything, not even 
the language.

Rawan’s frustrations illustrate how histories of colonialism shape 
contemporary migrant experiences, informing different capacities to navigate 
French society. In the Maghreb, French remains widely spoken, including in 
educational and institutional settings. Many Maghrebi migrants thus arrive 
with linguistic and institutional familiarity that Egyptians lack. Though Egypt 
also experienced colonial rule— including Napoleon’s campaign in the Orient 
(Coller 2005)— French never became deeply embedded in everyday life. 

	 The enduring effects (Stoler 2016) of these colonial divergences 
permeate the lived experiences of Egyptian mothers in migration contexts. They 
often see Maghrebi women as having a particular advantage in maneuvering 
through French institutions, citing the similarities between Maghrebi and 
French public-school systems. For them, this positions Algerian mothers in a 
more favourable stance for integration, making them, as Rawan put it, “ready”. 
Such colonial genealogies also shaped my interactions with Um Ahmed, who 
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linked “better motherhood” to a historical experience of colonialism, reducing 
her Egyptian background to a form of colonization that didn’t even offer 
access to the French language. She frequently solicited Soukaina’s opinions 
of her son’s education, believing that Soukaina’s Moroccan background made 
her an authoritative source. “In Morocco it is the same, and you understand 
it”, she told Soukaina, seeking a definitive assessment of her son’s academic 
prospects. Soukaina had to repeatedly remind her that she was not an expert, 
yet Um Ahmed insisted that her familiarity with Maghrebi educational 
structures made her judgement valuable.

These comparative reflections reveal how Egyptian mothers manage 
postcolonial belonging—not only through direct engagement with French 
institutions but also through an awareness of their position in relation to other 
migrant communities. Their narratives underscore how colonial histories 
continue to shape contemporary migrant trajectories, influencing access 
to resources, social integration, and the perceived capacity to advocate for 
their children. For Egyptian migrants, Maghrebi communities serve as both 
a reference point and a source of support, filtering their interactions with 
French society while simultaneously highlighting the enduring inequalities 
of colonial legacies.

Many Egyptians mothers told Soukaina that they saw Maghrebi mothers 
as more capable and better prepared. This perceived “readiness” stemmed 
from the belief that Maghrebi mothers, having experienced French colonial 
rule more intimately, were more familiar with the logic of French institutions. 
Notably, this readiness was not only about language fluency. Rather, Maghrebi 
migrants were also seen as more attuned to the forms of colonial subjugation 
that France, as a former colonial power, could impose on its postcolonial 
populations (Silverstein 2004). Possessing this historical awareness, they 
were thought to be better equipped to advocate for their children and shield 
them from familiar (post)colonial control. 

By contrast, Egyptian migrant mothers felt disadvantaged— lacking 
this colonial legacy that, paradoxically, granted Maghreb mothers a strategic 
edge. Without this embedded knowledge, they struggled to assert their 
children’s rightful place within the social and institutional structures of 
the postcolonial metropolis. In this way, Egyptian migrants re-interpreted 
colonialism not just as a system of oppression but as an unintended source of 
institutional familiarity, one that facilitates integration in ways they themselves 
had been denied. This realization sometimes triggered feelings of guilt and 
inadequacy, reinforcing the sense that they were less prepared to manage 
life in France. These postcolonial reinterpretations fundamentally informed 
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how Egyptian migrants understood their presence in French society. As this 
chapter shows, their experiences were profoundly mediated by the trajectories 
of the Maghrebi communities, with whom they share a postcolonial reality 
of migration in the French capital but not the same colonial history. Rather 
than measuring their belonging and position in France against a French white 
nation or institutional norms of integration, Egyptian migrants assess their 
position in France through comparisons with Maghrebi mothers, observing 
their ability to navigate institutions, advocate for their children, and speak the 
French language. 

These ruminations and reflections also demonstrate how Egyptian 
migrant mothers conceptualized their postcolonial condition not as an 
abstract or fortuitous historical legacy but as an ongoing reality that structured 
their lived experiences. Their comparisons with Maghrebi mothers also 
reinterpreted postcolonial belonging in unexpected ways. First, they linked 
differing positions of postcolonial belonging to degrees of “seasoned” or 
“ready” motherhood. Second, they inverted common postcolonial critiques 
by framing Maghrebi mothers’ colonial inheritance as a relative advantage, 
configuring them as figures who possessed crucial institutional know-
how. In this reading of colonial histories in present-day France, Maghrebi 
mothers were not just fellow migrants but tactical guides in the postcolony. 
For Egyptian mothers, these relationships were therefore not only sources of 
support but also sites of learning, offering insights into how to claim space in 
the metropolis.

