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HB recent years, surveys have consistently shown relatively high levels of
racism and xenophobia in France. In particular, a 1999 Harris poll conducted
for the Commission nationale consultative des droits de I'homme revealed
that 68 percent of the respondents in a national sample declared themselves
somewhat racist; 61 percent believed that there are too many foreigners in
France; 63 percent believed that there are too many Arabs (up 12 percent com-
pared with 1998); and 38 percent believed that there are too many blacks (up
8 percent compared with 1998).! Against the backdrop of a long, difficult, and
partly repressed colonial past, a full 28 percent of French voters have, since
1983, voted at least once for the openly racist and anti-Semitic National Front.2
These results clash with the popular image of a republican France, wherein the
dominant political ideology affirms that the ascribed characteristics of citizens
are irrelevant to their participation in the polity.

This chapter revisits the question of French racism by examining the dif-
fering status of North African immigrants and blacks as victims of French
racism. I draw on in-depth interviews with French workers and on national
surveys to show that French workers draw stronger boundaries toward immi-
grants—and more specifically North African immigrants—than toward blacks.
[ advance an explanation for the lower salience of this latter grcup that takes

Notes for this chapter begin on page 153.
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into consideration the cultural resources that workers have access to and the
structural and historical context in which they live. In particular, I suggest
that because it is based on assimilation, the French political culture of repub-
licanism provides special ammunition for arguments against North Africans:
it presumes (and aims to achieve) a national community with overlapping
cultural and political boundaries, such that all members of the national com-
munity share the same political culture, which de facto distinguishes the
national in-group from out-groups. At the same time, this widely available
ideology weakens the boundaries drawn against blacks by affirming the ?5-
ciple of color-blindness and the irrelevance of ascribed characteristics in the
French polity.

French patterns of exclusion contrast with those found in the United
States, where blacks are the prime victims of racism—hence, the interest in ana-
lyzing the French case with reference to the American. To do so, I will refer at
times to my book The Dignity of Working Men: Morality and the Boundaries of Race,
Class, and Immigration.® This study compares how 150 French and American
workers evaluate various groups in moral and cultural terms, and whether these
definitions lead them to include immigrants, blacks, the poot, and the upper-
middle class in their “imagined community” of “people like us.”*

This essay is based on forty-five in-depth interviews conducted with non-
college-educated, low-status white-collar workers and blue-collar workers living
in the suburbs of Paris.5 Respondents were chosen randomly using the phone
books of twelve working-class towns.® The interviews lasted approximately two
hours and were conducted by myself at a time and place chosen by respon-
dents. The interview schedule aimed at identifying inductively the boundaries
that workers draw toward other groups, i.e., how they define “us” and “them.”
More specifically, 1 asked people I interviewed to describe their friends and
foes, role models and heroes, and likes and dislikes. I also asked them to
describe the types of people, abstract and concrete, to whom they felt superior
and inferior, similar and different. From there, I identified the differences that
are at the center of individual maps of perception as well as the differences that
are not salient. I also identified inductively the most salient principles of clas-
sification and identification that operate behind workers’ definitions of their
symbolic community. This method allows me to generate, in the larger study,
a comparative sociology of boundaries and ordinary models of the definition of
community that documents patterns of inclusion/exclusion based on morality,
race, class, and citizenship across groups.

In the first section of the essay, I sketch and explain the views of French
workers on Muslims. In the second part, I describe their views on blacks and
explain why the boundaties workers draw toward the former group are stronger
than those they draw toward the latter. Due to space limitations, I provide
minimal information on the language used by workers to draw boundaries
against immigrants and blacks. For more details, the reader should consult The
Dignity of Working Men (chapter 5).
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.mu.nbnr Workers on gﬁm-.gm

During the course of the interviews I conducted with white native French
workers, half of the E:m-nozm: workers and a few white-collar workers drew
strong boundaries toward North Africans.” In doing so, they used three pri-
mary arguments having to do with the North Africans’ lack of work ethic and
abuse of public resources; their cultural incompatibility with the French; and

their inability to assimilate, which violates the sacred tenets of the French

republican political culture.

