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Part I Overview




1 Introduction The post-colonial problematic in contemporary France

Alec G. Hargreaves and Mark McKinney

DOI: 10.4324/9781315004921-2


 Introduction 

Post-colonial studies have recently become one of the most dynamic fields of scholarly inquiry and debate in the English-speaking world.1 In France, the post-colonial problematic is seldom encountered in political or cultural discourse (Apter 1995). Yet the phenomena embraced by this term represent a crucial dimension of contemporary French society, which offers a rich field of inquiry for students of the post-colonial condition.

Within France, the most widespread (but by no means exact) conceptual equivalent of the post-colonial field is francophonie. Both terms are profoundly ambiguous, above all in relation to the interface between cultural and political phenomena. In its most literal sense, francophonie denotes a purely cultural trait: the ability to speak French. More commonly, it denotes the global community of French speakers and more specifically still, organized efforts, particularly at the state level, to strengthen that community. Thus beneath the surface of a seemingly cultural concept, political imperatives generate much of the momentum behind the idea of francophonie (cf. Ager 1996). This is true not only in the sense that francophonie derives much of its impetus from political elites, but also because the cultural spaces to which the term is applied are defined by geopolitical boundaries. So-called francophone countries are those outside the boundaries of French sovereignty in which French is spoken in some significant degree (though often by only a minority of the population). Most of those countries are former French colonies. Indeed, the term francophonie gained its current meaning in the immediate aftermath of decolonization, when it served to emphasize continuing cultural links between France and her former colonial possessions (cf. Miller 1990: 181–201). Many of those critical of the idea of francophonie view it as a form of neo-colonialism, through which France continues to assert cultural (and perhaps even political) hegemony over formerly colonized peoples.

If the notion of francophonie is distrusted as a conservative or reactionary project, the post-colonial is generally seen as a more politically correct concept, though it too contains many ambiguities. Unlike francophonie, the political dimensions of which are masked by a term which superficially appears to denote a purely cultural field of reference, the post-colonial highlights a political condition characterizing certain forms of cultural production, i.e. the legacy of colonial domination out of or against which cultural practices are seen to emerge. In its own way, the “post” in post-colonial often connotes a political assertion akin to, or rather in contradiction with, that underlying francophonie: to speak of a post-colonial condition is to affirm the right to political and cultural self-determination. Yet by defining cultural projects in terms of a common reference to an earlier period of colonial domination, there is a risk of ensnaring formerly colonized peoples within the very hegemony which theorists of the post-colonial are concerned to break (McClintock 1992). If cultural practitioners originating in former colonies are no longer constrained by the legacy of the past, what purpose is served by labeling their efforts as post-colonial? Fully realized, the post-colonial condition appears as a contradiction in terms.

These tensions are nowhere more acute than in relation to minorities originating in ex-colonies who have now settled in France. French-speaking to a very large extent, yet culturally distinct in other ways and still marked by exclusionary memories of the colonial period, these minorities defy the political logic of francophonie by being residents and in many cases citizens of France while appearing to many among the majority population to belong elsewhere. Cutting across the binary logic that opposes “insiders” to “outsiders,” they are creating what Homi Bhabha has described as a hybrid “third space” that allows for the emergence of new cultural forms, “new structures of authority, [and] new political initiatives” (Bhabha 1990: 211; cf. Bhabha 1994: 19–39).

Conditioned initially by the colonial intrusion overseas and more recently by migration into the former colonial metropolis, post-colonial cultures are also imbricated in wider processes of globalization (Featherstone 1990). Constraints on international communications, which formerly limited the extent to which individuals might participate physically and/or mentally in more than one society, are being constantly eroded (cf. Anderson 1994 on “long-distance nationalism”). Rapid and relatively cheap airline service makes international travel far easier than in the past (albeit subject to rigid controls on permanent migration), and electronic media such as television facilitate the international circulation of cultural products on an unprecedented scale, pervading the homes of mass audiences on a daily basis. Within this context, as Stuart Hall (1996: 247) has observed, the post-colonial perspective

re-reads “colonisation” as part of an essentially transnational and transcultural “global” process – and it produces a decentered, diasporic or “global” rewriting of earlier, nation-centred imperial grand narratives. Its theoretical value therefore lies precisely in its refusal of this “here” and “there,” “then” and “now,” “home” and “abroad” perspective.


It would nevertheless be illusory to suggest that diasporic cultures belong in equal measure to each of the spaces in which they participate. Despite growing cooperation among European Union member-states, immigration controls, including the crucial field of residence rights, remain in many ways a bastion of national sovereignty. Residence rights – or the lack of them – facilitate or limit access to important cultural processes. While no state holds a monopoly over the means of cultural reproduction, some key cultural institutions – most obviously, formal educational systems – remain constrained in many ways by national boundaries. To a lesser extent, this is also true of the mass media, despite a clear trend towards the erosion of national controls (cf. Hargreaves, below, Chapter 5). For these and other reasons, the formative experiences of artists brought up in (ex-)colonial territories are significantly different from those of second- or third-generation members of minorities within the former colonial metropolis, which differ in turn from those of the majority population. National parameters remain therefore salient features in the analysis of cultural practices. Post-colonial cultures are indeed implicitly defined, even if only antithetically, with reference to current or former relations between (ex-)imperial nations and their overseas dominions.

