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INTEGRATION 
 

Report on intercultural issues 
 
INTRODUCTION : Presentation of the survey 
This Survey is part of the European project «Gruntdvig Integra » and its aim is to analyse 
intercultural relations and institute a plan of action to encourage a better understanding of 
those peoples whose origins stem from different cultures. 
 
Many intercultural conflicts stem from the misunderstanding of other cultures; our objective 
therefore is to make sure make sure such conflicts are avoided. To do this it is necessary to 
understand, analyse and appreciate the nature of intercultural relationships.  
 
In this study, we are primarily interested in the population of women of Maghreb origin 
 
As residents of the PACA region this seemed a good choice there being a large Maghreb Arab 
population. 
 
Moreover the GIPFIPAN (part of the French Ministry of Education) specifications naturally 
led us to propose or questionnaires  to teachers, trainers, students and trainees. 
 
The object of our study therefore is to analyse the relationship between teachers 
trainers,students and  trainees and to study the possible conflicts that may arise from the fact 
that they belong to different cultures. 
. The final objective of this study will be to create online teaching resources. 
 
The results reported here are the consequences of a survey carried out among trainers and 
teachers, students and trainees working or studying in Nice or nearby. 
 
This report brings to light certain problems that existed between the groups being studied and 
analyse the different points of view of the groups studied, and points to the lessons to be 
derived. 
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1 Category of people studied 
 
The study considered two different categories of people: 

o . Teachers/trainers 
o . Students or trainees studying to pass their professional Baccalaureat. 

 
The questionnaire consisted of 13 open questions and one closed question. 
 
The aim of the first open question, put to both the teachers and students   was to ascertain 
which of those questioned would, continue the questionnaire. 
 
15 teachers/trainers and 14 students/trainees answered the questionnaire. 5 teachers and 4 
students didn’t wish to continue on the basis that they felt they had not experienced any inter-
cultural conflict. 
 
Later on nevertheless, after conversing with 4 teachers, situations of inter-cultural conflict 
were related because the teachers hadn’t at the start noted any examples of this sort of 
misunderstanding. 
Situations of cultural misunderstanding outside the educational context were mentioned by 5 
teachers and 4 students, some of whom had difficulty finding examples  within the  context  
mentioned or because others had taken place either in foreign countries, public places or 
administrative structures. 
 
Irrational results of this nature call for further reflection by the participants on both the subject 
of this survey and the denial of such incidents. 
 
The disinclination to discuss intercultural misunderstandings would seem to correspond to the 
indefinable rather than to the absence of difficulties. Further discussion of the subject allowed 
us to perceive other conflictual situations not broached in the questionnaire. For example, a 
young girl who in the questionnaire relates a story concerning an Asiatic friend, in another 
context speaks of her feeling of injustice at being asked to take off her scarf in an institution. 
 
Cultural misunderstandings are often complicated and stem from a multitude of causes where 
the intercultural factor is difficult to discern. 
Therefore some conflictual situations which were related through the questionnaires deserve a 
very fine and thorough analysis. 
Although analysed with reference to the intercultural structure, other factors manifest 
themselves, such as “the girl from the down town estate” etc. 
 
It would therefore appear necessary to instigate pedagogical programmes that would enable 
the trainers/teachers to develop their awareness of inter-cultural conflicting situations. 
These programmes the one hand would enable them to break away from the taboo that 
surrounds these questions and on the other to help them in analysing the problems within an 
intercultural context. The aim of these courses should be to help them acquire a better 
perception of the potential problems and as a result anticipate the possible consequences. 
 
Once the difficulties have been defined (denial of problems, the multitude of factors that 
affect the emergence of a situation of conflict) the replies obtained must be analysed. 
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Topics relating to both groups questioned (teachers/students or trainers/trainees) as well as 
others specific to each group appeared in the answers. 
 
 
II Results of the enquiry 
2.1 Themes of the incidents  
2.1.1 Answers from the students and trainees 
 
Although the questionnaire was designed to identify the inter-cultural difficulties between 
teachers and students, disagreements among the young Maghreb Arabs were also mentioned. 
 

  3 young girls reported different understanding concerning the state of women in 
France in relation to the Muslim religion and Arab-Muslim traditions. 

 
  The problem of forced marriages was mentioned once. 

 
  These examples of the different attitudes taken on these “sensitive” issues illustrate 

well the heterogeneity of the group of “immigrant descendants”. As a result it would 
seem necessary to take this diversity into account in the course of any work 
undertaken with this particular population. 