With regard to the first argument, immigrants are viewed as _mo_a:m a
sense of responsibility and a strong work ethic® and as having access to a larger
share of the collective wealth than they are entitled to. The French state is per-
ceived as favoring them in the name of fighting their social exclusion, and this
violates workers’ sense of group position.” While American workers who are
racists criticize blacks for not being self-reliant and for depending on welfare,1°
French racists seem less concerned with critiquing welfare programs per se—
they, too, are the beneficiaries of many public programs!*—than with how

- state resources are distributed. This issue is nowhere more sensitive than in

educational matters, perhaps because of the downward mobility and threat to
intergenerational class reproduction that French workers have experienced
under the high unemployment that has prevailed in recent decades.' A long-
lasting economic recession continues to exacerbate their resentment as they

~ fight daily the challenge of making ends meet—at the same time that they are

becoming more dependent on subsidies to maintain their standard of living.
The deterioration of their living conditions and labor-market position, cou-
pled with a greater sense of competition, weakens social bonds among the
have-nots, and workers are pushed to draw stronger boundaries toward people
who are simultaneously worse off and culturally different from themselves. At
the political level, the hesitation of successive Socialist governments to address
fears about immigrants and their open condemnation of racism heighten pop-
ular concerns about Muslims.!3

As regards the second argument involving cultural incompatibility, work-
ers who draw strong boundaries against Muslims perceive the latter as funda-

" mentally culturally different from, and even incompatible with, the French.

They lack civility; they spit in front of people, never apologize, are rude, and
lack respect for others. They also have barbarous mores (for example, they kill
goats on their balconies at Ramadan). They destroy the French quality of life
and should go home. These fundamental differences are described by a railway
technician thusly:

We have to be honest: The problem is that they don’t have the same education, the
same values as we do. We have a general Christian education, most of the French
do not believe in God but they all have a Christian education that regulates our
~ relationship. But in the Muslim world, the Koran doesn’t have the same values at
all. They send children to get killed in the minefields of Iraq. But in France, if you
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kill children, it is really a scandal. But in those countries, social things are not as
important. The mother is happy to send her child to go get killed in the minefields.
She will cry, it is true, she will have the same pain as a European mother, but it is
not the same thing.... And there is also the respect of the value of life itself. Women
in the Muslim world have no place. Whereas here in France, I have washed dishes
... at some point, my wife had a depression, and I stayed with my children. Their
education is different.

Economic precariousness adds to the workers’ fear of loss of national iden-
tity and to a sense of threat. This Jeads them to exaggerate differences between
themselves and North Africans and to adopt a homogeneous view of the cul-
ture of the “Other.”1* Hence, trends suggest that since 1985, a growing num-
ber of French people have concluded that the religion and customs of North
Africans are not compatible with theirs.!s

North Africans can be construed as truly Other in cultural terms, because
they are a priori defined as having a strong allegiance to Islam. One worker
explains that Muslims are incompatible with the French because religion dic-
tates all aspects of their lives. In fact, this question has been much debated
throughout Islamic history.!® Among North African immigrants themselves,
there is considerable variation in the level of religious participation—al-
though this diversity is systematically downplayed in media representations
of the group.'” .

When workers describe North Africans as fundamentally different and as
having barbarian habits that include spitting on people and killing sheep in
bathtubs, they draw on taken-for-granted cultural repertoires that construe
Islam as a religious Other. Islam has been the nemesis of Catholic France and of
Christian Europe for more than a millennjum—after all, the history of France,
the Catholic Church’s “oldest daughter,” is marked by crusades and wars against
Muslims in the name of the Pope. The majority of the population remains
Catholic, and although the level of religious practice is very low,'® Chuistianity
continues to be an important cultural referent.’® Christianity has given Muslims
the lasting label of “barbarians” and has construed Europeans as the sole
guardians of civilization.?® The National Front works assiduously toward main-
taining these distinctions, multiplying efforts to “‘re-Islamize’ North Africans in
the political imaginary,” which have succeeded, in part, because they coincide
with a renewal of Islamic fundamentalism.?! Hence, it is not surprising that
workers readily draw on this prominent aspect of the national cultural repertoire
to frame their understanding of differences between themselves and immigrants
as unbridgeable, particularly in the realm of civility.?