To date, most studies of cultural practices grounded in French colonization and its aftermath have focused primarily on the (ex-)colonial periphery.2 To paraphrase the title of a seminal study of post-colonial writing in English (Ashcroft et al. 1989), the emphasis has been on the empire writing back. In the essays assembled in the present volume, the focus shifts to the empire riding in, traversing the center itself. Our contributors explore the significance of the post-colonial condition in a wide variety of cultural practices in France during the 1980s and 1990s. In the analysis of these practices, it is useful to distinguish three main groups of actors: those based in the former colonial periphery, whose works are mediated to the center in a variety of ways; minorities of Third World (i.e. ex-colonial) origin now settled in France; and the majority population, associated with “mainstream” French norms. In the next section of our introductory essay, we focus in more detail on the second of these groups, through which the (former) empire has established a significant physical presence within the (ex-)colonial metropolis and who are at the heart of this volume. We then go on to outline some key features involved in transnational and transcultural exchanges and consider recent critiques of post-colonial theory before concluding with a more detailed discussion of the relevance of the post-colonial paradigm to cultural practices in contemporary France. In this way, we seek to delineate the overall context within which subsequent chapters are to be read.

Drawing on a wide range of materials and methodologies, the various contributors seek to illuminate in ways pertinent to their specialist areas a range of shared concerns. How far are the cultural practices of Third World minorities marked by the legacy of the colonial period? What specific features of current cultural practices are derived from pre-migratory traditions, and how have these been modified through settlement in France? How do gender and class impact upon those practices? In what ways and to what extent may one speak of neocolonialism as a significant force in majority French culture and society, and how does this affect the creative processes of post-colonial minorities? How does the presence of those minorities impact on the majority population in France and the redefinition of its self-image after the end of empire? Do minority cultures function essentially as part of or apart from the “national” culture of France? How do established immigrant minorities relate to exiled or expatriate artists from former colonial territories? In what ways do external diasporic networks and/or inter-ethnic contacts between minorities affect processes of cultural production and consumption? What kinds of audience (majority, minority, crossover, local or global) are addressed by minority cultural practitioners? How far may one speak of a minority public sphere? What means of production and diffusion, and what sources of private or public support are available to minorities, and how have these affected their cultural output? These are the key questions which the contributors seek to explore.


The Post-Colonial Presence in France

France has long been a place of temporary or permanent residence for people originating in (ex-)colonies, among whom five partially overlapping groups may be distinguished. Although the distinctions between these categories are useful for analytical purposes, it should be noted that the borderlines are sometimes blurred. Not uncommonly, particular individuals have a foot in more than one camp.

Small but influential elites originating among colonized peoples have often spent time in the (former) colonial metropolis. In many cases, they arrived as students and then extended their stay for varying periods. During the colonial epoch, they often enjoyed greater freedom on French soil than in the overseas empire. In addition, the centralized nature of the colonial system had the effect of concentrating within France educated elites from many different parts of the empire, helping to generate a collective awareness of their shared history of colonial oppression. Experiences of this kind played a major role in shaping the political and cultural elites who were to lead the struggle for independence. The négritude movement, for example, which developed in Paris during the 1930s, brought together black intellectuals from French colonies in Africa and the Caribbean as well as influential African-American mentors (Dewitte 1985). In parallel with artistic works, the political dimensions of the anti-colonial struggle were voiced in newspapers and magazines published in France by activists originating in almost every corner of the overseas empire (Génériques 1990; cf. El Yazami, below, Chapter 7).

While not without influence in France, most of those involved in these movements were primarily concerned with the political and cultural destinies of overseas territories. This was also true, initially at least, of a second, overlapping category of intellectual migrants, who may be broadly classified as post-colonial exiles. In many former colonies, the regimes that replaced French rule soon became corrupt and/or authoritarian, pushing dissenters to flee elsewhere, often to France. Other intellectuals have come to France because it offers better professional prospects, for example in the university and publishing sectors, than can be found in their home countries (cf. Potts 1990: 160–2 on the “brain drain”).

Despite the importance of career opportunities in leading many of them to France, expatriate intellectuals are seldom associated with a third type of post-colonial presence, that arising from economic migration. This is in part because the vast majority of economic migrants from (ex-)colonial territories are located much further down the socio-professional ladder. In France, the classic image of an immigrant is that of an illiterate manual worker of Third World (i.e. ex-colonial) origin executing menial tasks in industrial and other sectors which are unattractive to the majority population. Although there are, of course, exceptions, this stereotype is grounded in the sociological fact that most immigrants from (former) colonies are indeed from poorly educated, often rural backgrounds, and the jobs they have found in France have generally been unskilled and badly paid. Unlike the first two, this third category is composed mainly of people who lack the formal education and skills which are necessary to function effectively in elite cultural spheres. Their cultural practices, primarily oral in character, are badly documented and little studied.

Small numbers of economic migrants came to France during the colonial period. During the First World War, on top of almost 600,000 colonial troops France recruited more than 200,000 civilian workers, mainly in the Maghreb and Indochina, to assist in the war effort of metropolitan France. Most were repatriated when hostilities ended (Amar and Milza 1990: 155–7). Throughout the twentieth century, France was to draw heavily on migrant labor, but until after the Second World War most of this came from Europe. It was not until the 1950s and 1960s that mass migration from the colonial empire, then in dissolution, began to supplant European sources of labor, and not until the 1980s that non-Europeans (mainly from Third World countries) came to outnumber Europeans among the migrant population in France.

Former French colonies in the Maghreb – Algeria, Morocco, and Tunisia3 – have been the single most important region of origin. More recently, former colonies in sub-Saharan Africa have also become significant sending countries. In addition, the last remnants of the overseas empire still administered by France, known as the DOM-TOM (Départements et Territoires d’Outre-Mer [Overseas Departments and Territories]), often look to France for employment opportunities. A quarter of the population born in two of the Overseas Departments, the Caribbean islands of Guadeloupe and Martinique, now live in metropolitan France (Marie 1993).