 
Other problems mentioned: 

 
  Discrimination at work during a course is denounced by a young girl. 

 
  Arguments among young girls of different origins are explained by the diversity in 

cultures. It should be noticed, that it is difficult to analyse the cause of a situation. Of 
the several factors that play a role (young girls from deprived down town estates, 
relational and linguistic problems) there is only one which is experienced as being 
essential and the problem of inter-culture. 

 
  A misinterpretation of behaviour is often a result of the misunderstanding or very poor 

knowledge of the other person’s culture and may lead to contempt or even an 
exclusion from the group. Two examples, sarcasm towards a young man because of 
his timidity in front of girls, a young boy who relates his religious attitude towards 
food. 

 
  Finally, non-verbal attitudes on behalf of the teachers and problems of communication 

are also mentioned. 
 
2.1.2. Results observed among teachers and trainers 
 

  Nine comments concerned the relationship men/women; indeed this was the 
dominant theme. It particularly represents the difficulty for women female teachers to 
make themselves respected by young Maghreb Arab boys.  One male teacher related 
that he was aware of the awkwardness a young girl would feel should they find 
themselves alone, face to face.  
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  Misunderstandings related to language were mentioned twice. Students often use 
Arabic among themselves so as not to be understood by the teachers/trainers. 

 
  The negative interpretation of certain terms was mentioned twice. Everyday French 

expressions such as “parler petit nègre” (speak like a nigger), “telephone arabe” 
(Arab telephone) may be considered demeaning depending in front of whom it is said, 
and teachers are often unaware of what they have said until it’s too late (when they see 
the reaction of the students).  

 
  Certain areas studied are very “sensitive” and special care should be taken over 

what language is used and the ways things are presented. A geography, history or 
economy lesson may be a source of potential trouble. A trainer speaks of the care he 
needs to take when teaching economics about certain countries.  

 
  Belonging to the same culture was another element mentioned by a teacher whose 

parents were Maghreb immigrants. This teacher claimed that her work within a group 
of young and difficult students had nothing to do with the fact that she was of Algerian 
origin, though her colleagues thought that it was for that reason she had more authority 
over her students.  

 
  
The majority of teachers/trainers consider that many incidents are linked to student 
provocation, and that they are often treated as being racist if they act or speak in a repressive 
or educative manner. 
 
Apart from these occurrences the students were described as having essentially provocative 
attitudes when faced with cultural difficulties. One teacher of economics mentions how his 
students made excuses to play rather than work after reacting violently to his treatise on   
America being the masters of the world.  It was the same story for a coordinator who had a 
student (incidentally very inattentive) who, by wearing the veil was looked upon by the others 
as an achievement. 
 
It is difficult to take into account, but interesting to note that a custom (wearing the veil) or an 
emotional response (American dominance) can be used as an element of frustration for other 
underlying motivations: revolt against authority, knowing how to assimilate, the structure of a 
lesson etc. This last analysis does not erode the possibility of there being a real conviction 
combined with other motives. 
 
2.1.3. Subjects reviewed among both students/trainees and teachers/trainers 

 
The question of wearing the veil in a public institution is discussed. In France any 
ostentatious religious emblem is forbidden within state schools. 
 
A person in charge of running a training centre explains the difficulties she experiences in 
applying this rule. The establishment’s regulations in which she works forbids any sort of 
head dress whatsoever within the building. 
 
One trainee describes her feeling of injustice on being asked to remove her head-scarf. 
According to her, other young girls who were not of Maghreb origin were not treated in the 
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same manner. As far as the other young girls were concerned no doubt, wearing a head scarf 
had absolutely no symbolic significance.  
 
This different perception of a same reality shows to what point the comprehension and 
sensibility of others is important and how an inter-cultural course in the education of trainers 
is necessary.  
    
 
2.2. What these enquiries have revealed 
 
2.2.1. A verification of the research 
 
According to the questionnaire the main points that have emerged from the analysis are: 
 

 Always say what is upsetting you. 
 Only by communicating and listening persistently will it be possible to avoid 
misunderstanding – and even then it’s not always certain. 

 Negotiating is a subtle and difficult art. 
 The same word can have different connotations depending on whether you are a 
Westerner or not. 

 Violence resolves nothing. 
 You mustn’t “fly off the handle” 
 People judge you on the colour of your skin and your appearance without getting to 
know you. 

 The reaction of rejection by another is always more profoundly absorbed by those 
who have themselves been rejected. 

 
 Inter-cultural relationships develop, but not always in the right sense. 

 
 It’s often difficult to see how you differ from others. 

