
“Madam, can you find me a wife?”

“We’re running a workshop about prejudice and stereotypes with my junior colleagues (young 
French women) for a group of young migrants from Senegal and Mali. After the session we attended 
a small party organised by a neighbour association, just to spend some informal time together. One 
of the young men, whose name is Oumar, approaches me saying he has a question. I’m pleased and 
expect a question about prejudice and stereotypes. Instead he goes: “Madam, can you find me a 
wife?” At which I’m flooded by a vague feeling of disappointment, then amusement: there is still 
work to be done.”

       Paris, June 2017



  

 

 

A 42 years old Hungarian 
woman, trainer, who's married 
and who has lived in France for 

10 years.

A30 years old single Algerian 
man who's been in France for a 

year or two. 

A similarity between two of them is their 
migrant status. Otherwise, they do not come 

from the same country, they do not have spent 
the same time in France, they do not have the 
same familial status, the same gender or the 

same status during the workshop.

The situation happens is a party organized by an 
association offering legal assistance to migrants.   The 
association is on the ground floor, the doors windows 
are open, there are people inside but also in the yard in 
front of the building.  Most people have beers in their 
hands and engage in random non formal conversations.

All this happens on the site of an innovative housing 
project.  This Innovative housing project (from now on 
referred to as “the Site”) is an institutionalized squat 
where the space is distributed between homeless 
shelters, associations and artists.   Most people working 
on the site are from the dominant society (French) 
while most people living there are migrants.

There are many people at the party, some of whom 
know each other, and some don’t. Several youth 
workers from the association are also present; 
whom Oumar may recognize.   

IDENTITIES OF THE NARRATOR AND THE PERSON(S) TRIGGERING THE SHOCK

is a single 32 years old algerian who's been in France from a year or two. This incident takes place at 
a party after a worshop in which the narrator is a trainer and the other person is a participant.

CONTEXT

is a single 32 years old algerian 
who's been in France from a 

year or two. This incident takes 
place at a party after a 

worshop in which the narrator 
is a trainer and the other 
person is a participant.

PHYSICAL CONTEXT

Oumar has attended a few of the workshops the 
Association had offered, but he was not considered as 
member of the core group.  Nor did he develop friendly 
relations with members as the association as some 
other participants have done.

PREVIOUS RELATIONSHIP, ANTECEDENTS

SIMILARITIES / DIFFERENCESTHE OTHER PERSON(S)THE NARRATOR

OTHER PEOPLE PRESENT

LARGER SOCIAL CONTEXT



A young male participant asks me the question “Madam, 
can you find me a wife?”

Threat of professional identity: a feeling of 
disappointment comes from not receiving a 
question referring to the subject treated in the 
workshop (prejudice or stereotypes), which 
would have been a feedback that it was 
interesting and he kept on thinking about the 
issues or that it simply had an impact on him.

Personal identity threat: Liza  feels embarrassed because of 
being aware of the representation that younger migrants 
often engage in intimate relationship with older European 
women in a more or less implicit deal of helping out each-
other even a fake marriage. The sense of embarrassment 
comes from the idea that she may be associated with this 
character which she does not identify with at all.

Low preference for hierarchy: the 
feeling of “resignation” is connected 
to the narrator’s acceptance that 
Oumar perceives her in a power 
position, someone who has the 
authority to find him a partner

Representation of romantic love: Liza is well 
aware that the dominant approach to finding a 
mate in her cultural environment is based on the 
idea of romantic love: the appearance of genuine 
attraction and passion triggered by some features 
of the potential partner.  In this context, Oumar’s 
request does not make sense

Freedom of choice and gender equality: Oumar’s 
request not only goes against the representation of 
romantic love but it also implies a threat to the 
idea of freedom of choice and gender equality, as 
it implies that to the request of a man, potential 
women partner could be simply appointed. 

Recognition of the other’s 
sense of urgency to remedy his 
legal situation : Liza did not 
judge Oumar for this 
“transgression” hypothising that 
Oumar has a sense of urgency to 
find a quick solution to his 
problem, and he’s in the 
“whatever means necessary” 
mood.

Limits to “help”: despite the general 
ambiance and the mission of the 
association to ‘help migrants’ the narrator 
did not feel any pressure to go out of her 
way to find “a solution” to Oumar’s 
problem of legal papers or sentimental life.  
She has a clear sense of where her 
responsibilities stop and can easily resist 
the pressure to go beyond those. She 
recommends the same to her colleagues 
and would never suggest to anyone they 
should help Oumar by marrying him.

Mission of intercultural trainer: Amused by this unexpected 
opportunity to perform her role of intercultural trainer in a new domain, 
Liza takes some time to accompany Oumar and explains all the elements 
above: the representation of romantic love, freedom of choice and the 
taboo of presenting eligible women to a man in need. She also explains 
that there are no shortcuts, that in this context he’ll have to work for a 
relationship. She suggests the use of tinder.com. This is based on the 
conviction that intercultural learning is possible and is worth trying.

FRAME OF REFERENCES OF THE NARRATOR “LIZA”

AMUSED

DISAPPOINTED

CURIOUS

RESIGNATED





The question “Madam, can you find me a wife?”

Instrumentalisation / pragmatic relationship: 
Oumar could have also identified Liza as possibly 
interested in engaging in a relationship where in 
exchange for the intimacy offered by a younger 
man she would provide material safety or legal 
papers through marriage. 

High power distance: Oumar has a respect for power. He may believe that 
older people or people in higher position have authority that goes beyond 
the responsibilities for which they are formally appointed. Hence Liza, who is 
a co-director in the organization could also have the power to influence the 
younger women around her.

Arranged partner search vs romantic love: 
In Oumar’s cultural context these two 
strategies of search for partner possibly 
coexist. While the family / community may 
have a role in identifying suitable partners, 
the individuals also have their margin of 
freedom.

Freedom of choice and gender 
equality: Oumar’s request not only goes 
against the representation of romantic 
love but it also implies a threat to the 
idea of freedom of choice and gender 
equality, as it implies that to the request 
of a man, potential women partner could 
be simply appointed. 

Direct communication: Oumar is not afraid 
of asking such a question directly to Liza. 
Either he is not aware yet of the number of 
taboos the question touches, or he feels 
authorized to ask the question despite the 
sense of transgression. The authorization 
can be explained either by the sense of 
urgency (see bellow) or the general 
atmosphere of the party hosted by the 
migrant support organization.

Urgency of illegality: Illegality is a 
critical condition, it is an obstacle to 
autonomy, to be socially recognized 
as a valuable member of society. It 
puts Oumar in a vulnerable low status 
position. Any means, any strategy out 
of there is worth exploring.

Interest in learning / acculturation: Whether by 
pragmatism or genuine interest Oumar does stay for the 
unexpected intercultural lesson.  He takes note of the need 
to respect the “process of courting” and the possible 
shortcut provided by “Tinder.com”.

FRAME OF REFERENCES OF THE PERSON AT THE ORIGIN OF THE INCIDENT “OUMAR”
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