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Historical background – The period prior to the Transatlantic slave trade  
 

Before the 16th century Europeans did not feel superior to other peoples in any respect other 
than religion. In their early contacts with Africa, Europeans generally believed that they had 
found forms of civilization that were often comparable to their own, despite evident cultural 
differences. In the early period of European contacts with Africa, the Emperor of Mali “was 
perceived and presented as a sophisticate, not a savage: a sovereign equal in standing to any 
Christian prince.” 1 

 
Europeans found hierarchies of power, descending from the monarch through nobles and 
notables that resembled their own feudal structures, and kings whose power was invested with 
both spiritual and temporal authority. In the 1480s, King Nzinga Nkuwu of Kongo, and Oba 
Ewuare of Benin exchanged resident ambassadors with their “royal brother”, the Portuguese 
King John 11.2 Manuel 1 succeeded his cousin John 11 as King of Portugal In 1495 

 
In 1506, King Nzinga Nkuwu’s son Mvemba Nzinga succeeded his father as Mani Kongo (king) 
of Kongo, and assumed the royal title Affonso I. Beginning in 1506, King Manuel and King 
Affonso conducted a prolonged correspondence that ended only on King Manuel’s death in 
1521. Their correspondence not only showed a mutual respect but also revealed that both 
kings considered the other his equal. "Most powerful and excellent King of Manycongo, We 
send to you Simao da Silva, noble man of our house, a person whom we most trust….", began 
the letter King Manuel addressed to the King of Congo in 1512. King Affonso generally began 
his own letters with the words "Most high and powerful prince and king my brother…."3  

 
In his regimento of 1512 King Manuel presented a hierarchical system of titles of nobility to his 
“royal brother” King Alfonso which he recommended that the latter adopt. The six most 
important of Kongo’s chiefs would become dukes; lesser notables would be marquises, counts 
and barons; the king’s children would be princes and princesses.4  On the formal proposal of 
four cardinals, Pope Leo X consecrated King Affonso's son, Henry of Congo, a bishop in Rome 
on May 5, 1518. It was not until five and a half centuries later that another Black man would 
attain the rank of bishop in the Catholic Church. That fact alone is eloquent testimony of the 
radical change that took place in European minds with regard to black peoples, after the 16th 
century. 

 
The bust of Antonio Nigrita, Kongo’s Ambassador to Rome, who died in Rome in 1608, can still 

                                            
1 Felipe Fernandez-Armesto, “Millennium, A History of our Last Thousand Years”, 1995, p.179. 
2 Basil Davidson “The Search for Africa: A History in the Making’, 1994, p.43. 
3
 Basil Davidson, “Black Mother: a Study of the Precolonial Connection Between Africa and  Europe”, 1970, 

p.120,  
4 Basil Davidson, “The African Slave Trade” 1996, p p.140. 

 

http://www.linguee.com/english-french/
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be seen in the Sacristy of the 5th-century Papal Basilica of Santa Maria Maggiore, the largest 
Catholic Marian church in Rome. The following posthumously-published description by Johann 
Georg Keyssler (1693–1743), the German archaeologist and polymath, of the artistic treasures 
he saw when he visited the Church of Santa Maria Maggiore in the mid-18th century, is eloquent 
testimony of the esteem in which Kongo’s ambassador was held.  “In the Sacristy of this 
church, besides several fine Pieces of Painting and Sculpture, is the Monument to Antonio 
Nigrita, Ambassador from the King of Congo. On the left hand is a brass Statue of Pope Paul 1, 
on a marble pedestal by Paolo Sequirico, native of Parma; and opposite to it is that of Philip 1V 
of Spain...On the Altar is an excellent Piece of Sculpture, representing the Assumption of the 
Virgin Mary, in Marble, by Bernini.”5  

 
The Change in European and North American attitudes towards Africans 

 
In his books, The Problem of Slavery in Western Culture (1966) and Slavery and Human 
Progress (1984), D. B. Davis demonstrated that slavery is a major phenomenon in the 
ideology of the modern Western world – a phenomenon that is not yet fully understood.6  In 
1619 a Dutch vessel transported twenty 'negars' to Jamestown as indentured servants, which 
subsequently generated a demand for African labourers. The freedom of black labourers was 
restricted by various practices and their choice of work limited. This culminated in the official 
establishment of slavery, in 1660 in the North American English colonies.  

 
By the end of the century, Africans were legally relegated to the position of chattel slaves - 
property to be disposed of as their masters saw fit, without regard to the African as a human 
being and with no likelihood of state restraint. “This was a system of slavery...entrenched by 
the European belief in, and argument for, the inherent inferiority of Africans because of colour 
and physical type.”  7 

 
 Chattel slavery was also practiced in the West Indian colonies of Britain and France. That 
form of slavery, which developed early in Jamaica and Barbados, provided the model for 
North America.8 Although the Code Noir (1685) stipulated that slaves in the French West 

Indies should be baptized and given Christian instruction, French and English colonial law 
nonetheless defined them as chattel. Both French and English colonial law assumed that the 
slave had essentially the attributes of personal property and, “like a horse or cow, could be 
moved, sold or rented out at the will of its owner.9 ”From all the available evidence, it is clear 
that the process of dehumanizing the African intensified during 1500 to 1800, as a result of 
the increase in chattel slavery from 1619.”10 

  
 Beginning in the 15th century, a number of African slaves were brought to Europe, notably 
Spain and Portugal. Subsequently that practice spread to England and France. In1556, 
Elizabeth I observed that there were too many 'blackmoores' in England and that they should 

                                            
5 Johann Georg Keyssler, “Travels Through Germany: Hungary, Bohemia, Switzerland, Italy, and Lorrain” 1758, 
pp.41-2. 
6 B.A. Ogot, “The historical development of african societies, 1500-1800: Conclusion”, General History of Africa 

V: Africa From the Sixteenth to the Eighteenth Century” Vol.V, Chapter 29, p. 900. 

 
7 J.E. Harris, “The African diaspora in the Old and New World”   General History of Africa V: Africa From the 

Sixteenth to the Eighteenth Century”, Ch.5, 1992, p.118 ”  
8 Harris (1992), p.118. 

 
9 David Brion Davis, “The Problem of, Slavery in Western Culture”, 1966, pp.207, 248. 

10 B.A. Ogot, “The historical development of African societies, 1500-1800: A Conclusion”, General History of 
Africa V: Africa From the Sixteenth to the Eighteenth Century” vol.v, Chapter 29, p.901. 
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be returned to Africa. From the end of the seventeenth century Africans arrived in France in 
significant numbers and, during the eighteenth, royal policy permitted French slave-owners in 
the Americas to bring their slaves to France.11  

 
From the eighteenth century in particular, British West Indian planters, on home visits from 
the colonies, brought Africans as domestic slaves and bodyguards with them. So did military 
and naval officers and captains of slave vessels. As the demand for slaves increased, 
kidnapping increased. In England, slave-hunters frequently picked up Africans, whom they 
identified by their skin colour and, in many cases, by marks that slave-owners had branded 
on their skins. Colour made Africans targets for enslavement in Europe, the psychological 
effects of which cannot be overestimated. “The process of dehumanising the African was 
thus well in practice by the eighteenth century.”12 

 
Slavery presented a moral problem to Christians, for whom equality of all men before God 
was a centrally important value. That moral problem was more acute in protestant societies 
where personal liberty was a defining value. As a result, Christian societies could morally 
justify slavery only by denying the humanity of slaves and by depicting them as sub-human 
or, innately inferior, creatures. “White Americans felt it necessary to deem blacks inferior 
beings in order to justify their enslavement.”13  

 
The development of theories of racial superiority: denigration and dehumanization of 

Africans and diaspora Blacks 

 
The compelling moral necessity to justify chattel slavery and its dehumanisation of other 
human beings, gave rise to a vigorous, widespread intellectual movement in Europe and 
America, which rejected the idea of equality between Whites and Blacks. Many of the most 
eminent European thinkers and American leaders actively participated in that virulent 
campaign of denigration and vilification of Africans and diaspora slaves. 

 
Considerable effort was invested in finding a scientific basis for European racial superiority. 
The French racial anthropologist, Paul Topinard, established a chart in the 1880s which 
ranked different “types” of human noses, “from the heroically straight European Aryan nose, 
through the weak and stunted East Indian nose, to the scarcely human ‘Negro’ snub nose.”14 
Sir Harry Johnston, a 19th-century English imperialist, declared that of all humanity it was: 
“the white-skinned sub-species which alone has evolved beauty of facial features and 
originality of invention in thought and deed.” 15   Another 19th-century English imperialist, 
James Anthony Froude, was able to cite “craniological” measurements to prove that blacks 
were by nature inferior to whites. On those grounds, Froude opposed the granting of 
independence to the West Indian islands, arguing that it would “drive them back to the 
condition of their ancestors, from which the slave trade was the beginning of their 
emancipation.”16 

                                            
 

11 Harris (1992) p.116. 
12 Harris (1992) p.115

   
13 Bryan Stevenson: 'A Nation That Lynched Isn't Just a Lynching Nation” Aug. 20, 2015 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=NoxgakRYN48 
14 Cited in C.A. Bayley’s book review, “Aryans and British India”, Thomas R Trautmann, 1997, Times 
Literary Supplement, 8 August 1997, p.4.  
15 Harry Johnston, “History of the Colonisation of Africa by Alien Races”, pp.450-451, 1899. 
16 James Anthony Froude, “The English in the West indies”, 1898, p.236. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=NoxgakRYN48
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The 19th-century “scientific proof” of black racial inferiority, based on craniological 
measurements, has given way to 20th- and 21st-century “scientific proof” of such inferiority, 
based on IQ measurements. In a 1994 publication, two American researchers argued that 
class differences between whites and blacks in America can be traced back to differences in 
IQ. Blacks are simply not as intelligent as whites.  Because many studies show that IQ is a 
very strong indicator of economic success, they consider that IQ differences are at the root of 
racial differences. Citing "scientific" data on IQ scores, the two researchers reject the idea that 
political inequalities and the history of slavery in the U.S. are the source of racial inequality in 
American society.17 

 
In 2007, James Watson, the 1962 Nobel laureate in physiology and Medicine declared in a 
newspaper interview that he was "inherently gloomy about the prospect of Africa...all our 
social policies are based on the fact that their intelligence is the same as ours – whereas all 
the testing says not really". Watson added that there was a natural desire that all human 
beings should be equal but that "people who have to deal with black employees find this not 
true". 18 The « scientific » campaign to demote Blacks to an inferior genetic level was 
accompanied by emphatic declarations on the part of eminent intellectuals and prominent 
politicians, in Europe and America, that Blacks were inferior to Whites. The following are 
examples of such declarations:  

  
Thomas Jefferson “les noirs...sont inférieurs aux blancs quant au corps et à l’esprit” 
(“Political Writings”, Joyce Appleby and Terence Ball (eds), 1999, IX Race and Slavery 
(1781), p. 480);  
Theodore Roosevelt “ils [les Noirs] sont tout à fait inférieurs aux Blancs”! (Lettre à Owen 

Wister,1906); 
Abraham Lincoln “there is a physical difference between the White and black races which 

will ever forbid the two races living together on terms of social and political equality.” (Address 
at Charleston, Illinois, September 18, 1858);  
Emmanuel Kant « "Les Nègres d’Afrique n’ont reçu de la nature aucun sentiment qui s’élève 
au-dessus de la niaiserie...” (”Essai sur les maladies de la tête, Observation sur le sentiment 
du beau et du sublime”; 1990, p.167); 
Voltaire: “Les Blancs sont supérieurs à ces Négres, comme les Négres le sont aux singes et 

les singes le sont aux huîtres” (“Essai sur les moeurs et l'esprit des nations”, 1753”). 
Diderot: “Quoi qu’en général le Négres aient peu d’esprit, ils ne manquent pas de sentiment” 

(Encyclopédie, 1772); 
Victor Hugo: “au dix-neuvième siècle, le blanc a fait du noir un homme; au vingtième siècle, 

l'Europe fera de l'Afrique un monde. Refaire une Afrique nouvelle, rendre la vieille Afrique 
maniable à la civilisation, tel est le problème. L'Europe le résoudra.” (“Discours sur L’Afrique” 
18 mai 1879);  
Pierre Teilhard de Chardin: “Les nègres aujourd’hui vivent sous l’influence corruptrice de 

tant de générations impures qu’il serait étonnant de les trouver aptes à une haute civilisation 
morale immédiate.”(La Guinée supérieure et ses missions, 1888, p.88);  
Albert Schweitzer: “ Quant à l’effort intellectuel que représentent les conquêtes techniques, 
l’indigène n’est pas capable de l’évaluer. » (“À l’orée de la forêt vierge Récits et réflexions 

                                            
17 Richard Hernstein & Charles Murray, “Bell Curve: Intelligence and Class Structure in American Life” 1994. 
18 “Fury at DNA pioneer's theory: Africans are less intelligent than Westerners” 17 October 2007 
http://www.independent.co.uk/news/science/fury-at-dna-pioneers-theory-africans-are-less-intelligent-than-
westerners-394898.html 

 

http://www.independent.co.uk/news/science/fury-at-dna-pioneers-theory-africans-are-less-intelligent-than-westerners-394898.html
http://www.independent.co.uk/news/science/fury-at-dna-pioneers-theory-africans-are-less-intelligent-than-westerners-394898.html
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d'un médecin en Afrique Équatoriale Française, 1935). 
 

It is important to draw attention to the observations of two eminent 19th century personalities 
(Jules Ferry and Friedrich Hegel) on the inferiority of Blacks because they might provide 
some understanding of the present predicament of Black French nationals who, apparently, 
are not considered genuinely French because of their skin colour.  

 
La déclaration des droits de l'homme n’a pas été écrite pour les noirs de l'Afrique 

équatoriale (Jules Ferry)   
 

In a National Assembly debate in 1885, Jules Ferry declared: “Il faut dire ouvertement que 
les races supérieures ont un droit vis à vis des races inférieures...si la déclaration des droits 
de l'homme a été écrite pour les noirs de l'Afrique équatoriale, alors de quel droit allez-vous 
leur imposer les échanges, les trafics ?”19 Jules Ferry’s assumption that the Declaration of 
the Rights of Man confirmed the sentiment that motivated Condorcet’s ironic proposal, a 
century earlier, to add the word ‘blancs’ to the Declaration of the Rights of Man: “tous les 

hommes blancs naissent libres et égaux en droits; donner une méthode pour déterminer le 
dégre de blancheur nécessaire!”20

 More importantly, Jules Ferry’s statement would appear 
not only to reflect current French sentiment towards immigrants from Northern and sub-
Saharan Africa but also towards French citizens from the Antilles.  

 

In that very respect, Gilles Manceron, Vice-President of the League of Human Rights, has 
underlined the flagrant contradiction between the principles of the Rights of Man, to which the 
French Republic subscribes, and the negation of those same principles where colonization is 
concerned: “Justifiant son droit à conquérir par sa « mission civilisatrice », elle en est venue 
à distinguer le « monde civilisé » blanc et européen, qui bénéficie des droits de l’Homme, et 
le « monde barbare », qui n’en bénéficie pas...”21 

 
It was the massive violation of the human rights of workers in Guadeloupe, who were 
demonstrating for better wages, by the violent repression of French police in May 1967,22 in 
which 89 unarmed demonstrators were killed that provoked Aimé Césaire to declare: “Nous 
ne sommes pas des Français à part entière, mais des Français entièrement à part.” Aimé 
Césaire reaffirmed that view in an interview two years before he died, which indicates that, 
in his view, the situation of French Antilleans had not changed in the intervening 40 years.23 
Patrick Lozès, former president of CRAN (Conseil représentatif des associations noires de 
France), expressed that same feeling of rejection, in a book he co-authored in 2009, 
entitled “Les Noirs sont-ils des Français à part entière?”, in which he expressed his 

frustration at French Blacks being “Les exclus de La République”.  
 