 
 You can upset someone unintentionally by your attitude which to your mind may seem 
quite normal. 

 
 Don’t give in to intimidation. 

 
 Take more time measuring the consequences before disciplining a student. 

 
Certain people choose something that is obvious for a starting point: a perfectly normal 
attitude may be upsetting. Then there are additional hazards when “people judge you on the 
colour of your skin, the inter-cultural relationships are not developing in the right direction”. 
All the other topics revolve around communication, which may help restrain violence. 
 
2.2.2. Necessity and limits of communication 
 
The passage above proves how necessary it is to communicate, and to the limits set in order to 
resolve a misunderstanding. It also proves how important it is to study the meaning of words 
and to reflect on other cultures as much as on ones own.  Violence and aggression serve no 
purpose, and there is no place for prejudices and the rejection of others’ opinions. 
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The difficulty of an inter-cultural encounter is exemplified by the following sentence: “You 
can upset someone unintentionally by your attitude which to your mind may be perfectly 
normal”. 
 
Two particular situations arose, each of which reflected in  the background the teacher’s 
position of authority:  
The difficulty for a young woman who, unable to get a young Maghreb Arab to obey her, did 
not give in to his intimidations, and the reflexions of a teacher on the consequences a 
disciplinary action may have if the problem is inter-cultural, which reinforces the question of 
a teacher’s power and interpretation. 
 
2.3. Titles given to the incidents 
 
2.3.1. List of remarks 
 
This list of remarks reveals the type of difficulties encountered 
 

 Misunderstanding 
 Complete misunderstanding 
 Incomprehension  
 Total incomprehension 
 Comprehension 
 Meaning of the word 
 Language between individuals 

 
 Accepting a cigarette may help avoid a conflict. 
 A hand shake. 
 Refusing to accept a disciplinary action. 
 The strange journey of Dupont to the Near East 
 Before the beginning of a film at the cinema, it’s difficult to mix in.  
 The art of suppressing your adrenaline by totally blaming the other person. 
 Things flare up. 
 A Muslim’s life under the burden of religion. 
 No veils allowed. 
 Each to his own convictions each to his own arguments. 
 Human stupidity. 
 Intolerance. 
 A banal racist act. 
 The profit. 
 Miscellaneous news. 
 Unjust judgement. 
 Waste of time. 

 
2.3.2. Restructure of the remarks 
 
These remarks were restructured, but as is the case in all restructuring of this sort, there were 
many alternatives. The choice in each case was based on the context of the elements 
contained in the questionnaire from which the remark was taken. 
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The order in which these remarks have been positioned shows just how important 
misunderstanding (a too-litteral interpretation of a word) and incomprehension are. 
 
These situations of incomprehension are due, according to the participants, to basic racism. 
 
Judgements given: human stupidity and intolerance. 
 
Certain of the remarks relate to specific situations and are described in an anecdotal manner 
(accepting a cigarette, refusing a disciplinary action, a hand-shake) or even more generally 
(the strange journey of Mr Dupont… the difficulty in mixing in at the cinema.) 
 
Violence is apparent – “things flare up”  “the art of suppressing your adrenaline”. 
 
The difficult situation in which the young Maghreb Arab girls found themselves. On the one 
hand the influence of their religion, on the other the fact that the veil was forbidden in state 
educational establishments. 
 
The cultural influence and the impossibility of getting together with a person of different 
origin can be read in “each to his own convictions, each to his own arguments”. 
 
The feelings and emotions expressed in these remarks are those of injustice. 
 
The result of all this is a waste of energy. 
 
2.4. The attitudes of the participants 
 
The words that have been used in these remarks to express the situations described could be 
analysed in the context of the situation experienced by two people involved in an inter-
cultural conflict.   
The mere fact of the question originates from the urge to make our interlocutor “put 
themselves in the other person’s place”. 
 
Feelings expressed by both parties are those of incomprehension, hatred, humiliation and 
aggressiveness; but also of pleasure – pleasure to see the other getting upset, of belonging to a 
group, of making fun of themselves. 
 
The feelings described by the actors in this position are often similar (anger for one, stress for 
the other). 
 
When people describe an act they have witnessed, such as the shame and humiliation endured 
by women of their own origin they themselves may often experience not only the same 
sentiments but also anger and even guilt for not getting involved. 
 
This recapitulation of examples shows to what extent the problem of inter-cultural 
incomprehension, leading to potential conflict is made worse by relationships in which 
individuals recognise those of the conflicting groups.  
 