Much of French workers’ discourse about cultural 585@25?@ crystal-

lizes around criminality and the immigrants’ lack of respect for private prop-
erty. The experience of colonization and the Algerian War have contributed to
construing North Africans as violent and criminal. A French colony for 130
years, Algeria had played a particularly important role in the making of French
prestige and grandeur because of its size, natural resources, and geographic
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proximity to France. For their part, Morocco and Tunisia were given the status
of “protectorates” and were able to maintain their monarchies and a certain
level of political autonomy. Whereas the decolonization process was gradual in
these countries, the violent Algerian War of 1954~62, which killed 600,000 peo-
ple, left deep scars on both sides, as each party felt betrayed by its former asso-
ciates.” This war also left scars within the French nation as the population
came to be deeply divided around it. However, unlike the Vietnam War in the
United States, the Algerian War has been downplayed in French collective mem-
ory. This has led some experts to argue that the racist violence against North
Africans expresses the “return of the repressed” in a particularly virulent form,
because this war symbolizes the end of France’s status as an.imperial power and
marks the beginning of a crisis in French national identity.2* Frequent associa-
tions between Islam and violence in recent years (for instance, the Iranian Rev-
olution, the Gulf War, Algeria’s Front Islamique du Salut [FIS], bombings on
French soil by Islamic militants, international terrorism, and Islamic funda-
mentalism more generally) have kept fears and resentments alive. These associ-
ations could only harden the boundaries that are erected against North Africans
and nourish the view that North Africans are violent and prone to crime.

With regard to the third argument, the inability to assimilate, France’s
political culture of republicanism does not recognize particularistic claims
based on religion, race, or birth, and posits that anyone can join in the polity
as long as he or she assimilates and comes to share the same political culture.
Unlike other immigrant groups,? North Africans are perceived as being un-
able to, or as refusing to, assimilate, which invalidates their right to reside in
France. This concern about North African assimilation was very prominent in
my interviews. It is also reflected in surveys from recent decades.?s -

The mass media have played an important role in sustaining this image of
North African immigrants as unassimilable. Indeed, a content analysis of two
newspapers between 1974 and 1984 reveals that left-wing and right-wing jour-
nalists alike define the problem of immigration in terms of the unassimilability
of North African immigrants, who are contrasted with other assimilable im-
migrants—notably Europeans.?” Other institutions have added strength to this
view. In particular, the National Front repeatedly puts forth a view of North .
Africans as unassimilable and laments the disappearance of the old Catholic,
white; and culturally homogeneous France, where neighborhoods were safe and
French, and where collective life was truly organic.?® Anti-immigrant move-
ments elsewhere in Europe also noutish a view of Muslim immigrants as funda-
mentally different and/or as morally lacking in work ethic. Finally, the European
Union reinforces external continental boundaries, contributing to institution-
alizing a definition of Islam as uniform and truly Other to Europe.?°

Undoubtedly, the rejection of Muslims is linked to the defense of a “true
French culture” that is threatened not only from the inside by foreigners but also
from the outside by Americanization. French workers also deeply resent a per-
ceived loss of national status, given that their nationality is one of their rare
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miarks of high status; political scientist Pascal Perrineau even argues that workers
experience this loss as emasculation.®® The invasion of their immediate envi-
ronment by immigrants symbolizes for them the collapse of the working-class
neighborhood, of working-class culture, and of France more generally.!

Moreover, colonial notions of France's mission civilisatrice and of French
superiority remain present in the mind of many workers, especially when it
comes to “barbaric” former African colonies.3? Colonials construed the moral
character of Muslims in contradistinction with that of whites, Europeans,
Christians, and the French themselves, who incarnated civilization and espe-
cially the control of reason over nature (and over natural indolence, in particu-
lar).3 This historical baggage continues to permeate French collective memory.
The workers I talked to emphasized the “Otherness” of Muslims by downplay-
ing differences in the degree of religious involvement among Muslims.