Asylum-seekers and refugees fall into a fourth analytical category. Often thought of as the preserve of ideologically committed intellectual elites (of the kind referred to in category two), political exile is a condition experienced by people from diverse social strata, and the scale of their exodus sometimes amounts to a form of mass migration. Thus at the end of the Algerian war of independence in 1962, tens of thousands of Muslim auxiliary soldiers known as harkis, who had fought under French orders, fled to the former colonial metropolis in order to escape reprisals from triumphant Algerian nationalists. Most harkis were poorly educated and possessed few marketable skills with which to ascend the social ladder in France. In this respect they resembled those among their fellow-countrymen who came to France as economic migrants.

A new wave of asylum-seekers, originating in former French Indochina, entered France following the 1975 Communist victory in the Viet Nam war, a conflict which, stoked by the neo-colonial involvement of the US, had raged for over twenty years after formal decolonization in 1954. This latest influx has strengthened the Vietnamese community in France and yielded a new generation of writers, such as Linda Lê, whose works are analyzed by Jack A. Yeager (Chapter 15, below). Compared with the harkis, those who fled Indochina tended to come from more middle-class backgrounds. In some cases, fears of political persecution were less important than the desire to maximize economic opportunities, which it was felt would be stifled by the Communist regime in Viet Nam. Today, the blurring of political and economic motives is cited as a prime factor in France’s high rejection rate of asylum-seekers from many Third World countries (Wihtol de Wenden 1994).

A fifth component of the post-colonial presence in France consists, not of migrants, but of their descendants. With the permanent settlement of migrants, the birth of their children and grandchildren marks the emergence of minority ethnic groups for whom France is in a very real sense home, rather than a country of adoption. Unlike the majority of economic migrants, whose formal cultural skills were limited, second- and third-generation members of minority groups have all been educated in France, and they are better equipped to make active use of cultural forms ranging from print and film to electronic media and the fine arts, as the essays contained in this volume amply show.

The different categories in this five-fold typology should be understood as typological abstractions, rather than as watertight compartments into which the (post-)colonial presence in France can be neatly divided. The different groups often overlap and engage in collaborative cultural practices, as Driss El Yazami, for example, shows in his study of France’s minority ethnic press (below, Chapter 7). The blurring of categorical distinctions has been heightened since the end of decolonization by a steadily accelerating trend towards the globalization of economic, cultural, and political relationships. In these circumstances, the distinction between migrant intellectuals, engaged in cultural practices focused primarily around their countries of origin, and minority ethnic groups settled within France, for whom the ex-colonial metropolis is the main locus of cultural production, is at best rough and ready, and at worst misleading.

Where, for example, would one classify an author such as Tahar Ben Jelloun? Born in Morocco, Ben Jelloun took up residence in France as a student and now divides his time more or less equally between the two countries. In 1987, when he won the Prix Goncourt, France’s most prestigious literary prize, a number of bookstores moved his works from their “Maghrebi Literature” shelves to “French Literature.” He is the holder of a French passport and a member the French Légion d’honneur [Legion of Honor], and has written extensively about the migrant experience in France, but acknowledges that in the eyes of second-generation Maghrebis born in France his voice is more that of “le pays de leurs parents que le pays d’adoption” [their parents’ country rather than their country of adoption] (Spear 1993: 32).4 A regular commentator on current affairs in the French media, he told an American interviewer:

Je ne me sens absolument pas déraciné ici [Paris]! Je suis bien ici et au Maroc. J’ai mon pays, c’est le Maroc. Je me sens totalement marocain. Mais en France je me sens aussi concerné par la France et par ce qui lui arrive.

I don’t feel uprooted in the least here [Paris]! I feel at ease here and in Morocco. My country is Morocco. I feel completely Moroccan. But in France I feel just as concerned by France and by what happens in it.

(Spear 1993: 33)


An expatriate in the sense that she was born in the West African state of Cameroon and now resides in Paris, Calixthe Beyala owes her literary reputation primarily to novels depicting West Africans in France, where they are published and read by a large audience. In many ways, Beyala has now been incorporated into “French” literature, despite her distant origins and the “exotic” dimension which her works bring to the former colonial metropolis (cf. Hitchcott, below, Chapter 12). Similarly, the seemingly insatiable appetite of multinational recording companies for “world music” – “new” styles and performers imported from “exotic” locations to which they must still in some sense be felt to belong (even when no longer residing there) if they are to fit their commercial niche – is steadily transforming the contours of popular culture within France and other First World countries (cf. Warne, below, Chapter 8).


Cultural Spaces

How far do post-colonial cultures stand as part of, or apart from, the dominant elements in the cultural space bounded by the territorial limits of France? Beneath this deceptively simple question, which the contributors to this volume seek to address in a variety of ways, lie a multiplicity of issues which revolve in varying degrees around the theorization of culture(s). If culture (in the singular) may be defined generically as the human construction of meaning, cultures (in the plural) consist of distinctive types of signifying practice shared by particular groups. At their core, cultures are built on circuits of communication linking together producers, transmitters, and receivers of particular patterns of signification, by which those concerned are in some degree bound together. The more such a circuit is tightly knit and isolated from others, the more distinctive and coherent is the culture which it sustains. Colonization and, more recently, post-colonial migration are obvious examples of forces cutting across established cultural, as well as political, boundaries. There is also a broader sense in which globalization, characterized by the constant widening of processes of human exchange, further undermines the pretensions of nation-states as politically bounded territories marking the limits of discrete and at the same time homogenous cultural communities.