                                            
19 Jules Ferry, “Les fondements de la politique coloniale”, Débats parlementaires du 28 juillet 1885. 
http://www2.assemblee-nationale.fr/decouvrir-l-assemblee/histoire/grands-moments-d-eloquence/jules-ferry-
1885-les-fondements-de-la-politique-coloniale-28-juillet-1885 Friedrich  
20 Franck Alengry, Condorcet : “Guide de La Revolution Française, Théoricien du Droit constitutionnel et 
Précurseur de la Science Sociale”, 1971, p.402. 
21 Gilles Manceron : “affronter le passé colonial” 02/09/2005. 

http://ldh-toulon.net/Gilles-Manceron-affronter-le-passe.html 
22 “Mai 67, Massacre aux Antilles” (video). 
http://www.dailymotion.com/video/x78h98_mai-67-massacre-aux-antilles_news 
23 Laura Carvigan-Cassin, “RENCONTRE avec Aimé Césaire”, Revue Interdisciplinaire de Travaux sur 
les Amériques, 2006. http://www.revue-rita.com/rencontres/aime-cesaire.html 

http://www2.assemblee-nationale.fr/decouvrir-l-assemblee/histoire/grands-moments-d-eloquence/jules-ferry-1885-les-fondements-de-la-politique-coloniale-28-juillet-1885
http://www2.assemblee-nationale.fr/decouvrir-l-assemblee/histoire/grands-moments-d-eloquence/jules-ferry-1885-les-fondements-de-la-politique-coloniale-28-juillet-1885
http://ldh-toulon.net/Gilles-Manceron-affronter-le-passe.html
http://www.dailymotion.com/video/x78h98_mai-67-massacre-aux-antilles_news
http://www.revue-rita.com/rencontres/aime-cesaire.html
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General Gallieni’s conquest and pacification of Madagascar, in the period 1896-2005, was 
conducted with brutality and inhumanity. The repressive character of the pacification resulted 
in the death of around 100,000 Madagascans out of a population of three million. In August 
1897 the French army launched an artillery and machine gun attack on the village of Ambiké, 
massacring all their inhabitants, including women, children. King Touera, his minister 
Vongovongo and two Menaba chiefs were killed in the attack, despite the fact that the 
Madagascan King had already accepted French sovereignty (1 July 1897) and agreed to fly 
the French flag.24  

 
Paul Vigné d’Octon, a French Deputy who denounced the massacre in the National 
Assembly, subsequently published a detailed account, based on information provided by an 
eyewitness. In his Discours sur le colonialisme (1950) Aimé Césaire quoted the following 

passage from Vigné d’Octon’s account: "Les tirailleurs n’avaient ordre de tuer que les 
hommes, mais on ne les retint pas ; enivrés de l’odeur du sang, ils n’épargnèrent pas une 
femme, pas un enfant... A la fin de l’après-midi, sous l’action de la chaleur, un petit brouillard 
s’éleva : c’était le sang des cinq mille victimes, l’ombre de la ville, qui s’évaporait au soleil 
couchant." 25  

 
During a twenty-month period fifty years later (1947-1948), French forces suppressed an 
anti-colonial revolt in Madagascar, in which both sides committed atrocities that caused a 
disproportionate number of Madagascan victims. 89,000 Madagascan died in the uprising 
compared to 350 French soldiers and 200 French civilians.26 The repression of the 1947 
Madagascar revolt is considered one of the bloodiest episodes in the history of European 
colonization in Africa. A number of historians and anthropologists have argued that the 
brutality with which the revolt was suppressed has had an enduring traumatic effect on the 
population, shaping social memory and political behaviour. “Apparently, the memory of 
genocide is inescapable”.27  

 
Cameroun was the theatre of one of the most savage repressions in French colonial history. 
The French army launched a brutal campaign, in 1955, to suppress the rebellion of the UPC 
(L’Union des populations du Cameroun) against French colonial rule. Under a secret 
defense agreement with Cameroun, the French military campaign continued after the 
country’s Independence in 1960. To that end, General de Gaulle dispatched five overseas 
battalions of colonial troops under the command of General Max Briand to “eradicate” the 
UPC. The colonial troops were supported by newly trained Cameroonian troops led by 
French officers.28  

 
Although military operations were officially placed under Camerounian command in January 
1961, France retained effective control of the military campaign until December 1964. The 

                                            
24 Bernard Schlemmer, “Le Menabe: histoire d'une colonisation” 1983, p.52. 
25 Aimé Césaire : “discours sur le colonialisme”, 1950 http://ldh-toulon.net/Aime-Cesaire-discours-sur-le.html 
26 “Il y a quarante ans...l'insurrection malgache” 30 mars 1987. 
http://www.lemonde.fr/afrique/article/2007/03/27/il-y-a-quarante-ans-l-insurrection-
malgache_888587_3212.html 
27 Omar García-Ponce & Leonard Wantchekon, “Echoes of Colonial Repression: The Long-Term Effects of the 
1947 Revolt upon Political Attitudes in Madagascar” 30 August 2011 
http://www.princeton.edu/~lwantche/Echoes_of_Colonial_Repression 
See also Jennifer Cole 2003. “Narratives and Moral Projects: Generational Memories of the Malagasy 1947 
Rebellion.”  Ethos 31: 95-126. http://lchc.ucsd.edu/mca/Mail/xmcamail.2007_12.dir/att-0317/Jenny1947.pdf 
28 Elizabeth Schmidt, “Foreign Intervention in Africa: From the Cold War to the War on Terror”, 2013, p.182. 

http://ldh-toulon.net/Aime-Cesaire-discours-sur-le.html
http://www.lemonde.fr/afrique/article/2007/03/27/il-y-a-quarante-ans-l-insurrection-malgache_888587_3212.html
http://www.lemonde.fr/afrique/article/2007/03/27/il-y-a-quarante-ans-l-insurrection-malgache_888587_3212.html
http://www.princeton.edu/~lwantche/Echoes_of_Colonial_Repression
http://lchc.ucsd.edu/mca/Mail/xmcamail.2007_12.dir/att-0317/Jenny1947.pdf
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French armed forces deployed an impressive military arsenal to suppress the rebellion, which 
included armoured vehicles, helicopters and T6 G planes adapted for anti-guerilla warfare.29 
The methods employed by the French forces were terrible - scorched earth policy, aerial 
bombardments with napalm, destruction of villages in “rebel territory”, collective punishment, 
and regroupment camps in which the population in pacified zones were isolated.  Lt Colonel 
André Laurière, the commander of Groupement Tactique Sud (GTS), rigorously applied the 
principle of ‘collective responsibility’ to villages suspected of sheltering rebels.30  

 
Constantin Melnik, coordinator of French secret services attached to Prime Minister Michel 
Debré’s cabinet in the period1959-1962, wrote the following description of the French 
repression:«des massacres avaient eu lieu, suivis d'une répression ou les forces 
gouvernementales, épaulées par des Conseillers militaires français, n'avaient fait preuve 
d'aucune réserve...des camarades du Colonel Martineau étaient partis piloter des 
hélicoptères et ils étaient revenus lourds de récits de cadavres flottant au fil de l'eau ou 
pourrissant dans la forêt.»31 

 
For Max Bardet, a French officer who participated in the military campaign, the repression 
of the Bamilékés was a veritable genocide: «Un vrai génocide. Ils ont pratiquement anéanti 
la race.. les BAMILEKE n'avaient aucune chance...Les villages avaient été rasés, un peu 
comme Atilla »32 Horrified by the atrocities he witnessed during the Bamiléké repression, 
Charles Van de Lanoitte, a Reuters correspondent in Cameroun, wrote an open letter to 
President Georges Pompidou, in which he related « le régime effroyable des camps de 
tortures et d'extermination” of which he was « le témoin horrifié »33 

 
Estimates of the number of Camerounian deaths during the rebellion vary greatly. General 
Briand put the figure at more than 20,000 Cameroonian deaths in 1960 alone.34 In 1964, 
the British Embassy in Cameroon reported that the number of civilian deaths for the period 
December 1956-June 1964 amounted to between 61,300 and 76,300, 80% of which 
occurred in the Bamiléké region alone.35 Max Bardet gave a much higher number in his 
autobiography: « En deux ans, de 1962 a 1964, l'armée a complètement ravagé le pays 
BAMILEKE. Ils ont massacré de 30000 à 400 000 personnes. »36 

 
Lieutenant-colonel Jean-Marie Lamberton, who was appointed Commander of ZOPAC 
(Zone de pacification) in December 1957 in Sanaga-Maritime, a department of Cameroun’s 
Littoral Province, asserted that the Bamiléké insurrection “ a été châtiée en 1958”  et 

                                            
29 Stéphane Prévitali, “Je me souviens de Ruben: Mon témoignage sur les maquis camerounais 1953-1970” 
1999, p.16. 
30 Thomas Deltombe,  Manuel Domergue & Jacob Tatsista “Kamerun! Une guerre cachée aux origines de la 
Françafrique” 2011 p. 452. 
31 Constantin Melnik: “La mort était leur mission : Le service Action pendant la guerre d'Algérie, 1995 p.195. 
32 Max Bardet et Nina Thellie « OK Cargo : La saga africaine d’un pilote d’helicoptère » 1988, cited in Henri 

Pernot “Et si le libéralisme n'était pas le développement” 2002, 9-10. 
33 “Lettre ouverte à Georges Pompidou” cited in François-Xavier Verschave, La Françafrique. Le plus long 
scandale de la République,1999, p.103-104. 
34 General Max Briand, “Rapport sur les opérations militaires au Cameroun en 1960 », 7 avril 1961 (secret) 
p.6 http://www.calameo.com/books/0005107004e99b387fc39 
35 Meredith Terretta, “Nation of Outlaws, State of Violence: Nationalism, Grassfields Tradition, and State 

Building in Cameroon”, 2013, p.1. 
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que  “la région a été dépeuplée à 50% »37 The Cameroonian scholar, Jacques Kago Lélé, 
declared that between 800,000 and one million people were massacred during the period 
1955-1965.38 

 
In 1999, the European Court of Human Rights (ECHR) condemned France for the torture of 
a suspected drug-trafficker of North African origin, by the judicial police of Bobigny. “Neither 
the recommendations of the report by the committee on the prevention of torture nor the 
judgment of the ECHR were well received in France. The response of the government on 
18 January 1993 was that the Declaration of The Rights of Man and other legal texts 
banned such practices in France...”39  

 
L’Afrique n’a donc pas, à proprement parler, une histoire (Hegel)  

 
According to Hegel, «Les plus anciens renseignements que nous ayons sur cette partie du 
monde disent la même chose. Elle [L’Afrique] n’a donc pas, à proprement parler, une 
histoire. Là-dessus, nous laissons l’Afrique pour n’en plus faire mention par la suite. Car 
elle ne fait pas partie du monde historique, elle ne montre ni mouvement, ni 
développement...ce que nous comprenons en somme sous le nom d’Afrique, c’est un 
monde anhistorique non-développé, entièrement prisonnier de l’esprit naturel et dont la 
place se trouve encore au seuil de l’histoire universelle. »40 

 
Hegel’s very disparaging opinion of Africa, which was expressed in the 1820s, was not only 
appropriated by President Nicholas Sarkozy but also repeated, almost word for word, (as 
Achille Membe pointed out in an incisive 2007 article) in an address the French President 
delivered in Dakar, in July 2007, during his official visit to Senegal. In 1963, the Regius 
Professor of Modern History at Oxford University made a similar Hegelian statement in a 
BBC broadcast: "Perhaps, in the future, there will be some African history to teach. But at 
the present there is none, or very little: there is only the history of Europeans in Africa. The 
rest is largely darkness, and darkness is not a subject for history.”41  

 
Trevor-Roper’s statement was made more than four decades before President Sarkozy’s 
Dakar address. It is inconceivable that a British Establishment academic of Trevor-Roper’s 
standing would publicly make a similar comment in the 21st century. It is even more 
inconceivable that a British Conservative Prime Minister, or any other President of a Western 
democracy, would make such a public statement in the 21st century. The stubborn 
persistence into the 21st century of French ideas about Africans and Blacks that prevailed in 
the 18th and 19th century is remarkable. Apparently, there has been little or no evolution, in 
certain French circles, in attitudes towards African and black peoples over the past two 
centuries. It is not a good augury for the future prospects of French Blacks in Metropolitan 
France and their eventual, hypothetical acceptance as “des français à part entière”. 

 
In his chapter on Africa, Hegel depicted Africans living in a state of innocence at the level of 
animals in a park inhabited by animals. « Dans l’ensemble, nous trouvons ainsi, en Afrique, 

                                            
37 Deltombe et al. (2011), p. 245..  
38 Jacques Kago Lélé, “Tribalisme et exclusions au Cameroun, le cas des Bamiléké”, 1995, p.16. 
39 Malcolm Anderson, “In Thrall to Political Change: Police and Gendamerie in France”, 2011, p. 376. 
40 Friedrich  Hegel «L’Afrique, La Raison dans l’Histoire”, Le Monde Diplomaitque, novembre 2017 
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41 Hugh Trevor-Roper, “The Rise of Christian Europe”, The Listener, 28 November 1963. 
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ce qu’on a appelé l’état d’innocence, l’unité de l’homme avec Dieu et avec la nature...Ce 
premier état naturel est un état animal. Le « paradeisos » est un parc habité par des 
animaux, dans lequel l’homme vivait lui aussi dans l’état animal et était innocent, ce que 
précisément l’homme ne doit pas être. »42 

 
Human Zoos 

 
The unbroken continuity, in French thinking and attitudes, of Hegel’s opinion of Africans as 
depicted in the above quotation can perhaps be illustrated by human zoos, in which Africans 
and other Blacks transported from the colonies were exhibited in cages. Although several 
European countries displayed human zoos, in the opinion of a French historian they are “une 
tradition bien française » that has structured racist thinking in France during the 20th century 
and which has left traces in the French collective unconscious: “Jusque dans les années 
trente, la France a exhibé dans ses zoos, foires et expositions des milliers de gens “importés” 
des colonies fraîchement conquises. Bien plus qu’un dérapage regrettable et exceptionnel, le 
zoo humain est une tradition bien française, qui a structuré la pensée raciale du siècle, et qui 
n’est pas sans avoir laissé des traces dans l’inconscient collectif.”43  

 
Both the 1878 and the 1889 World Fairs in Paris presented a “village nègre”. The principal 
attraction of the 1889 Paris World Fair, which 28 million people visited, was the exhibition of 
400 indigenous peoples. The 1900 Paris World Fair exhibited a Malagasy-style pavilion, huts, 
and Malagasy people at work in their village. the Colonial Exhibitions in Marseilles (1906 and 
1922) and Paris (1907 and 1931) also put on display Africans in cages, who were often nude 
or semi-nude. The 1931 exhibition in Paris was so successful that it attracted 34 million 
visitors in six months.44 

 
The European view that Blacks are inferior beings was openly expressed at the highest 
official levels in Europe, right up to, and including the Second World War. After attempting 
without success to prevent the arrival of Black American troops in Britain during the Second 
World War, Churchill's War Cabinet decided that  “it was desirable that the people of this 
country should avoid becoming too friendly with coloured troops."45 Confidential instructions 
to that effect were circulated to senior officers and several newspapers, which were asked 
not to reveal their existence.46 When the Allied landing in Sicily proved successful, and allied 
forces began their steady advance towards Rome, Pope Pius XII unsuccessfully pleaded with 
the American High Command not to allow black troops to enter Rome. Although Black 
African troops (Les tirailleurs senégalais) constituted around two-thirds of Free French forces, 

                                            
42 L’Afrique”,  La Raison dans l’Histoire  
43 Pascal Blanchard, “Le Zoo Humain, Une Longue Tradition Française” Hommes et Migrations, N°1128, 

