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Recovering lost French citizenship

through reintegration

Emmanuel Blanchard*, Linda Guerry* *, Lionel Kesztenbaum® and Jules Lepoutre®

At a time of renewed debate over the rules for acquiring French nationality, it is useful to examine the

multiple pathways involved. How do individuals become French - for the first time or, in some cases,

again? After describing the various modes of acquisition, the authors focus on reintegration, a procedure

used by thousands of people each year to regain their French nationality from the 1980s to the 2010s.

Looking at the history of this discreet and little-known option sheds new light on the stakes of losing and

acquiring French nationality in a post-colonial context.

The majority of French nationals have been French since birth.
Most ‘inherit’ this status from one of their parents (this was
the case for around 650,000 newborns in 2022%), and a small-
er number through ‘double jus soli’ (birth in France to non-
French parents, at least one of whom was born in France). In
addition, every year around 100,000 people become French
through other channels (Figure 1). Individuals can acquire
French nationality in various ways, depending on their situa-
tion: for example, if they are born in France to non-French
parents, marry a French national, or reside in France as an
immigrant for several years.

Ways of becoming French
Nationality, as a legal relationship between the state and an
individual, is an effect of law shaped by political decisions and
reflected in administrative practices [1]. For individuals born as
non-nationals, French law distinguishes three modes of acqui-
sition: by declaration, by decree, and automatic acquisition.
Those who acquire French nationality by declaration are
chiefly members of two groups: spouses of French nationals
after atleast four years of marriage, and children born in France
to foreign parents who can apply for citizenship before reach-
ing the age of majority.® In 2015, other declarative procedures
were instituted, for parents and siblings of French nationals,
which have since been used on a modest scale. In 2021, 62%

(1) Representing 88% of births in France in 2022.
https://www.insee.fr/fr/statistiques/2381382#tableau-figurel_radiol
(2) For children aged 13-15, their legal representatives can apply
for French nationality on their behalf subject to proof of the child’s
residence in France for five years since the age of 8. From age 16,
minors can apply directly.

of declarations were for minors aged 13-17, and 33% for
acquisition for spouses of French nationals.

To acquire nationality by decree, individuals submit an
application to the relevant administration, which then makes
a discretionary decision. The application can be either for
‘naturalization’® or ‘reintegration’ into French nationality.
Reintegration concerns individuals who previously held French
nationality before losing it for personal, family or geopolitical
reasons.”” When an individual obtains French nationality, by
whatever means, their unmarried minor children also become
French through what is known as the “collective effect’.

The third pathway to nationality is available only to children
born in France to foreign parents. Children whose citizenship
was not declared while they were minors become French
automatically when they turn 18 by virtue of their birth and
residence in France.® As this mode of acquisition requires no
formalities, it is difficult for public statistics to count the exact

(3) There have been various sociological studies on this well-known
procedure. In particular, see [4].

(4) Theusesofthislittle-knownprocedureare the focus ofthe NATIO*
research project (Reintegration into French nationality by decree,
1960-2020), based at INED and funded by the Institut Convergences
Migrations (CNRS, ANR-17-CONV-0001).

(5) Since 2018, in Mayotte, in addition to the conditions of birth in
France and length of residence, a clause requiring one parent to have
been legally resident for more than 3 months at the time of birth has

been added.
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Recovering lost French citizenship through reintegration

Figure 1. Acquisitions of French nationality by mode, 1960-2021
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Note: Due to gaps in the sources, the cases of ‘collective effect’ that appear in the figure are only those by decree.

Interpretation: In2002, 122,000 people obtained French nationality. This includes 38,000 naturalized by decree, and 5,700 reintegrated by decree. The latter thus represent
4.65% of the total number of people who became French in that year.

Sources:1960-1994: Spire and Thave (1999); 1995-2006: statistics of the Ministry of the Interior and the annual statistical reports of the sub-department for naturalization;
2007-2021: reports to Parliament of the general secretariat of the inter-ministerial committee on the control of immigration, and statistics of the Ministry of the Interior.

The shares of naturalizations and reintegrations by decree among acquisitions have been estimated for the years 2007-2009.

number of cases, but it is estimated to be several thousand per
year (these numbers are not included in Figure 1).

AsFigure 1 shows, both the number of individuals acquir-
ing French nationality and their distribution across the dif-
ferent modes of acquisition has varied since the 1960s. These
variations are due to changes both in policies and in the
number of applicants [2]. For example, in 1973, foreign men
married to a French woman gained the right to apply for
nationality by declaration (previously only foreign women
married to a French man could do so). This led to a progres-
sive increase in the acquisition of nationality by marriage,
particularly among Spanish and Portuguese men [3]. From
1985, growth in the acquisition of nationality by declaration
was mainly driven by minors: the number of children born
to immigrant parents in France was increasing and, until
legislative changes in 1993, the parents could apply immedi-
ately for the newborn to become French. After a period of
stability in the 1970s, naturalizations increased considerably
from the late 1980s to the early 2000s, due mainly to a rise in
applications from individuals who had been living in France
for many years. Some annual variations in the number of
acquisitions by decree reflect the accumulation and clearance
of administrative backlogs. More broadly, since the 2010s,
naturalization procedures have become stricter, with an
increase in the number of refusals, so the number of natu-
ralizations has fallen with respect to the previous period. The
COVID-19 pandemic accentuated this trend while also cre-
ating a backlog of applications. In 2021, its clearance led to
a temporary rise in naturalizations for that year.