As historian Gérard Noiriel argues, because France’s national unity was
established before important waves of immigration in the nineteenth century,
immigrants were never thought of as agents of national construction as they
were in the United States.3* They had to fit into a preconstituted, organic
national entity.3s Although in the twentieth century, the assimilationist posi-
tion was abandoned by the state in favor of “associationism,”3¢ through repub-
licanism, assimilation has continued to shape how the French interpret the
position of workers from former colonies. Hence the need to discuss French
republicanism in some detail, although only two workers referred to it ex-
plicitly in their discussions of racism. ,

In line with the central tenets of liberalism, republicanism posits citizens
who have equal political rights and enter voluntarily and explicitly into a
covenant by which they delegate their political sovereignty directly to the state,
whose role is to define and promote the common good. The state stands above
particular interests as a neutral agent, embodying universal reason and acting
for the benefit of an undifferentiated mass of equal citizens. What distinguishes
this form of republicanism from its American cousin is that, as exemplified by
the Federalist Papers (notably paper no. 10), the American system recognizes and
legitimizes natural and social inequality.®’ In the United States, although indi-
viduals are at the foundation of the political system, a pluralistic logic prevails,
and groups make claims in part based on their cultural identity.®® For the
French, this is the path to be avoided at all costs, in part because it has led to
the destruction of the American social fabric—as exemplified by the Los Ange-
les riots of 1991, pervasive poverty, ethnic conflicts, and identity politics.®®
Hence, in France, intermediary bodies are not recognized; citizens participate

in the public sphere as individuals, not as group members; and individuals'are

considered to be equal citizens, independent of their cultural, natural, or social
characteristics. This means that ethnic, racial, religious, regional, and corporate
groups cannot use their distinctive identities as bases for making claims in the
public sphere. They also face pressure to assimilate in the name of a universal-
istic polity*® and do not get the benefit of American-style pluralism.*! Herice,
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officially, France does not have a North African minority, but it shelters “aliens”
who are defined with reference not to their cultural identity but to their eco-
nomic status.*? It does not have a category of “blacks,” because a 1978 law pro-
hibits the collection of ethnic and religious statistics.*? Finally, it has weak
anti-discrimination laws, as the logic of republicanism is taken to be a power-
ful warranty against discrimination.* ,

Historically, centralized institutions such as the army and the school sys-
tem have played important roles in making republican principles a reality:
they turned peasants, immigrants, and everyone else into French people by
teaching them the rules of cultural membership, including the downplaying
of particularistic identities. The goal was to produce a national community
with largely overlapping cultural and political boundaries, such that political
culture acted as the line separating the national in-group and the out-groups.
For the last twenty years, French academics and politicians have been con-
cerned with the crisis of this republican model, as schiools have come to.be
perceived as failing to perform their traditional function as agents of assimila-
tion. Important debates have arisen between those who maintain their faith in
the system and those who, while remaining wedded to republicanism, preach
multiculturalism. This crisis has been particularly vivid in the policy arena,
and it has been articulated around various issues that have an impact on as-
similation and have acted as the lightning rods for political conflict (much like
affirmative action in the United States). Most notably, the issue of immigration’
control has gained visibility, feeding into fears concerning the growth of a
destructive and unassimilable body within the nation.%® Secondly, the 1993
reform of the Code of Nationality has generated considerable debate by replac-
ing an automatic jus soli (that is, citizenship based on territorial birth) with a
law making the acquisition of French citizenship conditional upon actively re-
questing it at age twenty-one—that is, upon expressing explicitly a will to as-
similate and be part of the republican social contract.*® Thirdly, the 1989
debate as to whether symbols of religious identity such as the Islamic scarf -
should be allowed in laic public schools became the occasion for a collective
reflection on the place of multiculturalism in French society.

One worker, Arthur Mineau, a phone salesman, explained that he opposes
the National Front because he “believes in republican values” and thus refuses
to make distinctions based on race. For similar reasons, many French acade-
mics and politicians continue to uphold republican values as the best guaran-
tee against racism. Yet because it is based on assimilation, the French political
culture of republicanism draws strong boundaries against immigrants—they
can become part of “us” only by ceasing to be “them.”

The lower status of immigrants is reinforced by the caste-like relationship
that the French have historically inaintained with citizens of former colonies,
which was justified in part by the ideology of French cultural superiority. In
the case of Muslims, this caste relationship is particularly strong because of the
traditional salience of Islam as a French nemesis.
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It is only with the permanent settlement of North African immigrants
after 1974 that the strengths of anti-immigrant boundaries inherent to repub-
licanism were brought vividly to the surface.*’ In the past, immigrants were
accepted because, as temporary workers, most were not “here” for long, al-
though many extended their stays.*® Others were accepted because they were
not “them” for long, being “digestible” Polish, Jewish, or Italian immigrants.*°
Today, Maghrebis are defined in opposition to-Jews and to immigrants from
former Asian colonies who followed the path of their European predecessors in
assimilating and accepting republican values.®® And indeed, none of these
groups was salient in my interviews. This pattern suggests perhaps that we
should not conclude that Latinos are to the United States what Muslims are to
France:3! French political culture requires assimilation in a way that American
political culture does not. Moreover, as Muslims and formerly colonized peo-
ple, North Africans violate French rules of social membership more radically
than do Latinos in the United States.52