November-décembre 2000 http://www.hommes-et-migrations.fr/docannexe/file/1228/1228_05.pdf    See also 
Christian Tortel, “En 1931, 111 Kanaks furent exhibés à l'Exposition coloniale. Une honte refoulée”, 6 novembre 
1998 http://www.liberation.fr/tribune/1998/11/06/en-1931-111-kanaks-furent-exhibes-a-l-exposition-coloniale-
une-honte-refoulee-kanaks-au-zoo_252783 
44 “Human zoos are one of Europe’s most shameful secrets, and only ended in the ’50s” 
http://www.theplaidzebra.com/human-zoos-one-europes-shameful-secrets-ended-50s/ 
See also “Deep Racism: The Forgotten History Of Human Zoos” 
https://www.popularresistance.org/deep-racism-the-forgotten-history-of-human-zoos/ 
45 Alasdair Pettinger, “Jim crow in Britain in the 1840s and the 1940s” in Neil Campbell et al (eds.), Issues in 
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46  Pettinger (2004) p.85. 
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they were excluded from participating in the latter’s victorious entry into Paris in 1945, under 
General de Gaulle.47   

 
Europe’s rejection of the Afroasiatic roots of Western civilization  

 
Parallel to the intensive campaign of denigration of Africans and diaspora Blacks, a number 
of European scholars and writers launched an intellectual revisionist movement, in the mid-
19th century, to “disprove” the long established consensus, which Ancient, Medieval, 
Renaissance and Enlightenment scholars and writers had unreservedly accepted, namely 
that Ancient Greek civilization was rooted in Phoenician and Egyptian civilization. “For 18th- 
and 19th-century Romantics and racists it was simply intolerable for Greece, which was seen 
not merely as the epitome of Europe but also as its pure childhood, to have been the result of 
the mixture of native Europeans and colonizing Africans and Semites.” 48 

 
In the above respect it should be noted that Cheik Anta Diop’s research produced compelling 
evidence of the African roots of Egyptian civilization. He cites evidence of physical 
anthropology - melanin dosage test, osteological measurements, and blood groups – that 
accurately identified the racial composition of ancient Egyptians. “It is a notable fact that even 
today, Egyptians, particularly in Upper Egypt, belong to the same Group B as the populations 
of western Africa on the Atlantic seaboard and not to the A2 Group characteristic of the white 
race prior to any crossbreeding.”49 

 

After discussing the divergent views and conclusions of a number of expert writers, Cheik 
Anta Diop underlines the fact that despite some differences, the degree to which their 
divergent views and conclusions converge proves that the basis of the Egyptian population 
was “negro” in the Pre-Dynastic epoch. “Thus they are all in compatible with the theories that 
the negro element only infiltrated into Egypt at a late stage.” 50 

 

With respect to the Dynastic period, one of the greatest of all Egyptian pharaohs, 
Sesostris 1 of the (Nubian) 12th Dynasty (1991-1786 B.C.) was black. Not only did he 
conquer the Ganges region but he also established colonies in Colchis, an ancient 
Georgian state situated on lands between the Black Sea and the Caucasus Mountains. 
Herodotus visited Colchis where, as he recounts in The Histories, the Sesostries 
(Sesostris 1 and his two descendants, Sesostris 11 and Sesostris III)  had left their 
mark on everything. Herodotus noted that the Colchis, or Colchians, had black skin and 
woolly hair, which substantiated ancient legends that they were originally from Egypt. 

 
The Ancient Greeks believed in the primacy of Egyptian civilization. Writing a few generations 
after Plato (who had spent some time in Egypt), the Greek philosopher Crantor (d.276/5 BC) 
observed that Plato’s contemporaries had mocked him for basing his Republic on Egyptian 
institutions.51 Marx also held the same opinion: “Plato’s Republic, in so far as the division of 

                                            
47 “Paris liberation made 'whites only',” 6, April 2009. http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/europe/7984436.stm 
48 Martin Bernal, « Black Athena: The Afroasiatic Roots of Classical Civilization, Vol I: The Fabrication of 

Ancient Greece »,1987, p.2. 
49 Cheik Anta Diop “Origin of the ancient Egyptians”  Unesco General History of Africa, vol.11: Ancient civilizations 
of Africa, 1981, p.36. 
50 Cheik Anta Diop (1981), p.2.9  
51 Bernal (1987) p.106. 
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labour is treated in it, as the formative principle of the state, is merely an Athenian 
idealization of the Egyptian system of castes.” 52 

 
Both Plato and Isokrates believed that the great lawgivers and philosophers - Lykourgos, 
Solon and Pythagoras - had sought knowledge in Egypt, which they brought back to Greece. 
Like Herodotus before them, Plato and Isokrates also accepted that parts of Greece had 
been colonized by Egyptians, who brought important cultural knowledge to the country. Thus, 
the two leading Greek intellectual figures of the early Fourth century acknowledged the 
critical important role of Egyptian colonization, and the subsequent massive cultural 
borrowings from both Egypt and the Levant, in the formation of Hellenic civilization.53 

 
Erastosthenes, the Hellenistic mathematician and astronomer who is credited with the first 
measurements of the circumference of the earth, had lived in Egypt where he presumably 
acquired Egyptian mathematical knowledge.54 Aristotle was a pupil of Plato and he also 
studied at the Academy under Eudoxos of Knidos, the great mathematician and astronomer 
who is reported to have spent 16 months in Egypt studying with Egyptian priests. Aristotle 
held that “Egypt was the cradle of mathematics” 55 and that Egyptian priests had invented the 
mathematikai technai (mathematical arts), which included geometry, arithmetic, and 
astronomy, that Greeks were beginning to master.56 

 
Giordano Bruno, the Renaissance philosopher and cosmologist, confirmed the Renaissance 
view of Egypt, as the source of Western knowledge: "We Greeks own Egypt, the grand 
monarchy of letters and nobility, to be the parent of our fables, metaphors and doctrines."57 
Martin Bernal has underlined the fact that before 1600 AD no one seriously questioned either 
the belief that Greek civilization and philosophy derived from Egypt, or that the principal ways 
they had been transmitted were through Egyptian colonizations of Greece and, subsequently, 
through Greeks who had travelled Egypt for to acquire ancient Egyptian knowledge. 

 
In his Principia Mathematica, Isaac Newton reflected the prevailing European 17th century 
view concerning classical civilization's intellectual debt to Egypt: "The Egyptians were the 
earliest observers of the heavens and from them, probably, this philosophy was spread 
abroad. For from them...that the Greeks, a people more addicted to the study of philology than 
of nature, derived their first as well as their soundest notions of philosophy." 58 As late as the 
1830s, a European philhellenic writer shared that general consensus: “All the ancient and 
modern historians agree that formerly Egypt was the cradle of sciences and arts and that 
contemporary peoples draw their religious and political principles from it.”59  

 
C. P. Dupuis, a brilliant French scholar and director of cultural events during the Directory 
(1795-1799) was also a successful politician who was elected president of the Assemblée 

                                            
52 Karl Marx “Das Kapital”, vol.1, Pt. 4, 1983, p.299. Cited in Bernal (1987), p.106.  
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55 Metaphysika, 1 cited in Bernal (1987) p.108. 
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Générale during the Consulate. Dupuis argued that all mythologies and religions could be 
traced back to one source – Egypt. He demonstrated, with great detail, the Near Eastern 
mythological background of the Gospels and the Egyptian origin of Greek myths.60  

 
The long-established consensus on the Afroasiatic roots of Ancient Greek civilisation began to 
be challenged, in the early 19th century, by a number of European writers and scholars who, 
because of their ardent philhellenism, their racist views or both, were intent on invalidating it.  
Prominent among such writers were Shelley, Victor Cousin, Whilhelm von, Homboldt, Barthold 
Niebuhr, Thomas and Mathew Arnold, Thirwell, among others.   

 
Shelley, the English Romantic poet who was a passionate Hellenist, enthused, “We are all 
Greeks - our laws, our literature, our religion have their roots in Greece” 61 Barthold Niebuhr, 
Germany’s leading historian of Ancient Rome, was an ardent advocate of racial purity, and it 
was on those grounds that he challenged the Ancient and Renaissance consensus on the 
Afroasiatic roots of Greek civilisation: ”It seems to be the course of history of the world that 
conquest and diverse intermixtures are to fuse numberless original races together...Seldom 
would a particular people be the gainer by such a mixture. Some sustain the irreparable loss 
of a noble national civilisation, science and literature.” 62 Nazi scientists considered Niebuhr 
the “founder of critico-genetic historiography.” 63 

 
Thomas Arnold, the English educator and historian promoted the study of all aspects of 
Antiquity, with a focus on Greece, as moral and intellectual training for the English elite. Arnold 
shared Niebuhr ‘s conviction that race was the primary principle of historical explanation.  At 
his inaugural lecture as Regius Professor of History at Oxford University (December 1841), 
Arnold expounded the theory that race was a moving force of civilization.64  

 
The situation of French, British and American Blacks in the immediate post-World 

War 11 period 

 
Ideas of racial superiority, which were widespread in the early part of the 20th century, were 
largely discredited in Europe when the reality of Nazi Germany’s ethnic cleansing of Jews 
and “degenerate” races became publicly known. When the Second World War ended, 
possibly because of the revulsion at the Vichy Government’s active collaboration with the 
Nazi government, its racist laws and it pogroms of Jews, French political leaders appear to 
have adopted a healthier policy on the racial issue. 

 
At the end of World War 11 France appeared to be a generation ahead of the United States 
and other European colonial powers, in its relationship with, and attitudes towards, Africans 
and other colonized Blacks. Citing France’s adoption of the Constitution of the Fourth 
Republic in 1946, which granted French citizenship to the inhabitants of French African 
colonies, and the right to elect deputies to the French National Assembly, a former U.S. 
ambassador to several African countries commented in admiration: “Whatever the 
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shortcomings of the new constitution, no other 20th century colonial power the British, the 
Americans, the Belgian, the Dutch, the Portuguese, or any other - would make such a 
gesture.”65 

 
During the Second World War, Félix Eboué a black colonial administrator from Cayenne, was 
Governor-General of French Equatorial Africa. Gaston Monnerville from Cayenne, the 
grandson of a slave, was President of the French Senate from 1947 to 1974 – a post that 
made him the second highest-ranking official in France after the President. Four Africans 
(Félix Houphouët-Boigny, Léopold Senghor, Gabriel Lisette, Philibert Tsirana) held 
ministerial-level posts during the last years of the Fourth Republic and the early years of the 
Fifth Republic. One of the four, Félix Houphouët-Boigny, was appointed a full cabinet minister 
in November 1957. French Blacks had to wait for 55 years before they saw another black 
(Christiane Taubira in 2012) appointed a full cabinet minister.  

 
The American and British counterparts of the President of the French Senate are, 
respectively, the President pro tempore of the Senate and the Leader of the House of 
Lords/Lord President of the Council. Both posts are held by senior members of the ruling 
political party. It was inconceivable that a black American or black Briton could have acceded 
to such a high-level post in the 1940’s. The appointment of a black American or Briton to a 
ministerial-level or cabinet post in the 1950s would also have been inconceivable. 

 
Such black “achievements” made Paris the spiritual home of black intellectuals throughout 
the world, and the logical venue for the First World Congress of Black Writers and Artists in 
1956: “On est en tout cas frappé par le fait qu’à Paris, dans les années cinquante, se côtoient 
presque tous ceux qui vont faire l’Afrique intellectuelle, littéraire, artistique et politique de 
l’avenir.”66 Under Alioune Diop, Présence Africaine became the beacon that illuminated the 

path forward for black peoples everywhere. A number of Black American writers, artists, 
musicians and intellectuals came to live in Paris to be free from the black man’s burden. 

 
James Baldwin, who fled the rampant racism in America to live in Paris in 1948, has 
described the immense feeling of liberation that Black Americans felt immediately on coming 
to France. Recalling that he had often heard the advice "Ignore race", Baldwin said that it 
took him a long time to be able to do so. He remarked that perhaps he would never have 
been able to ignore race if he had not gone to live in France. France was a revelation for 
Baldwin. One day in Paris, it suddenly dawned on him that he had achieved that impossible 
goal, when someone asked him about a friend of his and he could not remember whether the 
friend was white or black. "It simply had never occurred to me. The question had never 
entered my mind. I really had a terrible time. I suddenly felt lost. My whole frame of reference 
all the years I was growing up had been black and white. But suddenly I didn't have it; 
suddenly that frame of reference had gone. And in a funny way – and I don't know how to 
make sense of this – as far as I could tell, as far as I can tell till this hour, once that has 
happened to you, it never comes back." 67 
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The Beginnings of the black struggle for equal rights in Britain and the U.S.  
 

Britain 
 

In terms of race relations and black advancement, France appeared to be light years ahead 
of Britain. During the 1960s it was not uncommon to see signs in Britain proclaiming “No 
blacks, no Irish, no dogs”. Inspired by the Montgomery Bus boycott in Alabama in 1955, Paul 
Stephenson a 26-year-old black British teacher organized, in 1963, a 60-day bus boycott in 
Bristol, which was supported by thousands of people. The Bristol bus company banned the 
employment of blacks or Asians, claiming that white women would refuse to ride on buses 
driven by black men or would feel unsafe if they employed black bus conductors The boycott 
after the bus company lifted the employment colour ban on 28 August 1963, the same day 
that Martin Luther King Jr made his “I have a dream” speech. The boycott of the Bristol bus 
company paved the way for Britain’s first anti-racial discrimination law in 1965. Stephenson 
subsequently made headlines in the national press when he defied the colour bar, a Bristol 
pub imposed, by refusing to leave until he was served the beer he had ordered.68 

 
In the early 1960s black groups began to publicly question the absence of Blacks in the 
police force. The Metropolitan Police were openly opposed to their recruitment. A meeting of 
chief constables at the Home Office in April 1965 reaffirmed the prevailing view that the 
British public was not yet ready to accept the idea of black policemen.69 It was a coded 
excuse that was widely used at the time by British Whites who rejected Blacks. They, 
themselves, did not object to employing or renting accommodation to Blacks but others 
(employees, tenants, etc.) would oppose it. Black groups countered that excuse by pointing 
to French public acceptance of black policemen, following which the British government 
decided to send an official mission to France to examine how it managed to integrate black 
Frenchmen into the national police force. That is further evidence of how far France was in 
advance of Britain on the issue of equal rights for Blacks. 

 
Britain’s first black police officer was the son of a Caribbean slave who joined the Carlisle city 
police force in 1837. It was not until 1967, 130 years later, that Britain recruited its second 
black officer, Norwell Roberts. Until then the Metropolitan police force had applied an implicit 
colour bar.70 In that respect also, France was far ahead of Britain. 

 
The United States 

 
In the 1960s, France also appeared to be light years ahead of the U.S., in terms of race 
relations and black advancement.  The U.S. was in great political ferment and on the brink of 
a social explosion. A number of black civil rights organizations and groups agitated for equal 
rights in a variety of ways. The National Association for the Advancement of Colored People 
(NAACP), the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee (SNCC) and the CONGRESS ON 
RACIAL EQUALITY (CORE) organized protest sit-ins at segregated lunch counters, voter 
registration campaigns in Southern towns, Freedom rides and marches. Some groups, like 
Malcolm X and the Black Muslims, rejected White America for its exclusion of black 
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Americans. The Black Panthers were a revolutionary group that conducted armed citizens' 
patrols to monitor the behaviour of police officers and challenge police brutality.  

 
James Baldwin and Martin Luther King were the most influential voices calling for equal 
rights. In 1963, Baldwin delivered a dire warning to White America that there would be a 
violent social explosion if the country persisted in its refusal to grant the Negro population 
equal rights. He expressed the hope that the book in which he delivered that warning (The 
Fire Next Time) would help prevent the racial conflagration he saw coming. The passing of 

the Civil Rights Act of 1964 is attributed, in part, to the enormous impact his book made. 
 