The data also highlight the increasing scale of reintegra-
tion from the 1970s (4-7% of all acquisitions of nationality
from 1980 to 2010). Studying this little-known procedure
provides insights into the legal, political and social reconfig-
urations of French nationality under the effect of

decolonization (1954-1977), at a time when tens of millions
of people ceased to be French.

Reintegration:
the sources of a little-known procedure

The modern legal framework of reintegration began with the
Civil Code in 1804. At the time, the aim was to enable individ-
uals who had lost their French nationality for geopolitical
reasons to recover their citizenship, in a period when the
borders of the Napoleonic Empire were particularly unstable.
At the end of the Second Empire, tens of thousands of Alsa-
tians and Mosellans who had been brought under German
sovereignty and had become German nationalsin 1871, before
migrating to other areas that remained within France, made
use of this procedure. Moreover, from its origins in 1804, it
was also used by women who wished to recover their French
nationality after losing it by marrying a foreigner. The term
‘reintegration’ itself appeared for the first time in the law of
26June 1889 on French nationality. Its meaning and modalities
have changed little since then. In its current version, article 24
of the Civil Code specifies that reintegration by decree ‘can be
obtained at any age and without minimum duration of resi-
dence in France’. Otherwise, it follows the same rules as the
procedure for naturalization.

Between 1889 and the 1960s, around 120,000 women who
had lost their French nationality after marriage regained their
citizenship by decree. This most often happened in association
with their husband’s application for naturalization, or follow-
ing divorce, separation, or widowhood. The automatic loss of
nationality upon marriage with a foreigner was abrogated in
1927 (with certain exceptions) and the number of women who
were reintegrated decreased steadily up until the 1960s. They
were nonetheless still the largest group of individuals
reintegrated by decree until 1967, when most became eligible
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Figure 2. Number of persons reintegrated (by decree) by nationality of origin and gender, 1960-2021
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and do not appear in reports from 2006 onward.

were women.
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Note: The reports do not provide information on reintegration by collective effects broken down by nationality. Data by nationality and sex are lacking for 1980 and 1984,

Interpretation: In 1982, 1,695 Algerians, 538 Vietnamese, and 116 persons of other nationalities were reintegrated by decree. In that year, 52% of reintegrated individuals

Sources: Annual statistical reports of the sub-department for naturalization, and statistical yearbooks of France (INSEE).

for a new, simplified procedure by declaration (Figure 2).
Around the same time, reintegration by decree entered a new
phase linked to decolonization.

Reintegration in the post-colonial period

The French colonial empire was marked by a diversity of
statuses and legal pluralism, including with respect to nation-
ality. But with few exceptions, when countries under French
imperial rule became independent, individuals who had been
classified as “indigénes’ (natives) were almost all French nation-
als.® These transitions to independence thus led to mass
changes in nationality that were neither instantaneous nor
always definitive, and of which affected individuals were often
unaware [5]. Numerous texts (bilateral conventions, execu-
tive orders, laws, etc.) sought to organize transition periods,
settle particular cases, and limit opportunities to retain or
obtain French nationality by making citizenship provisional
or conditional. The law of 28 July 1960, for example, allowed
individuals from the former ‘overseas territories’ (TOM)
residing in the French Republic (and thus chiefly in mainland
France) to have their French nationality ‘recognized’ by dec-
laration.” This ‘recognition’ of French nationality, rather
than its acquisition, represented a sort of ‘right to choose’
(droit d’option). It was abolished in 1973.

(6) In the French colonial empire, the term ‘indigéne’ referred to a
subordinate legal status along with a specific system of administrative
and penal control that applied to most of the populations of the
colonized territories. This status, abolished in 1946, did not exist in
the ‘protectorates’ (such as Morocco and Tunisia), whose indigenous
inhabitants were not ‘French subjects’.

(7) This text applied to the areas classified as TOMs on 31 December
1946, namely: Cote d’'Ivoire, Dahomey, Guinea, Mauritania, Niger,
Senegal, French Sudan (Mali), Upper Volta (Burkina Faso), French
Congo, Gabon, Ubangi-Shari (Central African Republic), Chad,
Comoros, territories in India (mainly Pondicherry), Madagascar,
New Caledonia, territories in Oceania (French Polynesia, Wallis and
Futuna, etc.), Saint Pierre and Miquelon, and French Somaliland.