It has been argued that in France, racism does not pit the French against
immigrants, but pits unemployed youth (French and foreign) against everyone
else.3 My interviews suggest that the most significant boundary line is not an
intergenerational one, but a racial one. These interviews provide clear and
abundant evidence of the importance of racism directed not only at second-
generation children of immigrants from the Maghreb, but at all North African
immigrants, because “Muslims are Muslims.” For these workers, Otherness
comes in a bundle—they are not preoccupied with making the fine distinc-
tions among civic, ethnic, and religious dimensions of identity that are the
object of social science writings. Moreover, they also ignore important dis-
tinctions between Algerians, Moroccans, and Tunisians, and resort to terms
such as “Nozrth Africans,” “Maghrebis,” or “bougnouls” to give artificial coher-
ence to a heterogeneous category. ,

The importance of immigrants in the boundaries that the French inter-
viewees draw is particularly remarkable when compared with the Ewnm work-
ers give to alternative bases of community segmentation in their discourse on
the Other, and particularly to the place they give to blacks as racial Others.

Republicanism and Blacks

I have suggested above that republicanism strengthens the boundary between a
French “us” and a foreign “them.” However, it also has had a powerful effect in
downplaying the salience of skin color in the French public sphere: it presumes
a voluntaristic or contractual approach to political participation which posits
that anyone can join in the polity as long as he or she comes to share a political
culture based on the universal (and superior) values of reason and progress. This
principle has applied historically to members of colonies, including blacks. It has
made it possible for a culturally and politically assimilated black Senegalese, Blaise
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Daigne, to be elected to the French Assemblée Nationale as early as 1914, As
one of the main theorists of French colonialism put it, colonized people were
considered “a tabula rasa onto whom the French could write French values.
Thus transformed Africans would then be accorded the full political rights and
responsibilities of French citizens.”5* However, these inclusive rules of political
membership prevailed simultaneously with the Code Noir, which in France, as
elsewhere, limited intimate relationships between blacks and whites.5
Republicanism shapes how workers talk, or do not talk, about black co-cit-
izens and immigrants. Blacks were never mentioned by my interviewees, with
three exceptions. Two workers made comments concerning the laziness of
blacks.5¢ A third, Roger Renault, a phone technician, explicitly distinguished
between alien blacks originating from sub-Saharan Africa and French blacks
originating from French territories such as Guadeloupe and Martinique in the
Caribbean (the Dom-Toms or Départements d’Outre-Mer and Territoires
d’Outre-Mer). He criticized a neighbor for yelling at noisy black children from
Guadeloupe, objecting that “these children are at home like we are” and
should be treated accordingly. In so doing, he appropriates one of the central
tenets of the French republican ideology, color-blindness, and accordingly
downplays a dimension of differentiation, skin color, that could stratify French
society from the inside.’” Paradoxically, he also supports the view that French
society maintains a caste relationship with citizens of its former colonies.*® He
intimates that the privileged bond that links French citizens, irrespective of

-skin color, entails a lower status for the non-French. Accordingly, a recent

national survey reveals that as compared with first- and second-generation
North Africans, fewer black citizens from the Dom-Toms say that they have
been victims of racism. Thirty-nine percent of the French from the Dom-Toms
say that they have encountered racism, in contrast to 65 percent of the French
of foreign origin (which includes mostly beurs), and 46 percent of immigrants
from the Maghreb.5®