Sticky racialized associations and strategic disassociations
As we have argued above, Egyptians in France live in close proximity to 
Maghrebi communities, sharing both physical and social spaces imbued with 
colonial reinterpretations. They actively associate with these communities, 
drawing on their deeper knowledge of French institutions and society to 
navigate daily life and bureaucratic structures more effectively. However, 
Egyptians are also positioned politically and discursively as Arab and 
Maghrebi migrants, in the sense that they are often assimilated within the same 
racialized categories of Arab, Muslim, or troublesome Maghrebi migrants. 
This unwanted and unsolicited association leads to fears of being perceived as 
troublemakers or dangerous, alongside an overwhelming sense of otherness in 
the metropole. In response, Egyptian migrants simultaneously associate with 
Maghrebi migrant communities, while emphasizing their specific Egyptian 
identity to create distance. 

Egyptian migrants navigate French society and its institutions with 
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acute awareness of the risks associated with being linked to Maghrebi migrant 
communities, especially regarding children and adolescents. Because they are 
often grouped with Maghrebi migrants in Paris, they are wary of associating 
their children with what they perceive as more problematic ‘Arab’ migrant 
youth, especially Maghrebi migrants (for a similar observation with respect 
to the Netherlands, see Ruijtenberg 2024: 88). Given the racialization of 
migrants in French society and the persistent portrayal of migrants as foreign 
bodies resistant to integration into the fabric of French society/the Republic, 
Egyptian migrants work to prevent these racialized tropes from “sticking” to 
them (de Koning and Vollebergh 2019: 296). They assert that their presence 
in France is unproblematic and therefore must not be stigmatized in these 
ways, whether in encounters with school officials, or in job opportunities. 

Rawan often expressed anxiety about her pre-adolescent son joining 
the troublemakers who “skip school and make chaos in the streets”. After 
several years in the Parisian banlieue, she managed to secure subsidized 
housing for herself and her family in the 20th arrondissement. The banlieue 
has often been the space of the marginalized migrant masculinities, marked 
by socioeconomic disparities and public perceptions of high crime (Slooter 
2019). Her move from the urban margins to the urban centre was not only 
a way for Rawan to move upwards in the metropole. It was mostly a way 
for her to ‘save’ her children from being too exposed to rampant criminality 
and potential French racism that stigmatizes Arab masculinity in France. Her 
awareness of this stigmatization fueled her fears that her older son might, in 
her words, “deviate”. Over a meal with Soukaina, she explained:

Many of the Arab children get lost when they 
live here. You hear a lot of things, and this is 
why I also opted out of the banlieue as soon as 
I had a chance. There is too much danger, and 
the children can easily be lost. 

Rawan was not primarily concerned about her children being absorbed into 
French culture, a common fear among other families. Rather, she worried 
they would be permanently labeled as ‘violent’ or ‘criminal’ Arab youth, both 
in real life and the public imagination.
	 Egyptian mothers not only worry about racialized tropes affecting 
their sons, but also about how they, as Arab Muslim women, are perceived. 
Rawan recounted an experience at her son’s school in the 20th arrondissement 
when she volunteered to accompany the children on a field trip to Soukaina. 



58

She was apprehensive that wearing a veil would be a problem. While she 
noticed strange looks from some mothers, she felt relieved that the school 
allowed her to participate despite rumours to the contrary:  

The children can easily feel it, we feel it, 
and we do not want to pass it along. I went 
on a school trip as an ‘accompagnatrice’ 
[chaperone], and some mothers gave me 
strange looks, but the school did not say 
anything, and this is all I care for because 
I heard before that they wouldn’t let veiled 
women accompany the children on these trips. 

For Rawan, such everyday activities are fraught with concerns about her 
appearance and acceptance. These anxieties color Rawan’s desire to actively 
participate and be present in her son’s life in public domains. While balancing 
emotional and material effort, she bears the double burden of shielding her 
sons from othering while managing her own fears of exclusion. 

These concerns were also mirrored by Um Ahmed, who shared her 
misgivings regarding her seven-year-old son. Soukaina, who hails from a 
Moroccan background, was often spared commonly held stereotypes about 
Maghrebi youth. Nevertheless, these preoccupations surfaced in conversations 
with Um Ahmed: “You know that the youngsters are easily influenced and I 
fear also for Ahmed. Those [Maghrebi migrant] children are lost, and suffer 
from having to respond to many demands: from their parents, from society. I 
don’t want my own children to suffer from this pressure.” 

One day, when Um Ahmed was called to a meeting about her son’s 
performance in his French school, the teacher suggested that Ahmed work 
on his French pronunciation, and proposed a number of actions for Um 
Ahmed to take: to take him to a speech therapist, to refrain from speaking 
French to them as this is the prerogative of the school, and to take him to 
the public library not far from where Um Ahmed and her family live. In 
her usual anxious state of worrying about the future of her children in the 
Republic, Um Ahmed shared with Soukaina on the way to the library that she 
did not want her son exposed to marginal groups who cannot speak French 
properly. “I want him to be considered normal”, she said. Still living in the 
banlieue, Um Ahmed feared her son would be stigmatized as “Arab”, evoking 
associations of violent Muslims or criminal North Africans. In their efforts to 
protect their children—particularly sons—Egyptian mothers actively engage 
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with and respond to the postcolonial narratives that define Arab masculinities 
in migration discourses (Guénif-Souilamas 2006, Aly 2015). Entering the 
library, Um Ahmed was relieved to see blond children present, reassuring 
her that her son could be considered “normal”. This moment illustrates how 
postcolonial legacies inform migrant experiences and the complex strategies 
mothers employ to navigate these sociocultural and political landscapes. 

