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SHOULD INTERNATIONAL STUDENTS BE CHARGED MORE?
Lama Kabbanji is a researcher at the Centre for Population and Development (CEPED) at the Institut de Recherche pour le 
Développement (IRD), Marseille, France.

Student mobility is the type of migration that has increased 
most rapidly in relative terms in recent decades. In 2018, the 
four main destination countries according to Campus France 
data are the United States, the United Kingdom, Australia and 
France. Attracting more and more international students has 
become a priority for many states around the world. For some 
OECD countries, whose populations are increasingly ageing, 
this is a key demographic issue: international students can 
provide a pool for recruiting a young and skilled workforce. 
However, these countries do not all adopt the same strategies. 
While some have chosen to charge very high tuition fees, as 
is the case in the United Kingdom or the United States, but 
also in Canada, others have chosen to apply the same fees to 
everyone. This is the case in Germany, which recently intro-
duced free access to higher education for all students and is 
becoming an increasingly popular destination. Germany has 
also facilitated labour market access procedures for inter-
national students and graduates.

On the other hand, in France, the government has developed 
a new strategy for "attracting international students", which 
it ironically called "Bienvenue en France" and in which it has 
chosen to multiply by 15 the tuition fees for international stu-
dents (outside the European Union) in bachelor's and master's 
degrees from the start of the 2019 academic year. According 
to the government, this increase would attract more inter-
national students, improve their selection, create financial 
equity between national and international students and give 
more value to French diplomas abroad. 

Let us take a look at this argument. This shift corresponds 
above all to a commodification of higher education and 
ignores the many other factors that guide international stu-
dents' choices: geographical, cultural and linguistic proximity; 
historical links between the country of origin and destination; 
the reputation of the education system; the difficulty/ease of 
obtaining or renewing a visa/residence permit; or post-graduate 
employment prospects. 

According to a survey we recently conducted in France 
(AIMS Survey: Academic International Migration Survey) 
among international students enrolled in master's or doctoral 
studies, these students came to France for two main reasons: 
the value of the French diploma on the labour market and the 
reputation of its higher education institutions. It is therefore 
not necessary, contrary to what the "Bienvenue en France" 
plan would have us believe, to increase tuition fees so that 
the "excellence" of French higher education can be recognized 
internationally. Other reasons considered important include 
funding and the low cost of education as well as knowledge 
of French. 

Secondly, the participation of international students in the 
French national economy is much higher than the cost they 
represent for the State, as shown by a study commissioned 
by Campus France in 2014. It is also important to remember 
that France has been ranked for decades among the top coun-
tries of destination in the world for international students. 
What has changed in recent years is the emergence of new  
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attractive countries such as Saudi Arabia, the Netherlands and  
Turkey. International students therefore have a wider range 
of choices, which is all the more reason for France to lose its 
current position if the increase in tuition fees for foreign 
students is implemented this year.

In the end, this strategy merely proposes cosmetic and dis-
criminatory measures by claiming to address the issue of 
underfunding of French higher education and the general 
decline in public funding allocated by the Ministry. This 
increase in tuition fees presages the transition to a new model 
of higher education, indexed more to market forces than 
to the intrinsic value of knowledge, and the gradual and 
widespread increase in tuition fees as has occurred in the 
United Kingdom. 

In deciding to increase tuition fees for international students, 
is the government not rather aiming to find additional ways to 
select candidates for immigration? 

Everything seems to suggest that this is the case. Indeed, 
the policy for attracting students presented in the Welcome 
to France Plan is in line with the chosen immigration policy 
implemented in the early 2000s by the then Minister of the 
Interior, Nicolas Sarkozy, aiming, among other things, to 
better select migrants according to France's economic needs. 
Among the migrants sought are students and researchers 
perceived to be more economically profitable. The objective 
is to attract the most "talented" students in the context of 
global competition for highly skilled workers. The "Welcome 
to France" strategy goes even further in the money-based 
selection of international students through the introduction 
of tuition fees differentiated according to geographical origin. 
For economic and diplomatic reasons, the Welcome to France 
plan aims to reconfigure the geography of student mobil-
ity by giving priority to students from so-called emerging 
or developed countries, such as China, Brazil and Russia. 
However, half of the foreign students in France come from 
the Maghreb or sub-Saharan Africa where French diplomas 
have a well-established social value on the labour market. The 
latter are already turning to new poles such as China, Saudi 
Arabia or Turkey. France is therefore in danger of losing even 
more students by increasing its tuition fees.
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Migration is a complex phenomenon. Basically, it is as com-
plex as life itself. It is estimated that there are about one bil-
lion migrants on earth: more than 250 million international 
migrants and more than 750 million internal migrants. Each 
has a unique history and a specific trajectory. The reasons for 
migrating, in any sense, are as diverse as individuals. People 
in similar circumstances will make different choices.