This is not to say that phenotypes are not used as a basis for discrimina-
tion in France. The police routinely check the legal status of blacks on the
street, inferring their possible illegality from their skin color. North Africans
are also victims of such operations, since most of them are distinguishable
phenotypically from the majority group.5® However, the official illegitimacy of
skin color as a basis of differentiation is repeatedly reaffirmed publicly by intel-
lectuals and politicians, and in this respect France is strikingly different from
the United States. As we saw, this even has led to a law forbidding the collec-
tion of racial statistics. Those who refer to skin color, racial differences, or bio-
logical explanations, such as Jean-Marie Le Pen, are severely criticized for it by
the media, intellectuals, and politicians. And the French do not perceive their
society as racist. A survey conducted for the Nouvel Observateur in 1995 showed
that very few French people view racism as one of the main threats faced by
French society; respondents were more concerned with unemployment, poverty,
AIDS, drugs, crime, and pollution than they were with racism. In contrast,
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foreigners and immigrants view racism as the first or second most important .
threat facing French society.6! ,

The illegitimacy of race as a basis for differentiation influences the bound-
aries drawn by wortkers. Some, such as Julien Latige, a union representative,
can be Le Pen supporters, castigating North Africans for taking advantage of
welfare benefits, yet still describe themselves as non-racist because they like
North Africans who are assimilated. This suggests that racial boundaries are
not drawn primarily on the basis of skin color—what could be described as a
relative decoupling of racism and blackness. This is very different from the
kind of racism found in the United States.5? .

The decoupling of racism and blackness is found within the French popu-
lation at large: surveys are uniform in revealing that negative feelings toward
blacks (as well as other racial minorities and European immigrants) are weaker
than those toward North African immigrants. In a 1988 study of feelings toward
out-groups, North Africans were found to be the most disliked of all groups; in

- decreasing order of preference, the other groups were Northern Europeans,
Southern Europeans, Jews, people from the-Caribbean, Southeast Asians, black -
Africans, Indo-Pakistanis, and Turks.®® This survey suggests that the French
establish similarity primarily on the basis of Europeanness, shared citizenship,
and, to a lesser extent, whiteness. Along these lines, a 1989 survey reveals that,
when asked which category of immigrants pose the greatest difficulty for inte-
gration, 50 percent mentioned North Africans, 19 percent mentioned black
Africans, and 15 percent mentioned Asians.®* A 1984 survey on the degree of in-
tegration of various groups in French society reveals similar trends. The groups
received the following scores on an index of opinion concerning degree of inte-
gration: Algerians (-49), Gypsies (-43), Turks, (-24), Moroccans (-15), black
Africans (-12), Tunisians (-5), Armenians (+9), Asians (+22), Yugoslavs (+23),
Eastern European Jews (+33), Antilleans (French blacks from the Caribbeans)
(+37), pieds-noirs (former French colonials from Algeria), (+45), Portuguese
(+52), Poles (+67), Spaniards (+ 72), and Italians (+72) (with a mean of +18).5
This ranking reveals the absence of a sharp racial line.5 The opposition be-
tween the Judeo-Churistian identity and Islam best accounts for the ranking of
groups. The latter also suggests that distinctions among North Africans are
based on the extent to which relationships between the metropole and North
African colonies were characterized by violence or collaboration.

A number of factors combine with the culture of republicanism to result
in the downplaying of the boundary against blacks. First, most North Africans
are first- or second-generation immigrants. Blacks are more heterogeneous:
while some are recent immigrants from sub-Saharan Africa, those from the
Dom-Toms have been French for several generations. This works against defin-
ing “us” in opposition to “blacks,” and partly trumps the low status of blacks
as formerly colonized people. Second, blacks living.in France are more hetero-
geneous religiously than North Africans. Senegalese, for instance, are predom-
inantly Muslims, whereas Congolese are Catholic.5” Although North Africans
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include a small Jewish population, they are often presumed to be homoge-
neously Muslims. Third, North Africans are more salient to French workers be-
cause they constitute a larger group than blacks, making up almost 5 percent of
the French population as compared with less than 2 percent for blacks.®®
Fourth, the process of decolonization was much more peaceful in French sub-
Saharan Africa than in North Africa, and this produced fewer negative stereo- -
types of blacks than of North Africans. Fifth, historically, a sizable proportion
of black African immigrants came to France to be educated.®® This population
was more assimilated than were North Africans, who included more low-skilled
workers; low-skilled black Africans had less access to France than North Af-
ricans due to geographical distance.”” The more recent waves of sub-Saharan
African immigrants are often better educated than earlier waves, and they
have better control of the French language than North African immigrants.”?
The policy of family reunification that was put in place after 1974 brought in
large African families. These changes generated a backlash: they made Muslim
African migration more visible and focused public attention on polygamy
and traditional female genital mutilation.”? However, overall, the characteris-
tics of blacks living in France had worked against a clear polarization between
“Frenchness” and “blackness.” Other racial groups, such as Asians, have assim-
ilated quickly. They contribute to the downplaying of race in French definitions
of cultural membership.