For this reason it is important to reflect upon how to increase the awareness of the teachers 
and trainers on the subject. 
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CONCLUSION AND RECOMMANDATIONS 
 
It has become apparent that it is important to select from the situations that the participants 
have described, what elements are necessary to create diverse scenario to put on line. 
 
These scenarios should allow those who will be consulting them, to reflect upon what inter-
cultural situations may be the most likely to degenerate into conflict and to offer them 
information on the Maghreb culture which is linked to the chosen example. 
 
Therefore, each scenario will be accompanied by: 
 
A proposition of a hypothesis of work on the situation 
A commentary on the Maghreb culture and the possible impact it may have in the present 
situation. 
 
None of these propositions on explaining the situation (hypothesis of work) could alone 
explain the internality of the proposed incident (situations are always complex and result from 
numerous factors). No one choice therefore could be the only choice considered relevant to 
the situation in question. These suggestions however throw an interesting light on the filmed 
example especially concerning the inter-cultural dimension. 
 
Four themes were chosen in relation to their importance (number of times mentioned) to 
become the basis of the scenario 
 

 The relationship men/women depicted in two incidents: 
A trainer who finds himself in a classroom with a young Maghreb Arab woman. 
A young man who cannot accept the authority of a female teacher. 

 
 A problem arose when a customary French expression was considered demeaning by 
the Arabs. 

 
 
 Incomprehension also occurs between different people of the same Maghreb origin, 
where they displayed different perceptions about the same tradition. This particular 
situation is important as it goes to show how the idea of a community sharing the same 
point of view on all subjects can be extremely restrictive and does not take reality into 
account. The theme chosen is the one of forced marriage 

 
   The difficulty for a young man of Maghreb origin to find a company where to do his 
practical training 

 
 
 
A presentation on line would seem to be the method best adapted for this sort of project as it 
is easy of access and can be seen by many. 
 
An assessment of the law in France about the wearing of conspicuous religious emblems and 
the transformations undergone in an Arab-Muslin marriage constitute the basis of a 
documentary on the problems of Arab-Muslim immigrants in this country. 
 



INTEGRATION   114142-CP-1-2004-1-Grundtvig-G1  

 
 
 

ANNEXES 
 
 

CULTURAL DATA 
 

 
1. Islam in France and wearing the veil 
 
The importance of the debate about wearing the veil (which stems from the non-religious 
public debate in France) and the fact that this topic has been raised by both trainers and 
trainees (on the inter-cultural issue) makes it appropriate to recapitulate: 
Islam and the question of the veil in France, and  
Relationships between religion and the French State. 
 

1. Different attitudes towards the veil 
 
Abderrahim Lamchichi wrote an article “Adopting and modernizing the Islamic religion1 in 
France” in which he prescribes three different ways of adopting the Islamic religion. 
 
Peaceful Islam is characterised by the author as serene and subject to majority rule. It conjures 
up a certain recessive and defensive approach in the face of the receptive society, and an open 
minded attitude with regard to the religious symbols and cultural life. 
 
Secular Islam interests those born and educated in France as they are able to achieve a  
co-existence of the values of both cultures. They associate their original culture with a desire 
to climb up the social ladder and acquire civic and political rights. 
 
The re-introduction of the Islamic religion incorporates three different groups which 
correspond to their approach, their strategies and their various projects: 
 
. The network of radical, marginal, even illegal activists manipulated from abroad. 
 
. A mosaic of small isolated groups, withdrawn into themselves, who function in rather the 
same fashion as a sect with an Imam, as a self proclaimed Emir. 
 
. A larger movement who demand an ambitious Islamic community, of diverse groups and 
associations – the creation of a dynamic mass mobilisation. 
 
These various groups are positioned differently in relation to non-religious groups as is 
understood in France, especially at school where women are forbidden to wear the veil. 
 
The generic title of “veil” is used to cover a number of various uses as items of clothing, 
anything from a scarf to a chador. The word itself used to describe this clothing item also 
varies a great deal (veil, Islamic head-scarf, hidjeb) not only because of its different 
characteristics but also by the degree of knowledge displayed by the people talking about it.  

                                                 
1 Is there a solution for Islam in the republic, Panoramique, Corlet 1977 
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Alain Touraine2 describes two different aspects of the discussion on non-religious groups. 
On the one hand young “veiled” girls who claim the right to prove their faith within the 
school establishment and on the other hand those who want to be free of any strong beliefs, 
above all any religious ones. Those defending the “veiled” girls believe that the non-religious 
groups are not neutral and that they get their force from the separation between the public and 
the private world which is largely imaginary. To add to this, a section of the integrationist 
movements is worked up over universal denial of cultural rights to those who do not belong to 
their movement. In Touraine’s opinion two categories of “veiled” women co-exist; those who 
want to combine their modern studies with their religious beliefs, and those who, on their own 
accord, or under pressure, are taking sides with the Islamic attackers against the non-religious 
France. 
 