Few, if any, individuals are entirely mono-cultural. Although they may not always realize it, most people participate – whether as producers, consumers or intermediaries – in a variety of cultural communities. To the extent that a sense of identity is derived from such communities, multiple identities are the norm, rather than exceptional features of personal experience. The proliferation of ever more sophisticated communication networks implies, moreover, a constant challenge to simplistic notions of neat demarcation lines between “national” cultures. To a greater or lesser degree, all cultures are engaged in a constant process of renewal, which is driven in part by borrowings from elsewhere. In these circumstances, physical contiguity is no guarantee of cultural affiliation. Minorities within a given topographical space may seek to deterritorialize its dominant paradigms by working within cultural circuits that cut across its boundaries (Deleuze and Guattari 1975). Conversely, the material conditions of certain types of cultural practice may force minority producers and receivers to pass through intermediaries – publishers, broadcasting organizations, journalists, etc. – implicated in and dominated by other cultural circuits. Chris Warne’s discussion of the “world music” industry (below, Chapter 8), Nicki Hitchcott’s analysis of the critical reception of Calixthe Beyala’s novels (below, Chapter 12), and Dalila Mahdjoub’s comments on the vicissitudes of institutional support for Maghrebi artists in France (below, Chapter 11) illustrate these processes well.

At a first level of analysis, at least three different types of cultural space are open to France’s post-colonial minorities: the dominant norms of the majority population, diasporic spaces associated with the country of origin and with other minority groups in France and elsewhere, and separatist enclaves detached from both of those fields. In practice, each of these seemingly distinct and internally unified spaces – the potential or actual coexistence of which is itself a challenge to the traditional concept of the nation-state – is far less clearly bounded than it may appear at first sight.

Diasporic spaces, often associated with nostalgic notions of pre-colonial cultures, are indelibly marked by the European intrusion, carrying irreversible changes into the (ex-)empire and back to the center. Such transitions are exemplified by figures such as Ben Jelloun and the doyen of black African writers, Léopold Sédar Senghor. Born in French West Africa, where he was educated in Catholic mission schools, Senghor helped to found the négritude movement while a student in Paris before leading Senegal to independence, becoming the country’s first President in 1960. When he retired from politics twenty years later, he settled with his French wife in Normandy, and was elected shortly afterwards to the Académie française, one of France’s most elite (and conservative) cultural institutions. To mark his ninetieth birthday in 1996, he was jointly feted by French President Jacques Chirac and his Senegalese counterpart, Abdou Diouf, at a UNESCO reception in Paris (The Times 1996b).

The majority of France’s post-colonial minorities are to be found in more humble milieux, foremost among which are the banlieues (literally, “suburbs”), which in the 1990s have become a byword for socially disadvantaged peripheral areas of French cities containing relatively dense concentrations of minority ethnic groups (Hargreaves 1996; cf. Rosello, below, Chapter 14). Often referred to by journalists as ghettos,5 the banlieues are the structural equivalents of British and American inner-city areas, and as such would appear to offer a natural space in which to develop a separatist cultural agenda. Yet the markers – graffiti, music, dancing, dress codes, etc. – through which young banlieusards (literally, “suburb-dwellers”) seek to reterritorialize the anonymous public housing projects in which they are corralled are saturated with references to global networks of multiethnic youth culture in which they participate daily through the mass media (Roy 1991 and 1993; cf. Hargreaves, below, Chapter 5 and Cannon, below, Chapter 9).

No less importantly, despite all attempts to ignore or disguise the fact, “French” culture is itself shot through with influences and affiliations stretching far beyond the “hexagon,” a popular term for the topographic configuration of metropolitan France. A few weeks before celebrating Senghor’s ninetieth birthday, President Chirac had welcomed to France the Polish primate of the Roman Catholic Church. The Pope had come to celebrate the 1,500th anniversary of an event widely regarded as the founding act of the French nation-state, the conversion of the Frankish King, Clovis, to Christianity – a global religion founded in the Middle East, the main Western arm of which is administered from Vatican City in Rome.6 Chirac’s administration was at the same time fighting a hopeless rearguard action against the ever-widening inroads made by the English language and American popular culture into the everyday cultural practices of the French. The latest innovation in this unequal struggle consisted of revised quotas, introduced at the beginning of 1996, requiring radio stations to prioritize “French” songs over those in other languages. One of the ironies of these and earlier quotas has been to facilitate the emergence of rap as a major force on the contemporary music scene in France. Short of new songs meeting the official quota criteria, broadcasters have filled their vacant air time with rap recordings by minority ethnic banlieusards featuring French-language vocals adapted from black American models (Le Monde 1996a; cf. Cannon, below, Chapter 9).

Jean-Marie Le Pen, the openly racist leader of the extreme right-wing Front National,7 draws much of his electoral support from sections of the majority population who are vulnerable to economic and other forms of insecurity arising from globalization (Jenkins 1996). They like to believe that by ridding the country of Third World immigrants and reasserting the racial and cultural “purity” of the nation, they can restore France to a golden age of unity and prosperity. The (unacknowledged) Middle Eastern origins of the Catholic faith, championed by Le Pen as a key constituent of French nationhood, have already been commented on. Warne (below, p. 148, n. 2) draws attention to a similar irony in the case of oi, a form of rock cultivated by far-right skinheads whose assertions of white supremacy and cultural purity are implicitly undercut by the (again unacknowledged) role of the African diaspora in the foundations of white rock and roll. Today, classic “French” rock and roll, naturalized as an integral part of French popular culture, is regularly celebrated in the nostalgic concerts of its founding icon, “Johnny Halliday”: a Belgian who in the 1950s abandoned his real name, Jean-Philippe Smet, in favor of a new one deliberately chosen for its American resonance. The heterogeneity inherent in “French” popular culture is explored in more detail with particular reference to the Arab world by David A. McMurray (below, Chapter 2).