Martin Luther King delivered his powerful address, “I Have A Dream”, in the same year that 
The Fire Next Time was published. One of the images he evoked, “whirlwinds of revolt” if the 

nation is not lifted ”from the quick sands of racial injustice”, echoed Baldwin’s vision of racial 
conflagration. “This sweltering summer of the Negro's legitimate discontent will not pass until 
there is an invigorating autumn of freedom and equality...There will be neither rest nor 
tranquillity in America until the Negro is granted his citizenship rights. The whirlwinds of revolt 
will continue to shake the foundations of our nation until the bright day of justice emerges.”71 

 
Black advancement in Britain and the United States 1965 - 2015 

 
The half-century following Britain’s adoption of its first race discrimination law (The Race 
Relations Act 1965) and the United States’ Civil Rights Act of 1964 saw an extraordinary 

reversal of the situation and prospects of Blacks in Britain, the U.S. and France. Blacks in 
Britain and the U.S. have not only achieved, but also surpassed political goals that seemed 
inconceivable fifty years ago. In the United States, as early as 1973, a black ambassador 
(Andrew Young) was appointed to the United Nations, a post that has cabinet-level rank in 
some administrations. In 1989, Colin Powell, the son of Jamaican immigrants, was appointed 
to America’s highest military post, Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff. In 2001, Powell was 
appointed Secretary of the country’s most important cabinet post. In 2008, a black American 
attained the country’s highest political post when Barak Obama assumed office as President 
of the United States.   
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In Britain, a black woman (Baroness Valerie Amos), whose parents immigrated from Guyana 
when she was an adolescent, acceded to the post of Leader of the House of Lords and Lord 
President of the Council in 2003 – the nearest equivalent to the post of President of the 
French senate. 37-year old Chuka Umunna, the son of a Nigerian immigrant and former 
member of the Labour Party’s Shadow Cabinet is tipped to become Britain’s first black prime 
minister.72 In a survey of British citizens who had voted for Labour Party candidates in 2010, 
conducted in May 2014, Chuka Umunna, had the best overall score among all likely 
candidates for the post of Labour Party Leader. He had the highest score in six of the eight 
categories of qualities considered necessary for political leadership, and was second and 
third, respectively, in the two other categories. 30% of Labour voters surveyed considered 
Umunna to be better than Ed Miliband, Labour’s Leader at the time.73 
 
In the current political and social situation in France, it is inconceivable that a black 
Frenchman or Frenchwoman could become President of France, President of the Senate, or 
the preferred Presidential candidate among supporters of the Socialist or Republican Party. 
On Bastille Day 2007, Patrick Lozès, President of CRAN wrote an open letter to President 
Sarkozy, pointing out that there was not a single black officer among the top 100 officers in 
the military command of any of the three branches of France’s armed forces.74 Consequently, 
it appears most unlikely that a black Frenchman could become Chef d'État-Major des Armées 
in the foreseeable or even the distant future. The stunning achievements of American  and 
British Blacks, cited above, are perhaps the most striking evidence of how much the tables 
have turned for French Blacks over the past 50-60 years. 
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The Black presence on National Television and the Cinema 
 

National Television 
 
National television is a valuable window into the society of a country. It is often an accurate 
barometer of race relations in the country concerned and provides useful clues to the socio-
economic status of minority groups. The first French black prime time TV News presenter on 
a national channel was appointed in 2006 by TF1, as a summer vacation replacement for 
Patrick Poivre d’Arvor.75 When asked in an interview with Le Monde why French Television 
was so far behind the United States and Britain in recruiting black TV journalists, Robert 
Namias Head of news programmes at TF1 responded that TF1 was “very, very far in 
advance” of French society in that respect:  
“Mais TF1 est très, très en avance par rapport au reste de la société française! J'attends de 
voir, de manière "visible", de nombreux députés d'origine antillaise, beur ou maghrébine, des 
ministres importants noirs, comme c'est le cas aux Etats-Unis, ou des patrons de grandes 
entreprises issus des minorités…”76 In that brief comment, Namias revealed the extent to 
which the considerable advances French Blacks had enjoyed over American Blacks fifty 
years ago has been completely reversed. 

 
Commenting on a study commissioned by the Conseil National Audiovisuel (CSA) in 2000, 

Eric Macé noted that the CSA “précisait que s’il faut certes regretter les discriminations 
ethnoraciales et inciter à plus de «diversité», le principe d’indifférence aux différences, 
fondateur de l’égalité en droit, doit s’appliquer concernant les programmes de télévision. »77 
The CSA’s decision to turn a blind eye to racial discrimination on French Television is a very 
good indication that such discrimination will persist for the foreseeable future. 

 
In striking contrast to France, as far back as 1990 ITV, Britain’s biggest and most popular 
commercial television channel, appointed Trevor McDonald, a black immigrant journalist from 
Trinidad and Tobago, television news presenter on its prime evening news programme. In 
1992, McDonald became the sole news presenter on ITV’s flagship programme, News at 
TEN, the equivalent of TF1’s prime time news programme at 20h00. McDonald enjoyed great 
prestige among the British public. He was considered “the biggest brand” in TV news and 
was repeatedly voted the most popular journalist in Britain.  

 
The enormous influence that McDonald’s news programme exercised on British public 
opinion was shown by a public opinion survey in 2002 (before the decision to invade Iraq), 
which revealed that the British public considered him more trustworthy than Prime Minister 
Tony Blair.78 McDonald’s illustrious American counterpart was the black television journalist 
Bernard Shaw, who was chief news presenter on CNN from 1980 until his retirement in 

                                            
75  Harry Roselmack, premier journaliste noir au 20h de TF1, 8 mars 2006 
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2001.79 Currently, the majority of newsreaders on BBC’s World Television Service are of 
Indian, African or Caribbean origin. The contrast with BBC World Television’s French 
counterpart, France 24, could not be more striking. 

 
The National Cinema Industry 

 
The vast difference between France and the two Anglo-Saxon countries in the recognition 
accorded to their respective black minorities is particularly striking in the cinema. A significant 
number of black American actors and actresses are national stars, several of whom accept 
only the leading role in films made for the broad American public. National Academy Awards 
(Oscars) are the highest distinction an American actor can achieve. Twelve black American 
actors have been nominated for best actor in a leading role, four of whom (Sidney Poitier, 
Denzel Washington, Jamie FOXX and Forrest Whitaker) won the Oscar. Seventeen have 
been nominated for best actor in a supporting role, four of whom won the Academy award. 
Ten black American actresses have been nominated for best actress in leading roles, one of 
whom (Halle Berry) won the Academy award. Nineteen have been nominated for best 
actress in a supporting role, nine of whom won the Award.80 

 
Even more remarkable than the Academy Awards that black American actors and actresses 
have won, is that three black American actors (Morgan Freeman, Samuel L. Jackson, and 
Eddie Murphy – are ranked Nos.2, 3 & 5, respectively, among the five actors who have 
earned the most money in their film careers. Tom Cruise (No.6) and Bruce Willis (No.7) are 
the next highest earning American actors.81 The impressive achievements of black American 
actors and actresses demonstrate the degree of acceptance of black film actors by white 
America, although many still encounter discrimination, which is too deep-rooted in the society 
to disappear completely. 

 
Similarly, although black British actors and actresses complain that the film roles open to 
them are too limited in their range, a number of them have emerged as major actors and 
actresses.82 A black British actor, Chiwetel Ejiofor, was nominated for best actor in a leading 
role (10 Years a slave) and a black British actress, Marianne Jean-Baptiste, has won an 
Academy award as best supporting actress (Secrets et Mensonges). 

 
Here again, the contrast with France is very striking. The French government does not gather 
statistics on ethnic origin, but such statistics are not needed to demonstrate the almost total 
absence of black actors and actresses in French films. The few who appear in French films 
are given very minor roles that often reinforce the stereotyped image of blacks. Unlike Britain 
and the U.S., in particular, it does seem that black French actors and actresses have no hope 
of obtaining the leading role in a French film intended for the general public.  
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80 “List of black Academy Award winners and nominees” 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/List_of_black_Academy_Award_winners_and_nominees 
81 “10 Actors Who Gross the Most in Hollywood” 
http://www.cheatsheet.com/entertainment/10-actors-who-gross-the-most-in-hollywood.html/?a=viewall 
82 “10 Black British Actors Taking Hollywood By Storm (PHOTOS)” 
http://www.huffingtonpost.com/2014/02/28/9-black-british-actors-you-need-to-know-_n_4875041.html 

http://abcnews.go.com/Entertainment/story?id=113446
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/List_of_black_Academy_Award_winners_and_nominees
http://www.cheatsheet.com/entertainment/10-actors-who-gross-the-most-in-hollywood.html/?a=viewall
http://www.huffingtonpost.com/2014/02/28/9-black-british-actors-you-need-to-know-_n_4875041.html
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The criminal justice system and the national police 
 

The treatment meted out to Blacks and members of other minority ethnic minorities by a 
country’s criminal justice system and its police force, is often a very good indication of the 
degree of respect for, or violation of, the rights of ethnic minorities. 

 
The situation in France  
 
In 2005, Amnesty International published a damning report on France’s treatment of 
persons “of North African or sub-Saharan origin, or France’s overseas departments and 
territories (DOM-TOM) » The report is so startling that it is worth quoting at length: 

 

“Many cases have been filed away before coming to court, even when there was credible 
evidence that a violation had occurred. Even when such cases have come to court, 
convictions have been relatively rare, or, when they occurred, sentences have mainly been 
nominal. As the French newspaper Le Monde has pointed out: “Justice is at a special tariff for 
police officers: they are never seriously punished.” 83  

 
“Amnesty International has concluded that the government’s continued failure to address 
these violations has led to a climate of effective impunity for law enforcement officials. The 
result is a "two-speed justice" -- one for cases brought by the police, another for cases 
brought by alleged victims of police violence. This contributes to the generation of a sense of 
impunity and a lack of public confidence that law enforcement officials operate under the rule 
of law and are held accountable for their actions.”  

 
“...attempts by a French court to sentence one police officer to an ‘exemplary’ prison term, 
owing to the gravity of the case, failed, when police unions expressed their anger in the 
streets. Additionally, the swiftly-held appeal by those convicted, at which the public 
prosecutor appealed on behalf of the “honour” of the perpetrators, resulted in the reduction 
of the seriousness of the offences to which they were convicted and enabled the officers to 
continue in their police careers. Almost the entirety of cases which have come to Amnesty 
International’s attention have involved persons of non-European ethnic origin and are often 
of North African or sub-Saharan extraction, or from France’s overseas departments or 
territories (DOM-TOMs)”.84 

 
Five years later, Amnesty International published another damning report on the brutality of 

French police towards Blacks and other ethnic minorities, and the immunity they enjoy for 
such human rights violations:  

 
“According to the report, abuse complaints against French police are routinely dismissed, and 
a tacit immunity allows accused officers to counter-attack the minorities, immigrants, and 
economically disadvantaged people who constitute the majority of plaintiffs. What we 
describe is an environment in which the absence of an independent investigation system has 
left police officers virtually immune to prosecution or reprimand and in nearly open conflict 
with certain sections of society as a consequence” says David Diaz-Jogeix, deputy director of 

                                            
83 Le Monde, “La France des ‘bavures’,” 18 April 2000.  
83 “France - The Search for Justice: The effective impunity of law enforcement officers in cases of shootings, 
deaths in custody or torture and ill-treatment” Amnesty International, April 2005, page 2. 
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Amnesty International's Europe and Central Asia program. “The failure of the system to fully 
examine complaints is now leading more and more lawyers to dissuade clients from reporting 
abuse, with warnings that it will result in nothing and may even generate legal counter-
attack."  

 
“Not only are victims of police violence being denied justice, but both they and anyone else 
who denounces the mistreatment often find themselves under attack for insulting a law 
enforcer when those accusations wind up discounted...There is no independent alternative to 
challenge rulings that the abuse accusations are unfounded. That allows police and their 
superiors to claim the role of victim, and file suit for 'outrage' against the people whose rights 
were abused by police violence in the first place." 85 

 
Four years later a YouTube video, watched by more than 650,000 viewers, showed French 
police brutally beating a black woman with a baton and spraying tear gas in her face.86 The 
regular reports by Amnesty International and other human rights organizations do not appear 
to have had a deterrent effect on French police  maltreatment of ethnic minorities, or the 
apparent indifference of French authorities to such police misconduct. 

 
Unlike Britain, the French government has not established an independent commission to 
investigate citizen complaints against the police, including complaints of racism and police 
brutality. Investigations of alleged police conduct are undertaken by the French police, 
themselves, with predictable results – most citizen complaints are dismissed. In the few 
cases where citizen complaints are officially substantiated, the penalty imposed is generally 
restricted to administrative sanctions that are never made public. In extraordinary cases, 
where the evidence of police transgression is overwhelming or publicly known, a judicial 
investigation is launched. Such investigations drag on for an interminable period, often 
ending with a non lieu. 
 
Given the history of French administrative and judicial inquiries into police misconduct, the 
acquittal in May 2015 (ten years after their indictment) of the two policemen, whose actions 
provoked the 2005 urban riots was not unexpected: “Alors que Sébastien Gaillemin, le 
policier présent sur les lieux, affirmait à la radio qu'il ne donnait « pas cher de leurs peaux » 
s'ils entraient sur le site, il n'en demeure pas moins que les juges ont considéré, à l'examen 
des faits, que ni Sébastien Gaillemin, ni Stéphanie Klein, qui était au standard de la radio, ne 
pouvaient avoir ‘la conscience claire et réelle d'un péril imminent’. »87 

 
The situation in Britain 
 
Successive British governments have taken effective action to reduce or eliminate police 
racism and human rights violations, in respect of ethnic minorities. As early as 1985, Britain 
established an Independent Police Complaints Authority (PCA) to investigate public 
complaints of police misconduct. In 2004, the PCA was replaced by an Independent Police 
Complaints Commission (IPCC). The independence of the IPCC, with respect to the police, 
political parties and the government itself, is enshrined in the law. Consequently, neither the 
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British government, the police authorities, nor any public authority can influence, delay, 
modify, or interfere in any manner with IPCC decisions.  

 
In a report published in 2013, the IPCC referred to evidence of police racism that two 
previous judicial inquiries had identified. The Scarmon Report (1981) identified «unlawful 
and in particular racially prejudiced conduct by some police officers”. The Macpherson 
Report (1999) found that “institutional racism [in the police force] had played a part in the 
ineffectual response to the racist murder” of a young black man. The IPCC report noted the 
significant improvement in police behaviour as a result of the implementation of 
recommendations in the reports of the two judicial inquires:  

 
Both inquiries clearly led to changes in policing policy, practice and training, not just in the 
MPS but nationwide. In its 2009 report ‘The Macpherson Report - Ten Years On’, the Home 
Affairs Select Committee noted that all witnesses recognised that the police service had 
made progress towards tackling racial prejudice and discrimination since 1999, including 
significant improvements in training and handling of cases involving hate and race crimes 
across London.88 Britain has also substantially increased the recruitment of police officers 
from ethnic minorities. A black Briton who rose through the police ranks was appointed Chief 
Constable of Kent in January 2004 - the highest rank in the British police force outside of the 
Metropolitan police, whose jurisdiction is restricted to the Greater London area.89  A Chief 
Constable is equivalent to Assistant Commissioner in the Metropolitan police, two ranks 
below the rank of Commissioner – the head of the Metropolitan Police.90 

 
The situation in the United States 
 
Criminal justice is a prerogative of individual American states. However, since the passing of 
the Civil Rights Act of 1964 the Federal Government has pursued a policy of intervening 
whenever police and government authorities at the state level commit human rights violations 
against black Americans, which are not punished. The best known case of such federal 
intervention occurred in 1964 when the Federal Justice Department authorised the FBI to 
conduct investigations into the disappearance of three civil rights workers in Neshoba 
County, Mississippi, who were murdered by diehard supporters of racial segregation. Seven 
men were charged with conspiring to deprive the three victims of their civil rights. They were 
tried and condemned to serve prison sentences ranging from three to ten years.91 That crime 
was the subject of the film “Mississippi Burning”. 

