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An American scholar is often struck by the absence of race in France as a
category of analysis or the absence of discussions of race in its historical

or sociological dimensions. After all, “race” on this side of the Atlantic, for
reasons having to do with the peculiar history of the United States, has long
been a focus of discussion. The notion of race has shaped scholarly analysis
for decades, in history, sociology, and political science. Race also constitutes
a category regularly employed by the state, in the census, in electoral district-
ing, and in affirmative action. In France, on the contrary, race hardly seems
acknowledged, in spite of both scholarly and governmental preoccupation
with racism and immigration.1

Until recently, French scholars and the state have avoided discussing race,
or even analyzing it as a socially constructed category, for reasons that have
much to do with the particularities of French history. The founding myth of
the Republic as “une et indivisible” emphasized the unitary, universalist, and
inclusive nature of the Republic with little if any room for the recognition of
difference. In legal terms as well, the Revolution established the irrelevance of
national or racial difference in the exercise of rights. As Gérard Noiriel has
argued, “Alors qu’aux Etats-Unis, cette question est indissolublement liée,
dans les textes, dans les pratiques, dans les structures mentales, au problème
raciale et à l’ethnicité, en France, la Déclaration des droits de l’homme marque
le triomphe (au moins juridique) du refus de toute ségrégation fondé sur la
race, la religion, l’origine ethnique.”2 Additionally, the use of racial and racist
categories by fascist groups under the Third Republic and the racist policies of
Vichy made it virtually impossible to talk about race without being associated
with one of the most devastating episodes of modern French history. Even his-
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torical studies of immigration have assumed “race” as a given, while con-
demning the “racism” of policies and popular attitudes towards immigrants.3

The state, moreover, has made it difficult for scholars to study “racial” differ-
ence, even as a socially constituted category, because since Vichy it is illegal to
keep statistics on racial or ethnic distributions. Even now, there is no category
of “race” or “ethnicity” in the French census, although place of birth can pro-
vide a clue to national origins. 

Recently, however, scholars on both sides of the Atlantic have begun to
investigate the historical and contemporary meanings of race in France.
Anthropologists and feminist scholars have turned their attention to the insta-
bility of the term “race,” have pointed to the arbitrariness of racialization, and
have emphasized the cultural and social construction of racial difference.4

Historians, sociologists, and political scientists have also begun to question 
the “color-blind” republican model, challenging received wisdom about the
absence of a consciousness of race in France during the Revolution. They have
illuminated how race became a significant social marker during World War I,
and they have shown how French authorities made race a salient social reality
by distinguishing colonial subjects from the French and different colonial sub-
jects from one another.5

This issue of FPC&S contributes to this rich new scholarship across the dis-
ciplines by pointing to the importance of race in marking the boundaries of
citizenship, in shaping social policy, and influencing legal perspectives on
social difference. Laurent Dubois shows how the consciousness of racial differ-
ence asserted itself in debates over the citizenship status of Caribbean colonial
subjects at the time of the Revolution. He argues that in the founding
moments of the Republic these debates influenced the meanings of race, colo-
nialism, and citizenship in the metropole. The granting of citizenship to Mar-
tiniquais and Guadeloupeans helped to produce the erasure of race as a distinct
category of difference in France. The contradictions between the formal dis-
cursive silence about race and race’s salience as a marker of difference in prac-
tice are also the subject of David Beriss’s examination of the status of race
among Antillais in metropolitan France. Does race matter and how do the
French understand identity and difference? Beriss tries to make sense of the
observation that whereas race is a significant marker of difference in Antillean
culture, Antillean activists in France rarely refer to race and refer more fre-
quently to culture. He examines the problem of why there is apparently little
interest in race, while at the same time there is substantial discussion of racism.

Erik Bleich likewise questions the absence of race thinking in France and
points to the ways that race has entered the production of late-twentieth-cen-
tury antiracism legislation, specifically the antiracist laws of 1972 and 1990.
He argues for the presence of race thinking in France historically—at least
since the nineteenth century—and shows how the consciousness of race has
underpinned the debates over legislation and recent policies in spite of a for-
mal, “color-blind” stance. Gwénaële Calvès and Alec G. Hargreaves fill in this
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story for the last ten years. Calvès shows that the “color-blind” republican
model is changing. Since the late 1990s, diversity à l’Américaine has become a
criterion for the formulation of affirmative action policies in France, as ethnic
and racial distinctions are being introduced into antiracist, antidiscriminatory
action positive. Hargreaves takes this theme even further in arguing for a major
shift in French antidiscrimination policy since 1997, under the current Social-
ist government. He argues that policy makers have backed off from focusing
exclusively on integration, have begun to confront racism directly, and have
thus turned their attention to combating discrimination. This heightened
awareness of race, however, has not led to durable antiracism measures. Harg-
reaves offers an explanation for why this is the case.

With this stimulating collection, FPC&S launches an ongoing series on the
theme of “Race in France.” An important new study examining perceptions of
racial difference by Michèle Lamont will appear in our next issue, with addi-
tional essays to follow. 
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