Critiques of Post-Colonial Theory

Before looking more closely at specifically post-colonial aspects of cultural practices in France, it may be helpful to consider some of the main critiques which have been formulated in the wider debate over the post-colonial paradigm. These may be broadly summarized as follows: (1) epistemological shortcomings of the term “post-colonial” and the field which it denotes: not only does the concept have severe limitations; much post-colonial theory replicates what it purportedly critiques; (2) failure to resolve a widespread crisis in theory: post-colonialism is one of the many other “posts” (post-structuralism, post-modernism, post-Marxism, post-feminism, etc.) which are the symptoms of a crisis of critical theory that these new tendencies fail to overcome; (3) politics of location: the creation of post-colonial studies as a field of academic inquiry is closely linked to and dependent on the rise to prominent positions in Western universities of Third World scholars; (4) political and methodological mystification: post-colonial theory arises out of and tends to obfuscate global structural adjustments of power and mutations of capitalism. Let us consider each of these critiques in turn.

(1) Various critics have objected that the “post” in post-colonial reinserts the teleology of Eurocentric history that much post-colonial theory purportedly attempts to debunk: everything is referenced with respect to the – too vaguely defined – era of European colonialism (Shohat 1992: 103–8; McClintock 1992; Dirlik 1994: 344). Moreover critical distinctions between different chronologies of (de-)colonization are elided by the post-colonial, which conceptually works to suppress the critique of colonialism, neo-colonialism, (neo-)imperialism and other forms of oppression at work in the present: since the world is “post-colonial” we can all celebrate that fact. Critics have suggested that this is part of the reason for the current acceptance of the term in the Western academy, in place of earlier, more oppositional terms such as “Third World” or “anti-colonialism” (Shohat 1992: 99; McClintock 1992: 86, 93; Dirlik 1994: 344). On the other hand, the attempt by one analyst (Jameson 1986) to broadly conceptualize “Third World literature” without taking into account the problems with three worlds theory left him open to the criticism that he had thereby reproduced the binary thought of Eurocentrism (Ahmad 1987, 1992). In place of such reductionism and essentialism, critics have proposed more complex typologies and narratives of (neo-) colonialism, (neo-)imperialism and (de-)colonization. McClintock (1992: 88–9), for example, distinguishes between colonization (internal and imperial), partial decolonization, imperialism with or without colonies, break-away settler colonies, and deep settler colonization: “Different forms of colonization have, moreover, given rise to different forms of de-colonization. Where deep settler colonization prevailed, as in Algeria, Kenya, Zimbabwe, and Viet Nam, colonial powers clung on with particular brutality.”

Others have critiqued a new international division of intellectual labor between the producers of post-nativist and anti-Eurocentric literary works and the Western university theoretical establishment that generally appropriates these texts as paradigmatic examples of post-modern and/or post-colonial writing (Jeyifo 1989; Spivak 1990: 223; Appiah 1991). In this manner, critics charge that not only temporal but also geopolitical perspectives on the object of study are rendered hazy by the post-colonial lense:

Does the “post” indicate the perspective and location of the ex-colonized (Algerian), the ex-colonizer (French), the ex-colonial-settler (Pied Noir), or the displaced hybrid in First World metropoli[s] (Algerian in France)? Since the experience of colonialism and imperialism is shared, albeit asymmetrically, by (ex)colonizer and (ex)colonized, it becomes an easy move to apply the “post” also to First World European countries. Since most of the world is now living after the period of colonialism, the “post-colonial” can easily become a universalizing category which neutralizes significant geopolitical differences between France and Algeria …

(Shohat 1992: 103)


Post-colonial theorizations that lump these different perspectives together under one term (Ashcroft et al. 1989) are criticized for the homogenizing amalgamation that they produce (Shohat 1992: 102–3; McClintock 1992: 86–7; Dirlik 1994: 336).

It has also been objected that a post-colonial fetishization of cultural difference (Dirlik 1994: 346) can give rise to a new orientalism:

It is as if, in a certain way, we are becoming complicitous in the perpetration of a “new orientalism.” … The “new orientalism” views “the world as immigrant.” It is meretricious to suggest that this reminder undervalues the struggle of the marginal in metropolitan space. It is to remember that that struggle cannot be made the unexamined referent for all postcoloniality without serious problems.

(Spivak 1990: 222–8)


Against the tendency to indiscriminately celebrate the post-modern play of hybrid difference, it has also been argued that critics must be sensitive to the continuing need of oppressed peoples to conceive identity in terms better adapted to survival and liberatory struggle (Yúdice 1989; Gilroy 1993: 99–103).

(2) Most critics of post-colonial theory have argued that, like post-modernism and the other “post” theoretical positions on which it is modeled, it arose as an attempt to fill a crisis in theory provoked by the apparent inability of previous overarching theoretical models – whether Marxism, three worlds theory, anti-colonial nationalism, etc. – to explain adequately an increasingly fragmented yet globalized world and to provide an effective vision for radical change (Appiah 1991; McClintock 1992; Shohat 1992; Dirlik 1994). The abandonment of earlier paradigms and their replacement with an eclectic array of theoretical positions drawn from domains such as psychology, French post-structuralism, and British cultural studies are felt to have left post-colonial theory without the capacity to articulate the links between post-coloniality and global capitalism (McClintock 1992; Dirlik 1994: 352), or to account for the persistence of women’s oppression (McClintock 1992: 91–3).

(3) One explanation that critics have proposed for the spectacular growth of post-colonial theory is the increasing prominence of Third World critics in Western universities (Spivak 1990; Appiah 1991; Dirlik 1994). They are taken to task for their “comprador” (Appiah 1991: 348) implication in oppressive institutions and structures, their appropriation of marginality for their own purposes (Ahmad 1992; Dirlik 1994), and their refusal to let the subaltern speak (Parry 1987, on Spivak, among others; cf. Spivak 1988). It is further claimed that the inordinate amount of theoretical attention given to cultural hybridity and to the ability of subjects to change location serves as a cover for the refusal by post-colonial critics to acknowledge the real benefits of academic prestige and power that they enjoy, and to adequately theorize identity in terms of class location, and society in terms of material relationships (Dirlik 1994: 342–7). One reply to the charge of privilege is that post-colonial critics and theory remain relatively weak in the academy, in spite of their increasing institutionalization and prominence (Robbins 1994).