This pattern of weaker boundaries toward blacks and stronger boundaries
against immigrants (as compared with the United States)”® may be in the process
of changing, as sub-Saharan African immigration grows and as highly publicized
protest movements against repatriation have received much media coverage,
We may also be witnessing an accelerated process of the “blackening” of immi-
gration, as more non-Caucasian immigrants come to France. African American
popular culture, which is widely appropriated by French youth, increases the
salience of blacks as victims of racism—with French rappers borrowing directly
from their American counterparts. Moreover, black Africans are joining North
Africans at the bottom of the social ladder. Consequently, in the future, French
definitions of social membership may come to be associated more explicitly
with skin color. It remains to be seen whether the republican myth and the pres-
ence of black French citizens from the Dom-Toms will remain powerful enough
to trump the association between blackness and outsider status.

. Conclusion

French social scientists often argue that the French political culture of repub-
licanism produces a low level of racism because it delegitimizes the salience of
ascribed characteristics in public life, hence facilitating the integration of
racial minorities. In contrast, my analysis suggests that republicanism has a
contradictory impact: it delegitimizes one form of racism—anti-black racism
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in particular—yet strengthens another by drawing a clear distinction between
" those who share this universalistic culture (French citizens) and those who do
not (immigrants). This boundary is reinforced by traditional anti-Muslim feel-
ings found in Christian France, by a lasting historical construction of French
culture as superior, and by a caste-like relationship that often characterized the
relationship of the French with members of their former colonies.

This situation contrasts with that found in the United States, where concern
for the assimilation: of immigrants is, overall, much less acute.” While immi-
grants follow different patterns in adapting to life in the United States,”s in prin-
ciple they can participate in civil and political society without having to abandon
their culture of origin and identity. This model sustains weaker boundaries
toward immigrants than the republican model in France. Such differences are
particularly striking given that among European countries, France has the largest
proportion of inhabitants with a parent or grandparent of foreign origin.”¢

It is worth noting that French workers, professionals, and managers have
access to similar cultural repertoires that facilitate this boundary pattern toward
blacks and immigrants. Cultural references emerging from republicanism, the
historical conflict between Christians and Muslims, the colonial past of France,
the violent Algerian War, as well as the notion of France’s cultural superiority
and the National Front’s racist messages are cases in point. However, in the
interviews I conducted with French professionals and managers for my book
Money, Morals, and Manners,”” neither race nor immigration was salient, perhaps
because like their American counterparts, they seldom come into contact with
immigrants or blacks. Or perhaps it is that in France as elsewhere, the better edu-
cated use subtle rather than blatant forms of prejudice.”® However, a number of
structural factors may prompt workers, but not professionals and managers, to
draw boundaries against North Africans. In particular, globalization, the eco-
nomic recession, and the breakdown of traditional French working-class culture
may make workers more concerned with their group positioning and more
likely to resent that immigrants receive what they regard as more than their fair
share of welfare benefits, at a time when left-of-center organizations are weak-
ened and less able to disseminate solidaristic messages than they were in the
past. Hence, specific structural factors increase the likelihood that available cul-
tural repertoires will lead workers to limit the community of “people like us” to
the narrow confines of their national community.

One of the main challenges that French society faces at this point is to
succeed in simultaneously maintaining a strong sense of collective identity
while reducing the boundaries erected against the Other. It is my hope that
this essay, in taking one small step toward a better understanding of the cul-
tural and structural conditions working against this transition, will contribute
to the realization of what appears to be an ever more urgent social project.
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conjunction with the strength of anti-immigrant boundaries. This connection
between the boundaries drawn toward blacks and immigrants often escapes some
French social scientists involved in these debates, who, along with politicians,
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used in national rhetorics of racism. Biological arguments are disappearing, and
cultural arguments take so many forms that too much is missed by focusing only
on the culture/biology opposition. See Michéle Lamont, “The Rhetorics of Racism
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relationships that tend to look like those that existed between the colonized and
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