For a long time, migration was considered a transitory phe-
nomenon, between two “normal” situations of sedentary life. 
However, it is much more accurate to consider the human 
species as a migratory animal species. Mobility is the norm: 
our species was born in Africa probably 300,000 years ago 
and has conquered the planet, settling only in the last 10,000 
years. Sedentariness is considered a mark of civilization, but 
we often do not recognize that sedentariness is generational 
and that grandchildren rarely live in the birthplace of their 
four grandparents.

The complexity of migration and the difficulty of understand-
ing a transitory phenomenon mean that we have very little 
precise data on migrants, and particularly on international 
migrants. The sociology of migratory movements is still 
poorly studied, unlike the sociology of the integration of new 
citizens. National statistical systems record little information 
on people who are not theoretically part of the social group. 
Security intelligence systems, on the other hand, have, for the 
past 30 years or so, been recording and exchanging a lot of 

very specific data on these foreigners, who are increasingly 
considered to be potentially dangerous.

Moreover, migration policies, unlike most public policies, are 
not designed to better serve the populations they primar-
ily target. Indeed, they are generally made by non-migrants 
(politicians) and addressed to non-migrants (voters), without 
generally consulting migrants. All in all, they are made in 
the same way that men used to adopt policies on women, or 
heterosexuals adopted policies on gays and lesbians, or Cau-
casians adopted policies on Aboriginal people. All these poli-
cies were — and often still are — based on myths, stereotypes, 
fantasies and threats constructed by racist, sexist or homo-
phobic exclusion speeches. 

It was only when these “minorities,” using the strength of their 
citizenship and vote, decided to actively participate in public 
debates to contradict fears and stereotypes, to explain the 
complexity of their situation and the diversity they represent, 
and to infuse a dose of realism into the political discussion, 
that politicians began to listen, modify their language, avoid 
stereotypes, in short, to court their vote. A sexist or homo-
phobic joke is now a dark spot on a politician’s career path. 
This is not yet the case for stereotypical anti-immigration 
discourse.

Migrants — and especially migrants with precarious status, 
such as irregular migrants or temporary single-employer 
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migrant workers — generally do not participate in public 
debates, protest little, rarely contest in court, do not join 
unions. The constant fear of being sent back to their country 
of origin leads them to silence. Many have migrated to pro-
vide a future for their families: they have many people relying 
on them. Many have incurred debts to finance the migration 
journey: these must be repaid, sometimes over several years, 
before sending a penny to the family. Any action that could 
jeopardize the migration project is unthinkable: bending your 
back and making yourself invisible is a survival strategy.

It is therefore not surprising that data on their condition are 
so rare and inaccurate. In most countries, the number of 
irregular migrants is not known. This is a comfortable situation 
for the Minister of Immigration, who cannot be blamed for 
the increase or decrease in this number. Indeed, if we had an 
accurate count, we would know the names of the millions 
of employers who, in all the countries of the Global North, 
too often exploit them illegally: attacking these employers 
on a massive scale would seriously undermine the competi-
tiveness of many non-relocatable economic sectors — such 
as agriculture, construction, mining, hotels and restaurants, 
fisheries and healthcare — which have often only survived 
for the last thirty years thanks to the comparative advantage 
of reducing labour costs offered by the exploitation of cheap 
labour.

We will at some point have to end up considering migrants 
as “citizens,” people who, whatever their status, live here, pay 
taxes, raise families, and are therefore part of society, even if 
they are not yet “citizens” with our nationality. Some cities 
have begun to do so, such as New York, which offers identity 
cards to “all New Yorkers.” It may also be necessary to consider 
giving them the right to vote after one year of effective resi-
dence. “No taxation without representation,” said the American 
revolutionaries. Migrants live here sustainably, pay taxes and 
contribute to society like all other citizens: they should have a 
say in the exercise of power and public finances.

This will require the development of migrant empowerment 
that allows them to speak out publicly without fear. Illegal 
labour markets will have to be significantly reduced by target-
ing exploitative employers — attacking migrants themselves 
drives them even deeper into hiding and increases their vul-
nerability to all criminal exploitation — and by instituting mas-
sive regularization programmes, so as to ensure that almost 
all foreigners have legal status with real legal guarantees. 

Action will be needed to ensure that migrants participate 
in public debates without fear of losing their status. Their 
experience will have to infuse migration policies. These must 
be based on specific factual data and not on unfounded fears. 
Only then will we have the capacity to concurrently develop 
information systems on these migrants that can serve as a 
basis for public policy debates.

Apart from the right to vote, this is what the Global Compact 
on Migration, adopted in December 2018 in Marrakesh, invites 
us to do. “Facilitating mobility” over the coming decades is 
the central message of the Pact: through a collective effort of 
international cooperation, making mobility less complex, less 
costly, faster and less dangerous for the vast majority. Offer 
travel documents to all those who are looking for work and 
are willing to travel: offer them work permits if they find a job. 
Offer places for refugees. Treat them in almost every respect 
as citizens. Enable everyone to make real choices about their 
future, which is one of the essential components of dignity 
and implements the Kantian categorical imperative never to 
“treat others only as a means, but always also as an end.”