(4) An explanation sometimes suggested for the increasing importance of post-colonialism and multiculturalism in the academic institutions of the North and West is that capitalism now has need of a more culturally flexible ideology and work force in order for it to continue its global expansion (Dirlik 1994: 353–6). This expansion has meant the creation of a world market not only for capital and products, but also for labor, with the result that former or neo-colonies (the Maghreb, West Africa) and still-colonized regions (the DOM-TOM) were and are tapped for their cheap labor power (Potts 1990). Given the conditions of global capitalism, critics of post-colonial theory call not necessarily for its abandonment, but at least for its reorientation towards contemporary problems, whose complexity may articulate, but is not reducible to, colonial divisions (Appiah 1991; McClintock 1992; Shohat 1992; Dirlik 1994).


The Post-Colonial Condition in France

Despite the dangers and limitations inherent in the post-colonial problematic, there are in our view two main sets of reasons for regarding it as a valuable heuristic device in the study of cultural practices in contemporary France. The first set relates to the cultural and historical legacy of the colonial periphery. All immigrants bring with them cultural baggage that differentiates them from the majority population. While the weight of that baggage may lessen as migration gives way to permanent settlement, with second- and third-generation strands eventually outnumbering migrants among the minority population, it continues in varying degrees to influence minority groups. Although it would be wrong either to exaggerate the differences between European and non-European migrants or to understate the rapid pace at which francisation [Frenchification] occurs in contemporary France’s urban milieux (cf. Gallissot 1989), those who come from (former) overseas colonies in Africa or Asia are originally marked by cultural traditions which, compared with the norms prevailing in France, are on the whole more distant than the mores of Europeans.8 French is one of a string of interrelated Romance languages traversing the boundaries of southern European states. Like France, the countries in which most European migrants have their origins have a long history of Christian, mainly Catholic, belief. The mother tongues and religious beliefs of most non-European migrants are drawn from cultural fields with no comparable presence in European history. The most important of these religions, Islam, to which most Maghrebi and many West African immigrants adhere, was indeed for many centuries the external enemy against which Europe defined itself (Hay 1968).

While France’s former empire embraces enormous cultural diversity – Buddhism and Confucianism in Indochina, Islam in North and West Africa, and a variety of other religions in many parts of Africa and Oceania – most of the migrants originating there have in common a greater cultural distance vis-à-vis the majority population in France than is found among Europeans. There is in this sense a prima facie case for studying these minorities together. That case is strengthened by their shared history of colonial subordination, for which there is again no direct parallel among France’s European neighbors. The unequal relations which characterized the colonial system and the conflicts which eventually culminated in the liquidation of the overseas empire have left many scars on colonized peoples, memories of which are transmitted to succeeding generations, whose cultural practices continue to display the marks of this experience.

A second set of factors shaping the post-colonial condition is to be found within France itself, which is no less deeply marked by the colonial experience, and more particularly by the trauma of decolonization. Close to three million Frenchmen – almost an entire generation of young men – fought between 1954 and 1962 in France’s unsuccessful attempt to resist by force of arms the rising tide of Algerian nationalism. With the advent of independence, practically the whole of Algeria’s million-strong pied-noir (French settler) population fled to France, carrying with them bitter feelings of exile and dispossession. Like the Viet Nam war in the minds of Americans, memories of the Algerian war in France are both repressed and omnipresent (Rioux 1990; Stora 1991). The very limited presence of an explicitly “post-colonial” discourse in France is in many ways a reflection of lingering neo-colonial reflexes. If Algerians, the largest minority ethnic group in France, are also the most distrusted and disliked by the majority population, this is in no small measure due to the images of racial inferiority and enmity inherited from over a century of colonization and almost eight years of guerrilla warfare that brought France itself to the brink of civil war (Hargreaves 1995: 152–9). Not surprisingly, the Algerian war and its still-lingering after-effects feature in significant works by artists of both majority and minority ethnic origin (cf. below, Tarr, Chapter 4; McKinney, Chapter 10; Hargreaves, Chapter 13).

In their everyday dealings with the majority population, Maghrebis as a whole (whether of Algerian, Moroccan, or Tunisian origin) cannot escape the generally unstated and often unconscious but nonetheless potent legacy of the colonial era, which continues to color majority perceptions of minority groups. These (mis-) perceptions frequently elide national and ethnic differences, and construct other, racialized barriers. Anyone with a physical appearance suggesting Maghrebi origins is apt to be seen as an “Arab” and to be taken for an Algerian. For Moroccans and Tunisians, who gained national independence with far less bloodshed than occurred in neighboring Algeria, there is a doubly unjust stigma in being regarded as Algerian, with all that that connotes in French eyes. Within Maghrebi states, a significant proportion of the population is not Arab at all, but Berber. This is the case in several regions which have been prominent in migratory flows to France, such as the Rif in Morocco and Kabylia in Algeria, where most of the population is Berber- (rather than Arabic-)speaking. These differences are completely effaced in everyday French usage of the word Arabe, which is applied indiscriminately to virtually anyone connected with the Maghreb other than the pieds-noirs (there is very little awareness of Sephardic Jews as another distinct component of the North African population). In a wider sense, Arabe is used more or less interchangeably with Musulman (Muslim) to cover people of Middle Eastern appearance (not all of whom are Arabs or, for that matter, Muslims) along with Maghrebis.

