
EDITORIAL

With this issue the journal enters exciting new territory. As we announced
to readers earlier this year, French Politics and Society now adds Culture to

its name to signal our ambition to broaden the multidisciplinary reach of the
journal. We encourage anthropologists, sociologists, and historians to see
FPC&S as a place to present their work to a remarkably diverse readership that
spans the globe. We also welcome contributions from specialists exploring
connections between French society and cultural expression of all sorts,
including film, the visual arts, literature, and popular culture. At the same
time, we remain firmly committed to publishing the kind of incisive analysis
of contemporary French politics, economics, and society that has long made
the journal such a valuable resource for its readers. We will also continue to
offer timely essays on current events and recent controversies. An enlarged
editorial board brings together internationally renowned scholars in the many
fields we plan to cover, and it allows us to provide a more formalized proce-
dure for refereeing manuscripts. Book reviewing has long been a special
strength of the journal, which we aim to sustain even as we branch into wider
scholarly terrain, and we are particularly eager to publish review essays that
speak to readers across disciplines. Finally, although the journal explores first
and foremost the many facets of France, past and present, we also wish to
explore the relationship of France to the larger world, especially Europe, the
United States, and the former French empire.

This special issue on “The Politics of the Family in France” reflects a num-
ber of these ambitions. The articles assembled here range widely over the dis-
ciplines of history, sociology, and political science. Several authors explore
connections beyond France. Our theme, moreover, addresses matters of con-
siderable controversy. Although debate over “family values” takes place virtu-
ally everywhere in the modern world, nowhere has it been keener recently
than in France, where the battle over the Pacte Civil de Solidarité (PaCS), the
legislative proposal granting civil rights to unmarried couples, including same-
sex couples, has raged fiercely over the past two years. As this issue goes to
press, yet a new round of controversy appears on the horizon. A high level
commission, headed by law professor Françoise Dekeuwer-Defossez, has just
submitted an ambitious set of proposals to the Ministry of Justice for altering
laws governing marriage, separation, divorce, and adoption. The family, in
short, will remain a flash point for conflict, and how could it be otherwise,



given the difficulties of adapting the two fundamental traditions in France
framing family life, one Catholic, the other Republican, to the extraordinary
variety of forms that the family now takes at the dawn of the new century? 

This collection brings readers up to date with much of the current debate
over family relations. Its main aim, however, is to explore different approaches
to analyzing the politics of family norms—that is, how organized structures of
power, such as church, state, professions, social movements, as well as com-
peting traditions of expertise and popularized knowledge, have helped to
shape the way the French have regarded family relations over the past two
centuries. Muriel Darmon introduces the collection with a critique of con-
temporary sociological theories about the family and a compelling agenda for
new research on the propagation and internalization of family norms. Joan
Wallach Scott throws down a scholarly gauntlet of a different sort. She crit-
icizes French opponents of gay adoption by arguing that the relationship
between childbearing and childrearing rests not on “natural laws of sexual dif-
ference” but on mutable legal frameworks and social mores. Several fascinat-
ing historical explorations follow: Jennifer Heuer on competing visions of
family-state relations during the French revolution; Elisa Camiscioli on the
populationist and xenophobic motives behind granting French women the
right in 1927 to retain their nationality when marrying foreigners; and Remi
Lenoir on the rivalry of church and state over familialist ideology in the twen-
tieth century and the grip that technocratic elites eventually secured over
family policy. Josée Bergeron and Laura Frader round out the more histori-
cally-oriented approaches to our theme: Bergeron, by taking us beyond the
Hexagon to investigate why families in the départements d’outre-mer have had
to struggle since 1945, and with only partial success, to win fair access to the
provisions of French family policy; Frader, by offering a review essay on recent
pioneering work on gender relations between the world wars. 

Several imaginative sociological studies of contemporary subjects com-
plete the collection. François de Singly rejects the claim that families have
become less child-centered, arguing instead that parents struggle in a variety of
ways to ensure the success and happiness of their children in a rapidly chang-
ing, market-driven culture. Séverine Gojard presents a remarkable case study of
a working-class mother to examine how parents use the advice of doctors and
kin in caring for their infants. In an analysis of the rhetoric in parliamentary
debates over “l’accouchement sous X,” the right of birth mothers of adopted
newborns to remain anonymous, Nadine Lefaucheur assesses how people use
(and abuse) history to legitimize their views. Eric Fassin completes the collec-
tion with a comparative analysis of why the advocacy of gay marriage has
acquired such different political meanings in the United States and France. 

A group of essays this wide-ranging hardly constitutes a unified approach
to this complex subject, nor should it. Readers will find significant differences
in outlook. Authors differ, for example, over the role of medical and psycho-
logical experts in shaping family norms. How much have they actually
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affected social practices? How benign have their efforts been? Furthermore,
the several American historians writing for this issue bring to the study of the
family a primary concern for understanding the dynamics of gender and the
weight of patriarchy, in contrast to a number of French sociologists who begin
with classic questions in the French sociological tradition about how class,
religion or the state have structured the power relations prevailing over fam-
ily life. Each perspective has much to lend the other, but they also reflect well-
established strategies of inquiry that make it all the more important to
promote the kind of multidisciplinary and international discussion this col-
lection is designed to provoke.

Finally, a word of gratitude. Last April the Institute of French Studies at
NYU sponsored a conference on “The Politics of Family Norms/Familialisme et
normes familiales,” where early versions of six of the articles published here
were first presented as papers. Muriel Darmon and Eric Fassin conceived of
that enterprise, recruited its participants, and charted its scholarly direction. I
wish to thank them, as well as to acknowledge the extraordinary work that
Janine Treves at Berghahn Books and Fabienne Moore, our new Managing Edi-
tor, have done to prepare this issue. All this augurs well for the future of
FPC&S.

— HC
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