 
Another landmark case of racial injustice at the state level, which provoked federal 
intervention was the acquittal of four white policemen by an all-white jury in Los Angeles, in 
April 1992, for brutalizing a black man (Rodney King), despite irrefutable evidence recorded 
on a videotape. The Justice Department ordered the retrial of the four policemen in a federal 
court on charges of violating the victim’s civil rights. Two of the four policemen were 
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convicted and given prison sentences.92 Police brutality against blacks has not ended in 
America but, as the recent cases of unlawful killings of blacks by American police have 
shown, the Federal Government does everything in its power to ensure that the policemen 
concerned are brought to justice. Unlike the situation in France, police in America cannot 
count on the indulgence of the national government, or judicial authorities for acts of brutality 
they commit against Blacks and other ethnic minorities., 

 
The appointment of Blacks to high judicial posts 

 
Blacks have been appointed to the highest judicial courts In both Britain and the United 
states. There have been two Black American Supreme Court Justices - Thurgood Marshall 
(1967) and Clarence Thomas (1990). The United States Courts of Appeal constitute the 
next level of justice in America. Because of their ability to set legal precedent in regions 
under the jurisdictions of the 13 federal court circuits, Appeal Court judges have 
considerable policy influence on American law. Currently, there are 179 Federal Appeal 
Court Judges, four of whom are black Americans (three women and one man).  

 
The High Court (108 judges) is the highest level of the judiciary in England and Wales. The 
Chief Justice, the four Heads of Divisions in the High Court and a number of the most 
experienced High Court judges constitute the Court of Appeal. Britain appointed its first 
black High Court judge in 2004.93 

 
France’s highest judicial court, Le Conseil Constititionnel (12 members), can be considered 
the French counterpart of the U.S. Supreme Court (9 members). La Cour de Cassation 
(163 judges) is the nearest equivalent to Britain’s High Court (108 judges) and the U.S. 
Federal Courts of Appeal (179 judges). France has 3,318 appeal court judges, serving in 
six geographically separated jurisdictions.94 France keeps no statistics on ethnic origins. 
However, in view of the systematic exclusion of Blacks in other spheres of public life, it is 
extremely unlikely that there are any black French judges among the country’s 3,481 
highest-ranking judges. In that respect, it might be at least another 50 or 100 years before 
French Blacks could attain the level of judicial achievement that Blacks in Britain and the 
U.S. reached several years ago. 

 
Discrimination in the employment of Blacks in France, Britain and the U.S 

compared 
 

There is a considerable amount of academic literature, which demonstrates the important 
role that employment plays in social integration, and the adverse impact of unemployment on 
social integration: “Work integrates a person into the social system by conferring a role and 
status upon a person, and usually work embeds a person within a potential social 
network...The loss of work dislodges people from a social role that may have made them feel 
a part of a larger social community and given their lives a purpose. The loss of work may 
threaten their position in the community, and their perceived purpose in the social system. 
Consequently the loss of work is bound to have negative psychological and social 
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consequences.”95 
 

Racial discrimination in employment remains an important factor in France, Britain and the 
U.S. However random tests, in which identical CV’s are submitted by fictitious job candidates 
with names indicating their ethnic origin, have revealed that the level of racial discrimination 
is considerably higher in France than in Britain or the U.S.A. A report on tests of racial 
discrimination in six large French cities, conducted jointly by ILO and the Ministry for 
Employment (Ministère d’Emploi) in 2006, concluded that nearly nine out of ten times job 
candidates with names of North African or sub-Saharan origin suffer discrimination, even 
before the interview stage. Job candidates « d’origine hexagonale ancienne » are favoured 
for the vacant post over those of North African or sub-Saharan origin by a factor of nearly 
four to 1 (3.7). The margin of discrimination in favour of a French candidate de souche in 
obtaining an interview increases to 6.2 times.96  

 
Although they have been French citizens for several generations, Black Antilleans seeking 
employment in Metropolitan France encounter the same discrimination as African Blacks. 
They often overhear the following remark: “s’ils n’étaient pas noirs, ils seraient pris.”97 “Cette 
discrimination était du reste confirmée par les employeurs potentiels interrogés, qui étaient 
nom- breux à déclarer ne pas pouvoir embaucher de Noirs, même français, “pour ne pas 
perdre une partie de leur clientèle.” 98 

 
Studies of the results of racial discrimination testing in employment in the U.S. reveal levels 
of discrimination that are substantially lower than in France. A summary of 22 studies of 
testing revealed that African-American job candidates’ experienced an estimated average net 
rate of discrimination of about 20% (a factor of 1.2) in favour of European Americans.99 
Another study conducted in the period 2002-2003 showed that CV’s submitted by job 
applicants with white-sounding names received 50 per cent more call backs (a factor of 1.5) 
than those with black-sounding names. The level of discrimination was found to be similar 
across all occupations and industries.100 

 
The much lower incidence of racial discrimination in employment in the U.S. is largely due to 
two Federal Government policies - Affirmative Action101 and punitive anti-racial discrimination 
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laws, which have effectively deterred American business firms from practicing the blatant 
discrimination in employment that is so common in France. To avoid prosecution, and the 
unfavourable publicity that would accompany it, when accusations of racial discrimination are 
made by an employee or aspiring employee, American business firms usually take immediate 
pre-emptive or remedial action, in order to limit the unfavourable publicity such allegations 
normally attract. 
 
In August 2015, for example, a leading business firm in the U.S. sacked a manager of one of 
its stores who had yielded to the demand of a female customer to replace a black driver with 
a white driver. When news of the manager’s action reached it, the firm’s head office 
immediately made an investigation, which led to the dismissal of the store manager. In 
addition, a senior executive of the firm went to the store to apologize to all the firm’s drivers, 
in person, for the incident.102  

 
Testing for racial discrimination in employment in Britain revealed levels of discrimination 
similar to those in the U.S. and thus substantially lower than levels in France. Between 
November 2008 and May 2009, 2,961 applications from job seekers with white British and 
ethnic minority names were sent to 987 advertised job vacancies in six major British cities. 
The level of racial discrimination in employment outcomes, as compared to applicants with 
white names, ranged from 21% (a factor of 1.2) for Pakistani/Bangladeshi names to 32% (a 
factor of 1.32) for Indian, Chinese and black Caribbean names. The differences between the 
latter groups were not statistically significant.103  

 
Notwithstanding, the prevailing discrimination in employment in Britain, it is noteworthy that 
the General Secretary of Britain’s largest and most powerful trade union, the Transport and 
General Workers Union (TGWU) between 1992 and 2003 was a black man -- William Morris, 
a Jamaican who had emigrated to Britain at the age of 16. William Morris was subsequently 
ennobled by the Queen with the title, Baron Morris of Handsworth. He is currently a 

member of the House of Lords. 
 

The TGWU, which was founded in 1922 was the largest trade union in British history and, at 
one period, the largest in the non-Communist world. Two TGWU General Secretaries were 
appointed cabinet ministers in the post-World War 11 labour governments. The TGWU was 
such an important institution in British life that public opinion polls in the 1970s revealed that 
a majority of Britons considered Jack Jones, the TGWU General Secretary, the most 
powerful person in Britain – more powerful than the Prime Minister, Harold Wilson.104  

 
In terms of economic and political influence, Britain’s TGWU (before its merger with two other 
unions in 2007) was arguably more powerful than the CGT, Force Ouvrière and the CFDT 
combined. The election of a black man as leader of any of the three French trade unions in 
the foreseeable, or even distant, future is utterly inconceivable in the present context. William 
Morris’ election as General-secretary of the TGWU more than two decades ago is further 

                                            
102 “Black delivery driver replaced by manager after Lowe’s customer demands white employee” 10/08/2015. 

http://www.washingtonpost.com/news/morning-mix/wp/2015/08/10/black-delivery-driver-replaced-by-manager-
after-lowes-customer-demands-white-employee/?hpid=z5 
103 Martin Wood et al, “A test for racial discrimination in recruitment practice in British cities” Department for 
Work and Pensions, Research Report No.607, 2009  
https://workspace.imperial.ac.uk/staffdevelopment/public/docs/DWPOctober09summ.pdf 
104 “Jack Jones” http://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/obituaries/politics-obituaries/5200632/Jack-Jones.html 
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evidence of the immense gap that exists between Britain and France in reducing racial 
discrimination in employment. 

 
Employment of Blacks at senior executive levels 

 
Another very significant difference between Britain and the U.S. on the one hand and France, 
on the other, in respect of racial discrimination in the job market is that British and American 
employers are providing increasing opportunities for upward mobility for their qualified black 
employees, including the opportunity to reach the highest levels of management in major 
business firms. In striking contrast, there is no evidence that black employees in France are 
given opportunities for upward mobility. Significantly, there does not appear to be any 
prospect at all of a black employee reaching the highest level of management in a major 
French firm, in the foreseeable, or even the distant, future. 

 
Black Americans have been appointed Chief Executive officers (CEOs) at some of the most 
prestigious American companies. Between 1999 and 2010, fourteen black Americans were 
appointed CEOs of Fortune 500 companies. In 2002, Stanley O’Neal, the grandson of a 
former slave, was appointed CEO of Merrill Lynch, one of the most prestigious Wall Street 
firms.105 There are currently only five black CEOs of Fortune 500 biggest American firms, two 
of which are American Express and Xerox. More importantly, the opportunities for upward 
mobility that Fortune 500 companies have provided to qualified black employees indicate the 
likelihood of a marked increase in the number of black CEOs in Fortune 500 companies in 
the very near future. 

 
According to a Cornell University study, 25 major American firms have appointed a Director 
of diversity at a high executive level (one or two ranks below CEO level), and 100 other firms 
have diversity directors at a lower executive level. Research undertaken by the Executive 
Leadership Council in Washington D.C., published by Fortune magazine in July 2006, 
revealed that black executives occupy 460 of the 2,000 posts in the four executive levels in 
Fortune 500 companies, which lead directly to the post of CEO.106 

 
Despite the racial discrimination in employment in Britain at the general level, revealed by 
ethnic testing, British firms have provided upward mobility opportunities for qualified black 
employees. Black Caribbean women, for example, have profited from such opportunities to 
the extent that, in 2008, their average income was six per cent higher than that of their white 
British counterparts.107 In 2012, Karen Blackett, a 39-year old black British woman, was 
appointed CEO of MediaCom UK, Britain’s largest media company.108 Both MediaCom’s 
image and its performance have considerably improved under Blackett’s direction. In 2014, 
MediaCom UK was named Media Agency of the year, for the second year in succession.109 

                                            
105 http://www.blackpast.org/aah/oneal-stanley-1951 
106 “Les cadres supérieurs noirs donnent un avantage concurrentiel aux entreprises” 09 février 
2007.http://iipdigital.usembassy.gov/st/french/article/2007/02/20070209160007berehellek0.2144739.html#axzz3
lWqtvDyX 
107 “Black women now earning more than their white counterparts”, 17 November 2008. 

http://www.dailymail.co.uk/news/article-1086374/Black-women-earning-better-pay-white-counterparts.html 
108 “Karen Blackett: 'I haven’t been openly judged on gender or skin colour, but I'm sure it goes on behind my 
back' 17 November 2014. 
http://www.telegraph.co.uk/finance/jobs/11234164/Karen-Blackett-I-havent-been-openly-judged-on-
gender-or-skin-colour-but-Im-sure-it-goes-on-behind-my-back.html 
109 “Media Agency of the Year 2014: MediaCom”, December 11, 2014 
http://www.campaignlive.co.uk/article/media-agency-year-2014-mediacom/1326013 
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Le Point :  Tidjane Thiam, ce prophète dont la France n'a pas voulu  
 

Tidjane Thiam, a Côte d’Ivoire national, who became the first Black CEO of a FTSE 100 
Company (Prudential PLC, Britain’s biggest insurance company) in 2008, is by far the most 
outstanding example of successful black upward mobility in British enterprise.110 Prudential 
rose to new heights under Thiam’s leadership, with the value of its shares increasing by over 
400% in the six years following his appointment as CEO. In 2012, Fortune ranked Prudential 
PLC the world’s most admired company in the life insurance and health industry. Axa, 
France’s biggest insurance company was ranked No.7.111  

 
In March 2015, Credit Suisse, Switzerland’s biggest investment bank and the world’s sixth 
biggest, named Tidjane Thiam its new CEO. Tidjane Thiam’s reputation as a world-class 
manager is so high that the value of Credit Suisse’s shares increased 6.7% the morning after 
his appointment as CEO was announced.112  In contrast, Prudential’s shares fell 3%. 113 
Thiam’s excellent performance is reflected in his remuneration. He is one of the best-paid 
executives in the FTSE 100. 114  Despite his outstanding academic and professional 
qualifications, Thiam was completely ignored by French firms when he completed his 
professional training. The following excerpt from a recent article in Le Point, which traces 

Thiam’s brilliant professional career, implicitly illustrates the potential economic disadvantage 
to France of racial discrimination in the employment policies of CAC 40 firms:  

 
« Et quelles études ! Polytechnique, major de l'École des mines, Insead ! Impossible de faire 
mieux...quand ses camarades de promotion se voient harcelés par les chasseurs de têtes, le 
téléphone de Tidjane Thiam, lui, reste désespérément muet. Alors, pour trouver un poste à 
sa mesure, le voilà qui franchit la Manche et rejoint l'assureur britannique Aviva. Avant de 
s'en aller chez le géant Prudential, dont il va prendre la tête en 2009 et ainsi devenir le 
premier patron noir d'une entreprise du Footsie, le CAC 40 anglais. Il est maintenant à la tête 
d'un empire de l'assurance, une fierté britannique avec 13 millions de clients en Asie, 4 
millions aux États-Unis ou 7 millions au Royaume-Uni. Il est aussi devenu un des phares de 
la City, côtoie au jour le jour le Premier ministre, David Cameron, ou les grands de ce 
monde, est invité à déjeuner par la reine...il est surtout devenu un incroyable témoin des 
mutations radicales du monde, de la puissance de l'économie de marché, des retards 
européens et des discriminations... »115 

 
Because of the stubborn persistence of attitudes generated by slavery and colonialism, which 
appear to be more deeply entrenched in France than in Britain or the U.S., Blacks and other 

                                            
110 “Tidjane Thiam First Black CEO of FTSE 100 Company” 20 March 2009 
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minority ethnic groups in France find opportunities for upward mobility blocked. Not only 
French business firms but also the French economy, which has underperformed for the past 
three decades, would benefit greatly by accepting and integrating, rather than rejecting, 
qualified Blacks and North African Arabs. Thiam’s managerial skills are so highly esteemed, 
worldwide, that he can sharply increase or decrease the market value of a multinational firm 
by joining or leaving it. If Société Générale, AXA or any other CAC 40 firm had recruited 
Thiam when he completed his studies in 1988, and adequately rewarded his performance 
with promotion, the value of their shares, like those of Prudential, might have multiplied.  

 
The effects of endemic racial discrimination in the employment of minority groups are not 
only economically detrimental to France but also promote social disintegration. The 
alarmingly high rate of unemployment in France’s banlieues has had a predictably adverse 
impact on community life as well as negative psychological and social consequences. 
“L'absence de perspectives nourrit les frustrations et le repli sur soi.”116 A France Stratégie 

report published last January concluded that racial discrimination in employment is a major 
impediment to the economic integration of the descendants of immigrants in France. The rate 
of unemployment for youths of African origin under 25 years was 42% in 2012, as compared 
with 22% for French youths “de souche” or descendants of European immigrants.117 The 
sociologist Robert Castel has underlined the potentially explosive nature of the resentment 
that such racial discrimination generates among French citizens « issus de 
l’immigration ». «Le cumul des handicaps rend ainsi explosive la question ethnique et 
raciale. »118 

 
« Trop Noire pour être française » (Isabelle Boni-Claverie) 

 
The apparent refusal of mainstream French society to acknowledge that Black French 
citizens are genuinely French has produced a deep malaise among French Blacks in 
metropolitan France.119 Isabelle Boni-Claverie, a black French TV film director, produced a 
revealing documentary film on the experience of being black in France, which drew on her 
own life experiences. 120 In the documentary, which was shown on Arte in July 2015, Boni-
Claverie recounts her childhood, growing up in a privileged social milieu with members of 
the Belgian Royalty as family friends. But despite her background she regularly encounters 
racial discrimination in France.121  
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Two days before the documentary was shown on its TV channel, ARTE published an 
interview with Isabelle Boni-Claverie.122  The first two questions and responses in the 
interview are quite revealing: 

 
ARTE Magazine : “Pourquoi avez-vous voulu faire ce film ?” 
 