These aspects of the neo-colonial gaze affect second- and third-generation Maghrebis as much as their immigrant forebears. In recent surveys, seven out of ten second-generation Maghrebis say they feel closer to the culture of the French population than to that of their parents (SOFRES 1995: 160). Nine out of ten say they want to be integrated into French society (Muxel 1988: 928). No less remarkably, two-thirds say they are ready to defend France by force of arms should the country be attacked (SOFRES 1995: 169). Yet when majority French respondents are asked whether they see second-generation Maghrebis as French or Arab, less than a third say they see them as French (CNCDH 1991: 210). A report by the labor inspectorate has found massive discrimination in the employment market against young Maghrebis and other (post-)colonial minorities, including those from the (still colonized) DOM-TOM (IGAS 1992: 49–50). Almost 80 percent of violent acts officially classed as racist and more than 90 percent of racist murders in France are committed against Maghrebis, though they account for less than 40 percent of the foreign population (CNCDH 1994: 18).

Reflecting on this neo-colonial gaze, Mohammed Kenzi, the son of an Algerian immigrant worker, recalls that the formal independence of Algeria in 1962 did little, if anything, to improve the condition of the migrant population in France:

Nous allions continuer à survivre dans ces conditions misérables, rejetés et haïs, nous demeurions les éternels esclaves sous la domination du maître d’hier, à la seule différence qu’on ne nous surnommait plus les fellaghas, mais ratons ou bougnoules …

We were to continue living in wretched conditions. Rejected and hated, we were destined to remain the same old slaves, dominated by our former masters. The only difference was that they no longer called us rebels, but dirty Arabs or wogs …

(Kenzi 1984: 36)


During the war, fellaghas (literally, “road-blockers”), an Arabic term used as a self-descriptor by Algerian guerrilla fighters, was extended in the usage of many French people to brand Algerians in general as “rebels” against French authority. While fellaghas lost its currency with the end of the conflict, other highly pejorative terms inherited from the colonial period such as ratons (dirty Arabs) or bougnoules (similar in meaning to “wogs” or “niggers”) still served to label North Africans in France. The very word Arabe was so contaminated in French usage by disparaging colonial connotations that a conscious effort was made in progressive circles to replace it with a relatively unfamiliar and consequently less tainted term, Maghrébin. The entry of this term into widespread usage is directly contemporaneous with decolonization. It did not, however, signal the end of attitudes inherited from the days of empire. Today, disdainful notions of racial or cultural inferiority similar to those prevalent during the colonial period are frequently implicit in popular usage of the word Maghrébin, which has become virtually synonymous with immigré, another highly tainted term.

During the 1970s, young Maghrebis in the banlieues of Paris began calling themselves Beurs. This verlan (backslang) expression was formed by inverting the syllables of the word Arabe. As a neologism, Beur had many advantages. It lacked the pejorative connotations associated with Arabe, and enabled its users to speak of themselves without having to choose between one of the ready-made national or quasi-national identities (French or Arab/Algerian) constantly proffered to them (Barbara 1986). During the mid-1980s, the term became widely used in the French mass media, leading many young Maghrebis to reject it as a neo-colonial projection. In a 1988 interview Sakinna Boukhedenna, who was born in France of Algerian parents in 1959, stated: “Moi, si je dis le mot ‘Beur,’ c’est comme si on reconnaît qu’on est encore colonisé” [If I were to use the word “Beur,” it would be like saying that we’re still colonized]9. For Boukhedenna, the media’s adoption of the Beur label signified a refusal to accept Arabs in France on their own terms; replicating the logic of African Americans who in the 1960s had inverted the stigmatizing gaze of whites by declaring that black is beautiful, she insisted on calling herself an Arab.

Similar tensions are apparent in the title of Soraya Nini’s 1993 novel, Ils disent que je suis une Beurette … [They call me a Beurette …], which incorporates the feminine substantive Beurette. The author herself had intended to entitle the novel L’entre-deux [In Between], but for commercial reasons the publisher proposed that it be called La Beurette, which Nini found alien. Her reservations remain evident in the compromise formula on which they finally agreed: “J’ai accepté Ils disent que je suis une Beurette car ce sont les autres qui nous appellent ainsi et non moi qui l’utilise” [I accepted They Call Me a Beurette … because other people call us that; it isn’t a term I use].10 Summing up the now widespread rejection of the Beur label, the rock musician and novelist Mounsi (1995: 72–4) has recently dismissed it as a neo-orientalist, neo-exoticist construction.

Such neo-colonial tendencies are apparent not only in everyday attitudes and behavior as well as in popular and mainstream cultural forms such as film (Tarr, below, Chapter 4), television (Hargreaves, below, Chapter 5), and comics (McKinney, below, Chapter 10), but also in the social and political institutions of contemporary France. A key element in the ideology of French colonialism was the myth of assimilation, according to which colonized “natives” were to be turned into cultural clones of their colonial masters and eventually granted equal political rights (Betts 1961). In the overseas empire, the French commitment to assimilation was always more rhetorical than real: few resources were devoted to the “civilizing mission,” and the promise of political equality was perpetually deferred, since it was fundamentally at odds with the whole colonial system. Paradoxically, it is during the post-colonial period that assimilationist reflexes have worked their way more fully into the formulation of public policy towards migrants from ex-colonies now settled on French soil.