In Algeria, the option to choose French nationality was
established at the time of independence (1962): persons whose
‘personal status’ made them subject to local law (known until
1958 as ‘French Muslims of Algeria’ (Frangais musulmans d’Al-
gérie) could apply for a ‘recognitive declaration’ of nationality,
on condition of residence in metropolitan France. Around
60,000 individuals (excluding minors whose nationality was
established by ‘collective effect’) retained their French nation-
ality in this way following Algeria’s independence. As of 21
March 1967, former ‘French Muslims of Algeria’ who had not
submitted an application were deemed to have lost their French
nationality on 1 January 1963. Beginning in 1967, however,
Algerians born before independence who had emigrated to
metropolitan France were able to apply for ‘reintegration’ by
decree (having been French until 1962, they could not be ‘nat-
uralized’), resulting in a steady rise in this mode of acquisition
of French nationality over the following years and decades.

A gradual downtrend after a peak in 2005

The annual number of reintegrations topped 1,000 in 1975 and
increased steadily over the subsequent years (Figure 2). The
largest groups of reintegrated individuals were of Vietnamese
and Algerian origin. From the mid-1990s, they were joined by
individuals from the former TOMs, who until that point had
been eligible for other procedures. This explains the increase
in the proportion of ‘other nationalities’ following the legisla-
tive reform of 1993, although they remained a small minority
(Figure 3). Annual reintegrations continued to grow to a peak
of more than 10,000 in 2005, including nearly 9,000 Algerians.
Paradoxically, this also marked the end of a brief and limited
golden age of reintegration.

Over the period 1990-2010, in the broader context of a
general expansion in acquisitions of French nationality, the rise
in reintegrations was linked to the massive increase in the
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Figure 3. Recognitive declarations and acquisitions of French nationality by Algerians, by mode (1963-2021)
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Note: Due to a lack of available data, children who acquired nationality through the collective effect are not systematically included in this figure.

Interpretation: In 1999, 14,287 Algerians obtained French nationality, 4,638 by declaration, 4,293 through naturalization (by decree) and 5,316 by reintegration (also by
decree). Reintegrations thus represent 37% of the total number of acquisitions of French nationality by Algerian nationals in that year. For some years and modes of
acquisition, the detailed count, which is lacking in the official publications, was estimated on the basis of adjacent years: this is the case for 1968 and 1969, and for the years
between 1974 and 1984 (years for which, in many cases, only the combined total numbers of acquisitions by decree, naturalization and reintegration are available), as well
as between 2007 and 2009 (for which only the total number of acquisitions is known).

Sources: Annual reports of the sub-department for naturalizations; René Robin, ‘Bilan de dix années de naturalisation [Ten years of naturalization] (1962-1971), Revue
Frangaise des Affaires Sociales, January—March 1973; statistical yearbooks of France (INSEE).

[3] Spire A., Thave S. 1999. Les acquisitions de nationalité

number of applications by Algerians (Figures 2 and 3) at the
francaise depuis 1945. Insee Synthéses, 30, 35-54.

height of the country’s ‘Dark Decade’ (civil war in the 1990s).

The initial results of the NATIO? survey suggest that reinte-
gration enabled Algerians not entitled to official refugee status
under the 1951 Geneva Convention to settle in France. In the
subsequent decade, the population eligible for reintegration
progressively dwindled, due notably to the decrease in the
number of persons born in France’s former colonies before
independence with the status of ‘colonisé’.® The annual num-
ber of reintegrations has fallen ten-fold since the early 2000s.
In 2020, fewer than 800 persons recovered their French nation-
ality in this way, whether or not they were born in the former
colonial empire. The post-colonial period of ‘reintegration’
into French nationality is coming to an end, but political con-
troversies around nationality and changes in nationality law
continue to bear the marks of colonial history [6].

References

[1] Lepoutre J. 2020. Nationalité et souveraineté. Dalloz,
‘Nouvelle Bibliotheque de Théses'.

[2] Weil P. 2005 (2002). Qu'est-ce qu'un Francais ? Histoire
de la nationalité francaise depuis la Révolution francaise.
Gallimard.

(8) Even individuals born in metropolitan France can be eligible for
reintegration: for example, persons born in France before 1963 to

[4] Masure F. 2014. Qu'est-ce que devenir Francais ?
Approche anthropologique de la nationalité. Presses univer-
sitaires du Mirail.

[5] Benfoughal T. 2016. Brahim Benfoughal, né ‘sujet fran-
cais'. Ethnologie francaise, 46, 459-470.

[6] Calvo S., Drevet J., Johnstone E. 2021. Combien pése
'histoire coloniale dans le droit de la nationalité ? Délibérée,
14, 28-36.

— Abstract

Each year, around 100,000 people acquire French
nationality, most often based on their family situation
(marriage, birth and childhood in France, being parents
of French children, etc.). These acquisitions of nationa-
lity are also linked to historical and geopolitical trans-
formations. Since the early 1960s, more than 200,000
individuals who lost their French nationality, in many
cases when colonized territories became independent,
have been reintegrated. The history of reintegration,
a discreet and little-known procedure, sheds light on
some of the ‘nationality trouble’ of the post-colonial era.
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