2. Different reasons for wearing the veil 
 
Women who wear the veil are doing to for many different reasons. In “Spoken by young 
veiled girls” Francoise Gaspard and Farhad Khosrokhavar3 attempt to list a certain number of 
them. Among the older girls it is often a question of being loyal to their faith, but for the 
younger ones it’s an entirely different problem. If some young girls are made to wear it, 
others use it as a sort of bridge between tradition and the French society which tends towards 
ambivalence. Some want to obey God, whereas others take to the veil to please a man etc. The 
reasons for wearing a veil at school are also very varied: faith, search for an identity, 
adolescent problems, obligation, and sometimes provocation, which is often linked to the 
media. 
 
Wearing the veil is in direct opposition to the regulations of educational establishments, based 
on French legislation. 
 

3. Summary of non-religious groups in France 
 
In 1905 the connection between the French state and religions became law. Under this law 
there is a liberty of conscience and a liberty to exercise religions as long as they do not affect 
public order. Under this law the  Republic does not  recognise churches and does not receive 
any subvention. 
 
In the area of education an open letter of April 31 1934 stipulates that all schools should 
remain an asylum not to be troubled by man’s quarrels. At that time the targets where also 
political measures and it was feared that the fighting between the extreme left and right would 
invade the schools. 
National education as noted in the Constitution on 1946, is free and secular. 
 
It is interesting to note the historical context of all these texts. The first was the consequence 
of the incessant conflicts between the republican state and the catholic church, the second is 
influenced by the never-ending struggles between the partisans of the National Front and  the 
extreme right wing 
 
 
 
                                                 
2 A new paradigme to understand the world today, Fayard, Paris 2005 
3 The veil and the Republic, The discovery, Paris, 1995 
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3.1. The law on wearing conspicuous religious emblems in public establishments. 
 
After several incidents over the last few years not only in schools but also in hospitals and 
other public establishments, an assessment was made on the need or not to “revitalize” the 
legislation in the making with a law forbidding all religious symbols in public establishments. 
 
Headmasters, head teachers and hospital managers all expressed their difficulties: 
 
Certain students refused to take off the veil inside the school building 
They were absent at certain lessons (among others physical education) 
Disagreement arose over certain subjects taught : e.g. sexual education 
Women’s rejection by women of male doctors in hospitals 
Women’s wish to be accompanied by their husband for medical investigations. 
 
The managements of these establishments found it very difficult to adopt an overall view, and 
were often unable to cope with the situations that arose. As a result a commission was set up  
in July 2003, headed by Bernard Stasi, mediator of the republic, with an aim of finding a way 
“to make the secular non-religious state effective4” The commission was made up of 20 
members all from a variety of backgrounds : post-graduates, politicians,  researchers of 
different cultures. Its mission which was very extensive was among others to sort out the 
controversy of wearing the Islamic veil at school and the wearing of conspicuous religious 
emblems in public places. 
 
Further to this commission came the law, sometimes called “The law of the veil,” was 
promulgated on 15 March 2004. It forbade the wearing of any conspicuous religious emblems 
in any primary or secondary state school.  
 
Since that date, any student who refuses to take off any conspicuous religious emblem is to be 
excluded from the establishment. The exclusion can only take place after negotiations with 
the student n question. 
 
Having found replies from both students and teachers that show there is still a conflict 
concerning the veil , it is clear  that  the law has not got rid off all the difficulties and the 
Muslim population often perceive this to be an injustice. 
 
It would therefore appear necessary to instigate a programme on the history of the law and the 
association between the State and Religion which would enable the teachers and trainers to 
explain the origins of this situation. 
 

3.2. Secularity and the Man/Woman relationship 
 
The French constitution and the European Union both reject any sexual discrimination5. The 
secular state been seen as a rampart in the fight for equality of sexes. Many feminist 
movements have embraced the combat for or against the veil as an element of the struggle 
against the Muslim tradition of woman’s submission to men6. 

                                                 
4 Le Monde of 28/10/2003 
5 The union legislated on this subject in 1977 and in 1988 extended the application of the fight for anti-
discrimination to all contested reasons. 
6 The combat has not brought unanimity some feminists preferred that the young girls wear the veil and stay at 
state school rather than having them excluded. 