Isabelle Boni-Claverie : “Je me demande depuis très longtemps en quoi je "pose 
problème" dans la société française. Pour les gens d'origine africaine ou caribéenne, il y a 
ce présupposé que nous sommes étrangers, qu’il existe toujours un ailleurs qui ne nous 
permettrait pas d’être pleinement français. La question "D’où venez-vous ?" est récurrente. 
Cela interroge forcément les liens que nous entretenons avec notre pays. -  

  
ARTE: “Comment expliquez-vous cette persistance des préjugés et des 
discriminations ? »  

 
Isabelle Boni-Claverie : “Malgré les discours universalistes, la France s'est construite sur 
le présupposé racial qui assimilait "Français" à "Blanc". Cette façon de présenter l’identité 
était très visible au moment de la colonisation, où il fallait faire la différence entre les 
"vrais" Français et les colonisés. Aujourd’hui encore, il existe cette idée d'un "eux" et d'un 
"nous", même si cela n’est jamais dit directement. Le travail de mémoire sur l’histoire 
coloniale française n’est pas suffisamment fait.”  

. 
Libération posted Isabelle Boni-Claverie’s film on its website and published a interview with 

her, of which the following is a brief excerpt: « C’est du quotidien, qui, à chaque fois, vous 
humilie. On vous prend pour une vendeuse, on considère normal que vous teniez la porte, on 
s’étonne que vous soyez scénariste. J’ai été amenée par le regard des autres à me 
positionner comme noire. Une fois, alors que j’animais des ateliers de scénariste dans des 
écoles, un prof m’a scrutée de la tête aux pieds et m’a demandé : «Antillaise ou 
Africaine ?».123 

 
On the same day Boni-Claverie’s documentary was shown on its website, Libération 

launched an appeal to Black readers to recount their experience of being black in France.124 
“Nous avons reçu de nombreuses réponses à notre appel «C'est quoi être noir(e) en 
France, au quotidien ? Racontez-nous». En voici une sélection. » 125  (The selection of 
poignant témoignages is accessible at the link to foot note 112). 

 
In his address to the second assembly of CRAN in 2007, Patrick Lozès movingly described 
the harsh realities of life for French Blacks in Metropolitan France:  
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“Les Noirs de France subissent des discriminations massives! Ils sont discriminés à l’école, 
dans l’entreprise, dans l'accès au logement, à l'emploi, aux loisirs, dans la politique, les 
médias...Partout! Toute leur vie! Le baromètre des discriminations à l'encontre les Noirs que 
nous avons réalisé avec la TNS-Sofres a livré des résultats effrayants. Au total, 61 % de 
nos concitoyens noirs nous ont dit avoir vécu au moins une situation de discrimination au 
cours des 12 derniers mois. Et ce taux atteint 75 % en région Ile de France et... 79 % en 
région PACA !” 126 

 
Lozès confirmed, in his address, the discouraging evidence that emerged in Boni-Claverie’s 
documentary, namely, that neither social privilege nor a high standard of living offers French 
Blacks any protection against racial discrimination:  
“Contrairement à une idée reçue, le niveau de vie n'a aucune incidence sur le niveau des 
discriminations. Le taux de discrimination est de 54% pour les noirs dont les revenus sont 
inférieurs à 800 Euros par mois et de 55% pour les noirs dont le revenu est supérieur à 
3800 Euros par mois. Le niveau social ne fait aucune différence! ”127 

 
The late Philippe Dewitte, historian and former editor-in-chief of the Revue Homme, 
affirmed that in the minds of a significant number of metropolitan French there is an 
unconscious assimilation between the children of French Antilleans born in metropolitan 
France, French citizens “issus de l’immigration”, and immigrants:  
“L’assimilation inconsciente entre immigrés et étrangers se retrouve également dans les 
discriminations dont souffrent les uns et les autres. Leurs conditions de vie dans nos 
banlieues, leur accès – ou plus souvent leur non-accès – au marché du travail, ainsi que le 
regard que porte sur eux la société globale, font que les enfants d’Antillais nés dans 
l’Hexagone, les Français d’origine étrangère et les étrangers sont bel et bien dans la même 
galère.... le racisme “au front bas”, lui, ne fait pas la différence entre la carte d’identité et le 
permis de séjour, et les stigmatisations, la “racialisation” des minorités, les préjugés et les 
discriminations de toutes sortes se conjuguent...  »128 

 
For his part, Patrick Lozès passionately denounced the practice of branding all French 
blacks «immigrants», pointing out the blatant contradiction between that discriminatory 
designation and the government’s insistence that the French Republic recognizes only 
nationality, not ethnic origin: « Pourquoi s’entête-t-on à nous qualifier d’”immigrés” ? On 
nous dit et on nous répète que la République ne prend en compte que la nationalité. Et 
voilà qu'entre les Français et les étrangers, on a créé une troisième catégorie, les 
"immigrés". Une catégorie honteuse qui n'est plus utilisée dans le vocabulaire politique que 
pour justifier des différences de traitement entre citoyens français ! »129 

 
For their part, the discrimination that Antilleans encounter in Metropolitan France because of 
their skin colour engender doubts about their own identity. In a pithy phrase, Lilian Thuram 
summed up the paradoxical problem of identity that Antilleans experience in Metropolitan 
France: “Je suis né aux Antilles et je suis devenu noir à l'âge de 9 ans, en arrivant en 
Métropole. "130 “Sur le marché du travail, “l’identité juridique change peu le vécu...cela se 
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traduisait “par un doute sur l’origine... de leurs grands-parents.” 131In the opinion of Phillipe 
Dewitte, it is that peculiarity, which make their search for identity so paradoxical for 
Antilleans.132 

 
In August-September 2013 (Rediffusion in October 2015), Aljazeera presented an excellent 
three-part series, which explored the troubled relationship that France has had, in the past, 
with its black colonial subjects and, in the present, with black French citizens and 
immigrants. According to Aljazeera’s summary, the series tells the story of blacks in France, 
who have fought for decades to be both black and French -  “a long history of segregation, 
racism, protest, violence, culture and community building - from the turn of the 20th century 
to the present day.” 133 

 
The three-part Aljazeera series was presented in two videos. The first video (Black France: 
The battle for social justice)134, which begins with World War 11 and ends at 1970, has live 

scenes of the First World Congress of Black and African Writers, with cameo appearances by 
Alioune Diop, Aimé Césaire, Senghor, Frantz Fanon and other participants. It also includes 
an Interview with Madame Diop. The second video (Black France: The immigration 
problem)135 resumes where the first ends. Among the events and issues discussed, are 

slavery; the silent march of 50,000 people on the 150th anniversary of the abolition of slavery 
(1998); and the law making slavery a crime against humanity. There are interviews with a 
number of other black French personalities. Another very revealing documentary on the 
multiple problems that French blacks face in Metropolitan was produced and posted in March 
2015.136 

 
France’s colonial past: The discrepancy between historical reality and official 

narratives 
 

The reluctance of French society to accept Black French citizens as genuinely French is 
arguably due, in part, to the influence of official narratives that distorted historical reality, 
throughout the 20th century, in order to depict France’s colonial policies and actions in 
idealistic terms, and whitewash the often more sordid historical reality. In addition, official 
French narratives disparaged France’s colonized subjects by either depicting them as 
savages who showed no gratitude for France’s benevolent civilizing mission or were 
incapable of being civilized.  
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La Ligue de l’enseignement, a confederation of 30,000 local associations, observed in 
2014 that France has traditionally mobilized its history, for the purpose mentioned above: “La 
République française a longtemps mobilisé une histoire officielle, enseignée à l’école et 
occultant délibérément certains traits pour en grossir d’autres.» 137  Hence the great 
discrepancy between French narratives on France’s civilizing mission in Black Africa and  
established historical facts. In a book published in 1998, Wole Soyinka quoted, with 
undisguised irony, the following comment by Cardinal Verdier, Archbishop of Paris, in his 
Introduction to L’Homme du Couleur, an anthology published in the 1930s to illustrate, in 
Soyinka’s own words, “France’s own conception of her civilizing mission”:  

 
"Nothing is more moving than this gesture of the Frenchman, taking his black brother by the 
hand and helping him to rise. This hierarchic but nonetheless real collaboration, this fraternal 
love stooping toward the blacks to measure their possibilities of thinking and feeling; this 
gradual initiation to all the sciences and arts; this care that the natives should not be too 
suddenly removed from their milieu, their habits and traditions; this art, in a word, of helping 
them progress through wise development of their personality toward an improved physical, 
social, and moral well-being; this is how France’s colonizing mission on the black continent 
appears to us! May this work of colonization maintain its purity, its respect for human 
personality, its truly fraternal love inspired by that most Christian idea of the fundamentality 
equality of all races and the divine essence of all men!." 138 
 
As was shown earlier, in respect of France’s pacification of Madagascar and the repression it 
conducted in Cameroun, Cardinal Verdier’s euphoric depiction of France’s colonizing mission 
in Africa has no factual basis at all. The French army was just as brutal and ruthless in the 
methods it employed to impose and maintain French colonial rule in sub-Saharan Africa, as it 
was in North Africa, Algeria particular. Francis Ghilès, a French journalist and senior research 
fellow at the Barcelona Centre for International Affairs, recalled that Amnesty International 
was established as a response to the particularly brutal character of France's colonial rule in 
Algeria and the atrocities committed by French forces during the War of Algerian 
independence.139 
 
Indeed, as Aimé Césaire declared in his Discours sur le colonialisme, colonial rule is 

incompatible with civilization or respect for human values: “Je dis que de la colonisation à 
la civilisation, la distance est infinie ; que, de toutes les expéditions coloniales accumulées, 
de tous les statuts coloniaux élaborés, de toutes les circulaires ministérielles expédiées, on 
ne saurait réussir une seule valeur humaine.”140  
 
In his account of the massacre committed by French armed forces during the pacification of 
Madagascar towards the end of the 19th century, the French Deputy, Paul Vigné d’Octon, 
drew attention to the great care taken by the French Government to conceal from the French 
public the actual number of Madagascan victims of the pacification: “Les rapports publiés 
l’ont voilé avec soin. La Gazette officielle dit seulement: « Le roi Touère, son ministre et deux 
chefs ont été tués pendant le combat.” 141 
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The number of victims of the massacre was not the only important feature of France’s 
“pacification” of Madagascar, which the Government sought to hide from the French public. 
Official French propaganda did not fail to spell out the benefits that France’s civilizing 
mission conferred on Madagascar. Those benefits included the construction of schools, 
hospitals, roads, railways and, above all, the abolition of slavery. Although the decree that 
abolished slavery in Madagascar was published in the French official gazette, General 
Galliéni explained to the Madagascan prime minister that it was a mere  “verbal formula” 
and that nothing would change – the practice of slavery would continue as usual: “le sens 
de cette décision, simple formule verbale en usage chez les Européens mais n’ayant à 
Madagascar aucune portée. En réalité, les esclaves n’ont pas à bouger de chez leurs 
maîtres : il n’y a rien de changé dans nos lois.”142 
 

With respect to Cameroun, the French Government did not want the role of French troops 
in the Bamiléké repression publicly known, because of the horrific brutality of the French 
military campaign. On 18 January 1960, he Minister of the Army, Pierre Guillaumat sent 
secret instructions to the Commander of French forces in Cameroun, which stipulated that 
the counter-insurgency action must appear to be conducted by the Government of 
Cameroun, not by France.143 
 
In October 2011, Le Monde published an article on the Bamiléké massacre under the 

signature of seven writers, one of whom was Achille Membe. The article’s authors pointed 
out that despite the fact that the massacre of the Bamiléké was well documented, the war 
remained a taboo in France. They noted that the word «war », itself, was banned from the 
official lexicon and replaced by terms such as « troubles », « riots », « civil war », and 
sometimes « ethnic conflicts ». The article’s seven authors demanded an end to the 
government’s falsification of history : “Ce dont il s'agit, c'est d'en finir avec la falsification 
de l'Histoire : la France de 2011 doit admettre qu'elle a mené une guerre au Cameroun. 
Elle doit ouvrir entièrement ses archives, soutenir les travaux des chercheurs français et 
camerounais qui veulent connaître leur histoire, et participer, avec les autorités 
camerounaises, à la sauvegarde des archives de ce conflit, qui pourrissent à grande 
vitesse au Cameroun."144  
 
During an official visit to Cameroun in 2009, Prime Minister Fillon categorically denied the 
involvement of French forces in any assassinations, whatsoever in Cameroon: «Je dénie 
absolument que des forces françaises aient participé en quoi que ce soit à des assassinats 
au Cameroun, tout cela c’est de la pure invention”.145 President Hollande broke the official 
taboo on the Bamiléké massacre, during a brief official visit to Cameroon early last July. 
The French President admitted that the French army was responsible for a “repression” of 
the Bamiléké during the 1950s and 1960s, but refused to call it a genocide although, as 
shown above, the French officer Max Bardet, who had first-hand knowledge of the 
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“repression” because of his participation, called it “un vrai genocide:” « C’est vrai qu’il y a 
eu des épisodes tragiques dans l’histoire. Il y a eu une répression dans la Sanaga-Maritime 
en pays Bamiléké et je veux que les archives soient ouvertes pour les historiens »146  

 
As in the case of the first Madagascar massacre, the French Government hid from the public 
the real number of fatalities in the 1967 Guadeloupe massacre. French authorities 
announced, at the time, that the number of Guadeloupéens killed was eight. Eighteen years 
later, during a visit to Guadeloupe, a government minister revised that number upwards to 
87. During an election campaign visit to Guadeloupe in 2012, François Hollande promised to 
establish a commission of inqury on the 1967 massacre, whose terms of reference would 
include similar occurrences in Martinique in 1952 and Guadelopue in 1962. “Au-delà du 
décompte des victimes, une chape de silence recouvre les événements de la place de la 
Victoire...Les archives de la République s’ouvriront-elles enfin ? 147 
 
Benjamin Stora, a specialist in colonial history, who was appointed Head of the commission 
of inquiry into the 1967 Guadeloupe massacre, in an interview seven years before that 
comment, compared the open attitude of the Anglo-Saxon countries to their colonial past with 
the secrecy in which France shrouds its own colonial past: "France has never taken on its 
colonial history. It is a big difference with its the Anglo-Saxon countries, where post-colonial 
studies are now in all the universities. We are phenomenally behind the times." 148 
 

The Application in Metropolitan banlieues of French colonial policies for controlling 
“hostile” population groups 

 
A number of scholars have examined the French government’s application of repressive 
policies and practices, in Metropolitan banlieues, which were initially developed to exercise 
close surveillance and control of population groups in the colonies, who were considered 
“hostile” to French rule.  In her review of Olivier Le Cour Grandmaison’s book (Coloniser. 
Exterminer. Sur la guerre et l’État colonial, 2005) on the conquest and colonization of 
Algeria, after citing some of the repressive practices detailed in the book, Nedjma 
Abdelfettah Lalmi noted: « Cependant, il [Le Cour Grandmaison] montre aussi le mouvement 
d’importation et d’exportation de toutes les pratiques répressives vers les autres colonies, 
mais aussi vers la métropole.” 149 In an article published the year following the 2005 urban 
riots, two American professors of anthropology came to the same conclusion as Le Cour 
Grandmaison on the transfer of repressive colonial practices to Metropolitan France. “The 
colonial law's deployment in response to the present crisis points to an enduring logic of 
colonial rule within postcolonial metropolitan France”.150  

 
Eric Macé has also noted the colonial character of the control of the banlieues by the French 
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State: “La dimension raciste et quasi néo-coloniale de la gestion des banlieues est évidente. 
Jusqu'à présent, le système politique français s'est trouvé totalement incapable de prendre 
en compte cette dimension de la société française.” 151  In an article that explored the 
introduction and use of the State of Emergency Law between 1955 and 2005, Sylvie 
Thénault, a Research Director at CNRS, in 2007, found a marked resemblance between that 
law and the martial law applied in Algeria during the Algerian War. Thénault observed that 
the State of Emergency Law is doubly rooted in French history - as a law conceived as a 
response to pro-independence revolutions, but also as a law of domestic political repression 
against the French Republic’s perceived “ enemies.”152 
 
