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A New Orientation of French Immigration
Politics?
The Politics of “Chosen Immigration” and its Critiques

Catherine Wihtol de Wenden

CNRS (CERI-Sciences-Po)

France is known as an oldest immigration country in Europe. Its immigration policies
have always hesitated, however, between managerism (dirigisme) and laissez-faire, opening and
closing of the border, state and market. And the fact is that France decided in 1974 to “suspend”
the recruitment of new foreign labor forces, except for those from EC countries. This measure,
initially supposed to be provisional, was prolonged even to the 21th century and thus necessitated
the various integration policies to settle migrants and their families. But in 2006, Nicola Sarkozy,
Home Minister (present President of French Republic), made pass a new bill on immigration.
While it exalted the “chosen immigration”, it rejected the “imposed immigration”. After the thirty
year’s of closing, the new law is important in reopening the border to new workers with high skills,
it led to the strict control of other types of immigration qualified as “imposed”, such as family
reunification and asylum seeking. Moreover, the quasi-automatic legalization of certain categories
of illegal foreign migrants by the humanitarian causes could no longer be done. Associations and
NGOs based on the French égalitarian tradition criticized these selective and strictly regulative
aspects of the new law. Thus, France has now found itself being at the crossroad of immigration
politics. But it may not be easy to execute all measures advanced by the new law. Its reasons are the
necessity of coordination with other policies of EU countries and Mediterranean countries and that
of taking into consideration of French public opinion which is often sympathetic to the sans papier

(undocumented migrants).
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