Arab migrant men are also aware of how they are perceived in French 
society (Guénif-Souilamas 2006). Many Egyptian men in Paris work in three 
main sectors: Middle Eastern restaurants or pizzerias, fruit and vegetable 
markets, or construction. These jobs are often obtained through extended 
kin networks, negotiated informally, and secured through word-of-mouth 
recommendations. Essam, for example, emphasized his Egyptian identity 
when seeking work. During a phone call about a house-painting job, he 
repeated: “Tell him, brother, that I am Egyptian, make sure that he knows 
this.” He repeated this several times during the conversation. When he hung 
up, he turned to Soukaina: “Sometimes they do not want to hire us because 
they think we are not good workers. Egyptians enjoy a good reputation, 
though, when it comes to these types of work. They have to know.” Like 
Rawan and Um Ahmed, Essam himself was sharply aware of his position as 
an Arab migrant in French public discourses and imaginaries. He understood 
how these stereotypes could affect his chances in the informal labour market 
and sought to distinguish himself by emphasizing his Egyptian identity.

At the height of anti-terrorism fervour, “Muslim migrants in particular 
… indisputably [bore] an inordinate burden of suspicion and hostility” (De 
Genova: 2016: 81). These sentiments intensified after the 7th of January and 
the 13th of November 2015 terrorist attacks in Paris, shortly before Soukaina 
and Anick began fieldwork. While Egyptians, due to their smaller numbers, 
received little direct attention they nevertheless felt burdened by effects 
of Islamophobic discourse in their families’ lives. They recognized the 
pervasiveness of anti-Arab and anti-Muslim sentiment in French society and 
sought to position themselves apart from stigmatised migrant groups. 	

We have illustrated and analyzed various dimensions of these migrant-
to-migrant interactions, including shared racialization and strategic identity 
negotiation in work and education. While Egyptians rely on Maghrebi-built 
infrastructures and networks, they also seek to distinguish themselves to 
avoid the stigmatization attached to Arab and Muslim masculinities in the 
French public imagination.



60

Conclusion 
By centering Egyptian migrants’ lived experiences and relational strategies, 
this chapter challenges dominant migration frameworks that position migrants 
solely in relation to state institutions (Schinkel 2018) or through national and 
transnational paradigms (Wimmer and Schiller 2002). Instead, it underscores 
the significance of migrant-to-migrant relationalities in shaping postcolonial 
belonging, in which Maghrebi migrants are centred in postcolonial discussions 
and in the lasting tension around migrants and the European nation. Egyptian 
migrants do not enter French society in isolation but instead integrate 
themselves into networks already established by Maghrebi communities, 
relying on these infrastructures to access bureaucratic knowledge, economic 
opportunities, and social belonging. Their understanding of France, its social 
dynamics, and the pathways to legalization is not dictated from above by state 
authorities but emerges through everyday exchanges, shared knowledge, and 
social networks within the broader postcolonial migrant landscape. Migrant-
to-migrant relationalities are not just about solidarity and care, but reveal the 
intricacies of differentiated postcolonial belonging in Paris. 
 	 We have shown that the relationalities they establish as migrants among 
other (Maghrebi) migrants mediate Egyptians’ belonging in France in three 
ways. First, Egyptian migrants strategically draw upon Maghrebi migrants’ 
experiences, knowledge, and spaces to navigate life in the metropole. Second, 
Egyptian migrants understand their space in France through Maghrebi 
migrants’ histories and realities. Despite lacking a direct colonial relationship 
with France comparable to Maghrebi migrants, Egyptians in France engage in 
postcolonial comparisons, particularly when navigating French institutions. 
Egyptian mothers, for instance, interpret Maghrebi migrants’ fluency in French 
as a lingering colonial advantage, one that facilitates their children’s integration 
into the French education system. Third, Egyptian migrants negotiate their 
distinct identity within these relationships, engaging in strategic disassociations 
from the racialized tropes associated with Maghrebi migrants, Arabs, and 
Muslims. This distancing must be read in the context of France as a racialized 
postcolony. Rather than a response to the Maghrebi community per se, it is 
an engagement with processes of racialization that happen in the metropole.  
 	 The space of migrant-among-migrant life is not only essential for 
migrants’ survival but also serves as a crucial mediating force, shaping their 
navigation of institutions, their understanding of their symbolic position and 
opportunities in France, and their engagement with racialized hierarchies and 
discourses that define their belonging. Crucially, this also shows that migrants 
themselves understand their belonging explicitly in relation to differential 
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colonial histories and continuities. The sphere of migrant-among-migrant 
relationalities mediates migrants’ belonging and position in the postcolony. It 
connects people like Um Ahmed and Rawan in particular ways to the colonial 
histories that continue to shape postcolonial belonging in France and across 
Europe. 