In 2008, an American academic published a paper on the 2005 Paris riots, in which she 
argued that they were provoked by decades of violent enforcement of France's categorical 
racial and geographic boundaries. 153  Racial and geographic boundaries, which were 
standard French policies for controlling “hostile” population groups in the colonies, have 
contributed greatly to the ghettoization of the banlieues in Metropolitan France. In his new 
Year’s greetings to the press last January, Prime Minister Vals evoked the existence of a 
territorial, social and ethnic apartheid in the banlieues, without acknowledging the role that 
French government policies played in creating that urban phenomenon. The Prime Minister 
underlined: "la relégation péri-urbaine, les ghettos...un apartheid territorial, social, 
ethnique”154 

 

The Growth of racialized rhetoric and legitimized racism in France 

 
Marie des Neiges Léonard, a Francophone American academic, conducted a study of the 
language used and the measures taken by the French government during the 2005 urban 
riots. She based her study on a review of public speeches, media declarations and 
interviews by French government officials and influential intellectuals. Marie des Neiges 
Léonard contends that, by situating the riots and the rioters in a white racial framework, the 
French government was able to deny them any legitimacy. Furthermore, by applying racist 
labels to the rioters, the French state was able to discredit the revolt in order to rationalize 
and justify a set of repressive tactics and racist measures, without ‘sounding racist’. The 
study concluded that the racialized rhetoric used by the French government is an indication 
of a growing legitimized racism in French mainstream politics and society.155 
 

The comment by former UMP Minister, Nadine Morano, that France is “un pays de race 
blanche” is but the latest evidence that racialized rhetoric has entered French mainstream 
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politics.156 Confirming that her comment was not a slip of the tongue, Nadine Morano 
affirmed, the following day, that she had no intention of retracting it.157Apart from the 

attempt at electoral damage control, by replacing her as head of the Republican list of 

candidates in Meurthe-et-Moselle for the regional elections, it is most unlikely that 
Morano will incur any further sanction from her political party.158    
 
The tenor of Alain Finkelkraut’s comment when he rushed to Morano’s defence is 
evidence that racialized rhetoric is not confined to the French Political Right: “La 
chasse aux racistes est ouverte, il y a un raciste qui est dénoncé par semaine 
aujourd’hui...Je ne fais pas de Nadine Morano une victime mais je constate que 
l’antiracisme est assoiffé toujours d’un nouveau gibier.”159 That comment was of one many 
that Finkielkraut has made on the subject of race. He declared in 2005: “L’équipe nationale 
est en réalité black, black, black, et elle est la risée de l’Europe.” 160 
 
Racialized rhetoric has become so mainstream that it has even penetrated the Académie 
française. Hélène Carrère d’Encausse, secrétaire perpétuelle of that august institution 
explained, on Russian television, the crisis of the French banlieues in thinly disguised racist 
terms: “Ces gens, ils viennent directement de leurs villages africains. Or la ville de Paris et 
les autres villes d’Europe, ce ne sont pas des villages africains. Par exemple, tout le monde 
s’étonne : pourquoi les enfants africains sont dans la rue et pas à l’école ? Pourquoi leurs 
parents ne peuvent pas acheter un appartement ? C’est clair, pourquoi : beaucoup de ces 
Africains, je vous le dis, sont polygames. Dans un appartement, il y a trois ou quatre 
femmes et vingt-cinq enfants. Ils sont tellement bondés que ce ne sont plus des 
appartements, mais Dieu sait quoi ! On comprend pourquoi ces enfants courent dans les 
rues. » 161 

 
According to Nicolas Sarkozy: « Le drame de l’Afrique, c’est que l’homme africain n’est pas 
assez entré dans l’Histoire. Le paysan africain qui, depuis des millénaires, vit avec les 
saisons, dont l’idéal de vie est d’être en harmonie avec la nature, ne connaît que l’éternel 
recommencement du temps rythmé par la répétition sans fin des mêmes gestes et des 
mêmes paroles. Dans cet imaginaire où tout recommence toujours, il n’y a de place ni pour 
l’aventure humaine ni pour l’idée de progrès. »162  
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Commenting on Nicholas Sarkozy’s Dakar address, Achille Membe scathingly pointed out 
that it repeated, almost word for word, passages from Hégel’s chapter on Africa in La 
Raison dans l’histoire (1822-1830): “Voici donc une politique qui, pour sa mise en 
cohérence, dépend d’un héritage intellectuel obsolète, vieux de près d’un siècle, malgré les 
rafistolages...desormais elles [les "nouvelles élites" de France] défendent tout haut l’idée 
d’une nation "décomplexée" par rapport à son histoire coloniale.”163 
 
Patricia Purtscher, a Swiss specialist in postcolonial studies, linked Nicholas Sarkozy’s 
Dakar address to an intensified attempt by the French government to erase those parts of 
French-African history that support and justify the ongoing migration from Africa to France, 
as well as claims by people of African descent to be recognized as full members of French 
society. “It is because of these discursive chains that Sarkozy’s speech ‘worked’ and that it 
could produce – not for most people in Dakar, but for many in Paris – the effect of a 
benevolent France stretching out its hand to help Africa develop and enter history.” 164 
 
In 2010, the U. N. Committee on the Elimination of Discrimination (UNCED) presented a 90-
page report, prepared by a panel of 18 experts, which criticized the resurgence of racism in 
France. The U.N. report covered the treatment of traveller communities and the Roma, the 
debate on national identity, the non-recognition of the rights of minorities, and the hardening 
of political discourse. U.S. Inspector Pierre-Richard Prosper attributed the resurgence of 
racism to “the absence of true political will.”165 At the end of the UNCED session at which 
the report was presented the French delegation, implicitly acknowledging its accuracy, 
announced that his Government was preparing a national action plan against racism. 
 
In view of the racialized rhetoric of leading public figures, which would appear to the French 
public as a legitimization of racism, the success of such a national action plan is very 
problematic. In his commentary on Sarkozy’s Dakar address, Achille Membe pointed out 
that, unlike the generation of the “Papa-Commandant” (de Gaulle, Pompidou, Giscard 
d’Estaing, Mitterrand, or Chirac) who tacitly harboured the same prejudice but avoided 
openly offending their African interlocuters, “les "nouvelles élites" de France estiment 
désormais qu’à des sociétés aussi plongées dans la nuit de l’enfance, l’on ne peut 
s’adresser qu’en s’exprimant sans frein...désormais, elles défendent tout haut l’idée d’une 
nation "décomplexée" par rapport à son histoire coloniale.”166 
 
Uniike the United States, where there is “true political will” to combat racism, France’s new 
élites décomplexées, whose racialized rhetoric is expressed without restraint, incur little or 
no risk of being sanctioned at the polls by an electorate that has largely embraced such 
rhetoric. In the United States, effective, sustained federal government policies and actions 
to combat racism, undertaken over the past sixty years, have had a major impact on the 
attitudes and behaviour of the American public. Racialized rhetoric by politicians and public 
figures is no longer tolerated by the American electorate.  
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George Allen, an incumbent Republican senator for West Virginia, was defeated by the 
Democratic party candidate when he sought re-election in 2006, although he held a 
commanding lead in the opinion polls until committing the unpardonable political error of 
using a perceived racial slur (macaca), to describe a dark-skinned reporter. S.R. Sidarth, 
the reporter who was monitoring Allen’s election campaign on behalf of the Democratic 
party, is an American citizen of East Indian origin, who was born in West Virginia. 
 
George Allen claimed that he had not used the word in a derogatory sense but he was sorry 
and apologized if Sridath was offended.167 Nonetheless, Allen's "Macaca moment" quickly 
went viral. The incident was aired on the Internet and on television and was covered 
extensively by newspapers, contributing to Allen's stunning loss to James Webb, his 
Democratic opponent.168   The term “macaca” has since entered the American political 
lexicon: “It has come to be a synonym for a game-changing political gaffe.”169 
 
Commenting on the 2008 Republican Presidential primaries, Dan Schnur, a Republican 
party strategist remarked that the most important word uttered in the Republican 
presidential primary was not  "terrorism" or "taxes," nor "faith" or "family. It was "macaca."  
In 2006, the Republican establishment and the party’s grass roots  - social and religious 
conservative voters – assumed that George Allen would easily win re-election and then 
become the front-runner for the Republican party’s presidential nomination in 2008. But 
when Allen uttered what many considered to be an ethnic slur against a member of his 
Democratic opponent's campaign staff, his Senate re-election campaign began a downward 
spiral from which he never recovered. “Instead of touring Iowa and New Hampshire as a 
conquering hero, he returned to his home state as a private citizen, leaving a vacuum atop 
the GOP field that fundamentally shaped the race.”170 
 
The enormous difference that exists between France and the United States, in the electoral 
cost (or immunity) for politicians who employ racialized rhetoric, is one of the major reasons 
why racism is increasing rapidly in France while it is slowly but steadily declining in the 
United States. 
 
The Abolition of slavery – An uncompleted task: A vital role for Présence Africaine? 

 
As discussed earlier, the concept of a hierarchy of races, which places white “races” at the 
top and black “races” at the bottom, emerged in the mid-19th century was post facto 
justification for the enslavement of Africans and diaspora Blacks. As long as the mindset 
and attitude that justified and underpinned the enslavement of Black peoples and their 
designation as chattel persist, the abolition of slavery remains an uncompleted task. A 
number of French neo-reactionary 171  intellectuals continue to openly oppose racial 
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integration, immigration and anti-discrimination policies on the grounds that racial inequality 
is a biological fact. Based on that view, Paul-François Paoli, a writer and columnist at Le 
Figaro, declared that the three French « republican values » liberté, égalité, fraternité – 
have been voided of their real meaning : « La "liberté" [est] devenue illimitée...l'égalité" est 
désormais synonyme d'une abolition de toute différence, fût-elle biologique, et la "fraternité" 
se réduit à des promiscuités imposées.”172 
 
In the above respect, Odile Tobner pointed out that since the Code noir (1685), very few 
French intellectuals have called into question France’s racist perspective of Africans and 
Antilleans. 173  Olivier Pétré-Grenouilleau, a French revisionist historian of slavery has 
minimized the importance and impact of the Transatlantic slave in his book, les Traites 
négrières: Essai d'histoire globale (2006), which received a number of prestigious 

awards – Le Prix de l’Essai de l’Académie française, le Prix du Sénat du Livre d'Histoire and 
Le Prix Chateaubriand prizes.  
 
In press interviews following the book’s publication, Pétré-Grenouilleau made a number of 
provocative revisionist comments on the subject of slavery. In one interview, he denounced 
the Loi Taubira, which declared slavery a crime against humanity. Pétré-Grenouilleau  
launched a vitriolic attack against Diaspora blacks for describing themselves as 
descendants of slaves, calling it “un choix identitaire, pas à la réalité... c'est choisir parmi 
ses ancêtres.”174 In Pétré-Grenouilleau’s perspective, the Atlantic slave trade was like any 
other trade – a commercial undertaking: “Il faut admettre qu’il s’agit du premier exemple de 
grand commerce   international entre Blancs, Noirs et Arabo-Turcs, rentable pour toutes les 
parties.”175  That comment betrayed Pétré-Grenouilleau’s inner sentiment that black slaves 
were mere chattel. 
 
Like other French neo-reactionaries, Eric Zenmour, minimizes the inhumanity of European 
enslavement of Africans and the horrors of the Atlantic slave trade by claiming that it was 
Africans who initiated black slavery.176 Historically, slavery has existed in most societies, as 
Zenmour admits but, like his fellow neo-reactionaries, Zenmour conveniently overlooks the 
historically proven fact that slaves in African societies were not considered chattel. They 
often occupied high positions in the state. Slaves in the Hausa cities of central Sudan 
between Niger and Chad, for example, were neither sold nor maltreated, and they filled 
important posts in the country's military and civil services. Frequently, to counterbalance the 
influence of the aristocracy, the king assigned important positions to slaves who were 
naturally devoted to the person of the monarch and had not lacked political ambitions.177 
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Pétré-Grenouilleau’s book attracted serious criticism from a number of historians with 
acknowledged expertise in the subject area, but the considerable favourable publicity the 
book received in the media and, more importantly, the prestigious awards it obtained, is 
significant. It is compelling evidence of the extent to which Pétré-Grenouilleau’s historical 
revisionism of slavery is now largely accepted in French society. The French public’s ready 
acceptance of Pétré-Grenouilleau’s revisionist thesis is arguably due to their ignorance of 
the valuable work of historians such as, Yves Bénot, Pap Ndiaye, Nelly Schmidt, Fred 
Constant and Françoise Vergès, who have considerably advanced scientific knowledge of 
the slave trade and slavery: “Mais ils sont peu connus du grand public car la grande presse 
ont tendance à prendre comme parole d’évangile et à monter au pinacle les travaux d’un 
autre chercheur [Olivier Pétré-Grenouilleau], toujours le même, présenté comme « le 
meilleur spécialiste français de l’histoire de l’esclavage.” 178 
 
The French public has also been kept ignorant of the sombre aspects of French slavery. 
Napoleon’s re-establishment of slavery in 1802, ,after its abolition in 1794, is not known to 
the general public, nor is it recognized, officially as one of the events that have marked 
French history. 179  A number of well-known French blacks (Harry Roselmack 180 , Lilian 
Thuram, among others) have pointed to the causal link between attitudes generated by 
slavery and the prevailing, deep-rooted racism in French society. Like Achille Achembe, 
Isabelle Boni-Claverie and others, Thuram underlined the imperative need for an open, 
intelligent discussion of racism and slavery, which, he considers, would foster better public 
comprehension of France’s past and the negative impact that slavery has had on the 
nation’s collective memory:« Parler aujourd’hui de l’esclavage permet une meilleure 
compréhension...Mais il faudra que les politiques prennent davantage en compte la 
demande de partage de la mémoire nationale, utile à toute la France. On n’est pas 
coupable de ce qui s’est produit dans le passé. Mais on le devient si l’on n’ouvre pas une 
réflexion intelligente sur ce passé.”181 
 
The United States 
 
As in France, a number of American neo-reactionaries implicitly or explicitly subscribe to the 
concept of racial inequality, a core justification for slavery. In the United States, justification 
of slavery has a very long history. Seeking historical precedents to justify slavery, southern 
writers in the pre-civil war period pointed to the existence of slavery in the Old Testament, 
and in Greek and Roman history. Printing presses in the American South produced a 
stream of books, pamphlets, and editorials in support of the justification effort.182 Louis 
Hartz, an American political scientist, called the effort of the South to justify slavery “the 
reactionary Enlightenment”.183  
 

                                            
178 Gilles Manceron : “affronter le passé colonial” 02/09/2005 

http://ldh-toulon.net/Gilles-Manceron-affronter-le-passe.html 
179 Marcel Dorigny (2005), “Traites négrières et esclavage” 
180 “Le présentateur Harry  Roselmack déplore «le retour de la France raciste», 11/5/ 2013. 

http://www.leparisien.fr/societe/le-presentateur-harry-roselmack-deplore-le-retour-de-la-france-raciste-05-11-
2013-3288871.php 
181 “Lilian Thuram: «L’identité du Noir commence par l’esclavage”, 10 mai 2015. 
http://www.gauchemip.org/spip.php?article6245 
182 Philip Abbott “Political Thought in America: Conversations and Debates” 2010, p.145. 
183 Louis Hartz, “The Reactionary Enlightenment: Southern Political Thought before the Civil War”, The Western 

Political Quarterly, Vol.5, No.1, March 1952,pp.31-50. 

http://ldh-toulon.net/Gilles-Manceron-affronter-le-passe.html
http://www.leparisien.fr/societe/le-presentateur-harry-roselmack-deplore-le-retour-de-la-france-raciste-05-11-2013-3288871.php
http://www.leparisien.fr/societe/le-presentateur-harry-roselmack-deplore-le-retour-de-la-france-raciste-05-11-2013-3288871.php
http://www.gauchemip.org/spip.php?article6245


 41 

As in France, a number of American neo-reactionaries implicitly or explicitly subscribe to the 
concept of racial inequality. In that respect, Michael Anissimov, publicly declared: “People 
are not equal. They never will be. We reject equality in all its forms” and that “Hierarchy is 
basically a good idea.”184 As in France, an ethnicized national identity, immigration and the 
incompatibility of cultures are favourite neo-reactionary and white supremacist themes. In 
that respect, Samuel Huntington might well be considered an implicit supporter of the 
inequality of races. After his Foreign Affairs article185 in which he held that the clash of 
civilizations will dominate global politics and the fault lines between civilizations will be the 
battle lines of the future, Huntington tackled other favourite neo-reactionary themes – 
national identity, cultural assimilation and the immigrant threat, in his book, “Who are We? 
The Challenges to America’s NationaI Identity”(2004). 
 