Within France, there are strong centralizing traditions on both the left, stretching back to the French Revolution, and the right, drawing partly on the legacy of pre-revolutionary monarchical regimes. These tendencies are reflected in long-standing public hostility towards the recognition of regional minorities, as well as in the expectation that immigrants and their descendants should assimilate to the dominant culture. The Socialist administration which came to power in 1981 briefly flirted with a mild form of multiculturalism, labeled le droit à la différence [the right to difference], but as David Blatt shows (below, Chapter 3), this was to prove short-lived. Today, all the main political parties except for Le Pen’s exclusionary Front National are united in arguing for intégration [integration], a term which is not without ambiguity, but which more often than not is used as a polite circumlocution for assimilation (Hargreaves forthcoming). There is an entrenched reluctance to accept, still less encourage, expressions of cultural diversity reflecting the multiethnic origins of the “national” population.11 Media hysteria during the Islamic head-scarf affairs of 1989 and 1994, when a number of state schools sought to prohibit Muslim girls from covering their heads in class, typifies this intolerance (Hargreaves 1995: 125–31). There can be little doubt that French sensitivity towards Islam is conditioned in part by the role of that religion as an emblem of national identity among Algerians during the war of independence, memories of which continue to weigh heavily in French perceptions of minority groups. The Islamic revival witnessed since the Iranian revolution of 1979, now visible just across the Mediterranean in the quasi-civil war raging in Algeria since 1992, has further strengthened ancient fears of Europe’s Oriental Other, with whom immigrant minorities are readily amalgamated. Neo-colonial perceptions are thus a key contextual factor in the everyday experiences in which the cultural practices of minority groups are forged.

In the theoretical debate surrounding the post-colonial condition, a distinction may be drawn between “soft” and “hard” approaches. On the one hand, in its soft version the “post” in “post-colonial” is taken by some critics to mean “‘after,’ ‘because of,’ and even unavoidably ‘inclusive of’ the colonial; on the other hand, it signifies more explicit resistance and opposition, the anticolonial” (Hutcheon 1995: 10). In an effort to avoid ambiguity, Boehmer (1995: 3) distinguishes between post-colonial practices, defined by a descriptive, chronological relationship with the end of empire, and a postcolonial stance, grounded in resistance to (neo-)colonial oppression. Extending Boehmer’s typology, it is possible to distinguish a third type of relationship with the end of empire, which we may designate as post/colonial, i.e. essentially detached from the post(-)colonial problematic.

Endemic to contemporary France, the neo-colonial gaze is a constant reminder of the still unfinished process of decolonization. As such, it constitutes one of the inescapable parameters within which the cultural practices of post-colonial minorities are framed. Yet it is vital to understand that minority ethnic artists see that parameter more as a challenge to be confronted or bypassed than as a naturally constituted boundary. While they are all in a sense framed by the postcolonial moment, most of these artists are engaged to a significant degree in postcolonial strategies, and they are attracted in not a few cases by post/colonial vistas. Researchers and analysts must therefore recognize that one of the great dangers inherent in the post-colonial problematic is that of reifying the very categories which minorities seek to relativize and/or subvert. These tensions are explored by Mahdjoub (below, Chapter 11), who argues that the ethnic criteria by which post-colonial minorities are defined are increasingly devoid of artistic significance. By implication, the long-term viability of the “post(-)colonial” category is called into question.

While Mahdjoub’s essay indicates that post/colonial tendencies are of real and perhaps increasing significance, most of the cultural practices of minorities originating in France’s former empire may be fairly described in varying degrees as post(-)colonial in both the hyphenated and unhyphenated senses. In analyzing those practices, neither the editors nor the contributors to this book regard the post-colonial problematic as a dogma to be applied uncritically to the cultural processes under discussion. Rather, it is our view that this optic can yield significant insights into many aspects of multiethnic France without necessarily saying the final word about any of them.


Notes

	Recent surveys include  Williams and Chrisman (1993), Barker et al. (1994), Benson and Conolly (1994), Ashcroft et al. (1995), Chambers and Curti (1996).

	Only recently have critics in French studies begun to scrutinize the (post-)colonial construction of French national and minority identities, as, for example, in some of the essays in Lionnet and Scharfman (1993), Kritzman (1995) and Ungar and Conley (1996). On (post-)colonial French and francophone film, we now have an important collection of essays edited by Sherzer (1996). However, the present volume is, to our knowledge, the first in-depth multi-art-form study devoted specifically to post-colonial minority cultures within France.

	In French and/or international law, none of these territories was formally classified as a colony. Officially regarded as an integral part of French territory, Algeria was subject to the French Interior Ministry instead of the Colonial Ministry. Morocco and Tunisia were officially “protectorates,” nominally retaining internal autonomy while enjoying the external “protection” of the French Foreign Ministry. In reality, all three territories were under French colonial rule, albeit in different institutional guises.

	The published version of Thomas Spear’s interview with Ben Jelloun is an English translation. Spear kindly permitted one of the present authors to consult the original French transcript, from which we quote here. We have also slightly reworded the published translation.

	For a critique of this usage, see Wacquant (1992), who underlines the fact that ethnic concentrations are less intense in French cities than in the USA.

	These celebrations were accompanied by a heated debate – opposing in particular right-wing Catholics on the one hand and more secularly-minded citizens on the other – over the appropriateness of Clovis as a symbol of French national identity ( The Times 1996a). The Rector of the Great Mosque of Paris also protested over the exclusion of France’s Muslim minority by the organizers of the commemoration (Le Monde 1996b).

	Explicit affirmations of racism by Le Pen in the summer of 1996 ( Le Monde 1996c) led the government to draft tough new anti-racist legislation (Le Monde 1996d).

	We are well aware of the racist purposes that the notion of cultural distance has sometimes served in France and elsewhere. Our own use of this concept should not be taken to imply any hierarchical ordering of different cultures.

	Interview with Alec G. Hargreaves, April 21, 1988.

	Letter from Soraya Nina to Alec G. Hargreaves, June 1, 1994.

	The state-funded Fonds d’Action Sociale pour les travailleurs immigrés et leurs familles (FAS) does support cultural activities among minority groups, but only on condition that such activities are judged to assist “integration” (Hargreaves 1995: 205–6). Cf. Derderian (below, Chapter 6) and Mahdjoub (below, Chapter 10).
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