However, Unlike France, several prominent Black American intellectuals, notably Bryan 
Stevenson and Ta-Nehisi Coate, have launched a vigorous, articulate, intellectual assault 

on the deep-rooted racism in American society and the linked issue of slavery. Bryan 
Stevenson is one of America’s leading human rights lawyers and founder and executive 
director of the Equal Justice Initiative, which combats racial discrimination in America’s 
criminal justice system. He has won numerous national and international awards, including 
the National Medal of Liberty (American Civil Liberties Union); the Olaf Palme Prize (Olaf 
Palme Memorial Fund for International Understanding and Common Security), the Wisdom 
Award for Public Service Litigation (the American Bar Association), Public interest 
lawyer of the year (American Bar Association), among many others. 

 

Bryan Stevenson’s book, “Just Mercy: A Story of Justice and Redemption” (2014) 

won critical acclaim. Commenting on Stevenson’s book, Archbishop Desmond Tutu 
stated “Bryan Stevenson is America’s young Nelson Mandela, a brilliant lawyer fighting with 
courage and conviction to guarantee justice for all.”186 
 
In numerous articles and media interviews, Bryan Stevenson has put forward arguments 
that are almost identical to those advanced by Llilian Thuram, Achille Membe, Isabelle Boni-
Clavergie and other French Blacks, in respect of France. Like them, Stevenson argued that 
to comprehend the deep-rooted, persistent racism in the society it is essential to discuss the 
nation’s past and the role that slavery played in shaping white society’s views and attitudes 
on race. In a discussion on a national TV channel, Stevenson asked rhetorically: “How are 
we going to recover from our legacy of racial inequality...we have never really tried to 
confront the legacy of slavery. We have never really dealt with the issue. We need to talk 
about slavery.”187 
 
Returning to the issue of a national conversation on race, Bryan Stevenson observed that 
very few people in America are aware of how debilitating and destructive American slavery 
was. He added that the narrative of racial differences and white supremacy was created to 
justify and sustain slavery – to make white Christians feel comfortable with their ownership 
of other human beings. Most importantly, Stevenson argues that, because the 
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Emancipation Proclamation slavery does not discuss the ideology of white supremacy or 
the narrative of racial difference, slavery did not really end in 1865:  “I believe it just evolved. 
It turned into decades of racial hierarchy that was violently enforced — from the end of 
reconstruction until WWII — through acts of racial terror.”188 For those same reasons, this 
paper contends that French slavery did not end with The Slavery Abolition Act 1833. 
Rather it morphed into a system of racial hierarchy and white supremacy, which continue, to 
this day, to justify racist attitudes and actions in respect of Black French citizens and African 
immigrants.   
 

Ta-Nehisi Coates won a National Magazine Award for his article, “Fear of a Black 
President” (2012). His article, “The Case for Reparations” became one of the most widely 

viewed articles in the history on the Atlantic magazine. “Two hundred fifty years of slavery. 
Ninety years of Jim Crow. Sixty years of separate but equal. Thirty-five years of racist 
housing policy. Until we reckon with our compounding moral debts, America will never be 
whole.”189 
 
Coates’ recent book “Between the world and me” (2015)190, a mediation on being a black 

man in America, is written in the form of a letter addressed to his teen-age son Samori, in 
open imitation of one of the two essays in James Baldwin’s 1963 book, “The Fire Next 
Time” which was addressed to his nephew, James.191 Coates, whom Toni Morrison calls 
“the heir to James Baldwin” provided proof of that heritage in his book, in declaring that his 
own ideal of integration was close to that of Baldwin. Baldwin wrote that if the word 
integration meant anything, it was “that we, with love, shall force our brothers to see 

themselves as they are [to cease fleeing from reality and begin to change it] outside any 
sheltering fantasy of whiteness”.192  
 
Following the spate of unlawful police killings of Black men, major American TV channels 
and national newspapers provided Coates and Stevenson with a media platform to express 
their views on the root causes of police violence against Blacks – endemic racism and the 
stubborn persistence of ideas and attitudes that had justified slavery. No French Black who 
wants to denounce racism in the country would be granted such broad access to the 
national media in France. Nor would police brutality against Blacks provoke such 
widespread condemnation at every level of government (mayors, governors, the President) 
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189 “The Case for Reparations” June 2014. http://www.theatlantic.com/magazine/archive/2014/06/the-case-
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190 Ta-Nehisi Coates, author of "Between the World and Me." (Video discussion) 
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http://www.salon.com/2014/05/22/white_supremacy_is_alive_and_well_ta_nehesi_coates_and_the_case_for_
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191 James Baldwin, “A Letter to my Nephew”. 
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and country-wide inter-racial demonstrations, as it has in the U.S.. Nor would a senior 
journalist on the most important national paper devote five substantive articles, in a row, to 
highlight and support the denunciation by French Blacks of endemic racism in the country. 
 
In one of a 5-part series of articles, written in the wake of the police killings in Ferguson, 
Nicholas Kristof, a well-known New York Times columnist observed: “Some white 
Americans may be surprised to hear Archbishop Desmond Tutu describe Bryan Stevenson, 
an African-American lawyer fighting for racial justice, as “America’s young Nelson Mandela.” 
Huh? Why do we need a Mandela over here? We’ve made so much progress Yet 
Archbishop Tutu is right. Even after remarkable gains in civil rights, including the election of 
a black president, the United States remains a profoundly unequal society — and nowhere 
is justice more elusive than in our justice system.”193 
 
A recent New York Times editorial, entitled “Political Lies About Police Brutality”, which was 
signed by the news paper’s Editorial Board, strongly rebuked New Jersey Governor Chris 
Christie, a leading national politician and Republican presidential candidate, for accusing 
President Obama of encouraging “lawlessness” and violence against police officers by 
acknowledging that the country needed to take both police brutality and the “Black Lives 
Matter” protest movement seriously: “His [Christie’s] formulation implies that for the police to 
do their jobs, they need to have free rein to be abusive. It also implies that the public would 
be safer if Americans with cell phones never started circulating video.”194 The New York 
Times editorial rebuke is equivalent to an editorial by the entire Editorial Board of Le 
Monde, rebuking Minister of the Interior, Nicholas Sarkozy, for blaming the two electrocuted 
youths from Clichy-Sous-Bois for their own deaths, in 2005, and exculpating the policemen 
whose actions had caused it. 
 

Although racism remains deeply rooted in the U.S., as it is in France, public expression of 
racist concepts, such as the inequality of races or the biological inferiority of Blacks, are 
confined to the margins of American society. In contrast, such views have entered the 
mainstream of French society. Consequently, with very rare exceptions, French politicians 
who express such views risk little or no sanctions by their political party or the electorate. In 
France, Marine Le Pen, the political leader whose political rhetoric is the most racialized, 
currently tops the polls for the forthcoming regional elections with 42% of voters favouring 
her.  
 
In striking contrast, expressed or implied racism by American politicians risks destroying 
their career unless it is immediately followed by a full, unreserved apology. In April 2010, 
Robert F. McDonnell, the Governor of Virginia issued a proclamation concerning 
Confederate History Month, in which no reference was made to slavery. The omission of 
slavery provoked a public uproar, which led McDonnell to issue a strongly worded apology. 

                                            
193 Nicholas Kristoff, “When Whites Just Don’t Get It, Part 3” 
http://www.nytimes.com/2014/10/12/opinion/sunday/nicholas-kristof-when-whites-just-dont-get-it-part-
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5.html 
194 “Political Lies About Police Brutality” 27 October 2015. 
http://www.nytimes.com/2015/10/27/opinion/political-lies-about-police-brutality.html?ref=opinion 

http://www.nytimes.com/2014/10/12/opinion/sunday/nicholas-kristof-when-whites-just-dont-get-it-part-3.html
http://www.nytimes.com/2014/10/12/opinion/sunday/nicholas-kristof-when-whites-just-dont-get-it-part-3.html
http://www.nytimes.com/2014/08/28/opinion/nicholas-kristof-is-everyone-a-little-bit-racist.html
http://www.nytimes.com/2014/08/28/opinion/nicholas-kristof-is-everyone-a-little-bit-racist.html
http://www.nytimes.com/2014/09/07/opinion/sunday/nicholas-kristof-when-whites-just-dont-get-it-part-2.html
http://www.nytimes.com/2014/09/07/opinion/sunday/nicholas-kristof-when-whites-just-dont-get-it-part-2.html
http://www.nytimes.com/2014/11/16/opinion/sunday/when-whites-just-dont-get-it-part-4.html
http://www.nytimes.com/2014/11/30/opinion/sunday/nicholas-kristof-when-whites-just-dont-get-it-part-5.html
http://www.nytimes.com/2014/11/30/opinion/sunday/nicholas-kristof-when-whites-just-dont-get-it-part-5.html
http://www.nytimes.com/2015/10/27/opinion/political-lies-about-police-brutality.html?ref=opinion


 44 

He inserted a new paragraph in the original proclamation that mentioned the horrors and 
pains of slavery in the commonwealth of Virginia.195 McDonnell’s apology for his omission of 
slavery in the original Proclamation was totally unreserved. He called April's proclamation 
an "error of haste and not of heart.” "My major and unacceptable omission of slavery 
disappointed and hurt a lot of people - myself included...And it is an error that will be 
fixed."196 
 

The Fire Next Time - Whirlwinds of revolt 
 
On the conclusion of the 34th annual meeting of the Canada-France Inter-Parliamentary 
Association (Paris & Tours, September 2006) a member of the Canadian delegation 
warned, in a French television interview, that if France did not adopt effective policies to 
ensure the successful integration of its ethnic minorities, the country would face a social 
explosion that would be more violent, more widespread and much more difficult to end than 
the 2015 riots. The Canadian parliamentarian drew attention to Canada’s successful 
integration of its many ethnic minorities and suggested that the French Government could 
learn valuable lessons from Canada’s model of integration. 
 
The situation of ethnic minorities in the French banlieues has not improved in the period 
since the 2005 riots occurred: “10 ans après la mort de Zyed et Bouna à Clichy-sous-Bois et 
les émeutes de 2005 la situation des banlieues reste explosive.” 197  in his New Year’s 
greetings to the national press in January 2015, Prime Minister Vals expressed the same 
pessimistic view, but in more alarming terms. He noted that the riots of 2005 had fallen into 
oblivion, but the stigmatization continues – daily discrimination because of skin colour, a 
name that does not sound French, or an address in a deprived area.198  
 
Racially discriminatory employment policies are a major obstacle to the integration of ethnic 
minorities in the French banlieues. Francis Ghilès points out that in the banlieues of Paris, 
more than 50% of young people, often Muslim, are unemployed; that prisoners with a north 
African father outnumber prisoners with a French father by nine to one for the 18-29 age 
group, and six to one in the 20-39 age group: “This points to a massive failure of French 
society to integrate minority groups.” 199 
 
The Prime Minister’s description of the situation in the Banlieues is essentially the same as 
the situation Eric Macé described during the riots: “un chômage des jeunes le plus élevé 
d'Europe, des discriminations racistes et des relégations urbaines aggravées et, depuis le 
début des années 1990, une stigmatisation des jeunes des banlieues populaires qui les fait 
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apparaître comme étrangers à la société française...»200 The unchanged situation in the 
banlieues makes it quite likely that the Canadian parliamentarian’s prediction will be fulfilled. 
 
Newspaper reports at the time emphasized the predominant role that blacks played in the 
riots, with headlines such as “Les riots: Blacks on the Frontline”; “Les noires majoritaires 
dans les émeutes, pourquoi?”; Les Blacks en première ligne”: “Beaucoup de « groupes 
ethniquement homogènes » selon l'expression policière - en décodé, des bandes de 
Blacks, ont participé aux dernières émeutes.”201 Through the internet and social media, 
French Blacks in the banlieues would have a greater awareness, not only of the socio-
economic achievements that British and American Blacks have made but also that, unlike  
France, police in Britain and the United States do not enjoy impunity for brutality against 
blacks and other ethnic minorities. That knowledge would surely add fuel to the fires that will 
be lit in the next banlieue uprising in France.  
 
Despite Prime Minister Val’s New Year’s greetings, identifying French racism as a major 
cause of the alienation of ethnic minorities in the banlieues, the French political 
establishment and the media, in general, attribute such alienation to the rejection of 
integration by ethnic minorities, in favour of an Islamic identity. Alain Finkelkraut expressed 
that view in a newspaper interview during the 2005 riots: "En France, on a tendance à 
réduire ces émeutes à leur dimension sociale, de les voir comme une révolte des jeunes 
des banlieues contre leur situation...Le problème, c'est que la plupart de ces jeunes sont 
des noirs ou des Arabes avec une identité musulmane." 
 
Following the Charlie Hebdo and kosher supermarket killings, the French government and 
France’s political elite sought reasons why French Muslims of North African and sub-
Saharan origin, who were born and educated in France, would commit such atrocities 
against other French citizens. The French political establishment concluded that the culprit 
was radical Islam. On the basis of that conclusion, the French government adopted a 
number of measures intended to prevent and combat that perceived cause - Islamic 
radicalization.202 Among the principal measures adopted are: 
 
Mesure 1 – « Renforcer la transmission des valeurs de la République 
Un plan exceptionnel de formation continue des enseignants et des personnels d’éducation 
sera déployé pour les aider à aborder avec les élèves les questions relatives à la 
citoyenneté (française et européenne), à la laïcité, à la lutte contre les préjugés. » 
 
Mesure 2 – « Rétablir l'autorité des maîtres et les rites républicain.  
Les règles de civilité et de politesse doivent être apprises et respectées à l’École. » 
 
Mesure 3 -   « Créer un nouveau parcours éducatif de l'école élémentaire à la terminale : le 
parcours citoyen.  
 

                                            
200 “Banlieues: des territoires abandonnés?” Le Monde, le 7 novembre 2005). 
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Farhad Khosrokhavar, Professor of Sociology at EHESS, is a specialist on Islamic 
radicalization in France. He is the author of L’Islam dans les Prisons (2004) which is 

based on interviews conducted with Muslims in French prisons in the period 2002-2003. 
Ten days after the Charlie Hebdo and Kosher supermarket massacres, Khosrokhavar 
published an article in the New York Times that provided revealing information on the 
reasons for the radicalization of young French Muslims, which created the context and the 
motivation for the massacres. Drawing on the first-hand knowledge obtained in his prison 
interviews, Khosrokhavar’s article completely invalidates the conclusions on which the 
French Government’s anti-radicalization policies are based.  
 
Khosrokhavar’s prison interviews reveal that it is their exclusion from French mainstream 
society that led French Muslims to embrace radical Islam, not the other way around: “Many 

Muslims feel marginalized when they get to prison, due to exclusion and bigotry from the 
white majority in mainstream society, and their own counterracism...Adherence to radical 
Islam is largely the transfer into the spiritual realm of that particular combination of 
indignation, rancor and wholesale rejection encompassed by the expression, widespread 
among prisoners, “avoir la haine”. For some inmates, especially those who were only 
nominally Muslim and non-practicing, violent aspirations emerge first, with religiosity — and 
often a very approximate understanding of Islam — grafting itself onto to them later.”203 
 
The conclusions Khosrokhavar reached from his prison interviews were corroborated by the 
OIP (Observatoire interrégional du politique), which conducted surveys during the period 

1998-2004. The OIP surveys revealed that 75% & 41%, of French Muslims fall within the 
age groups 18-35 and 18-24, respectively. That large segment of France’s Muslim 
population have sought refuge in Islam because of the racism and exclusion they 
experience on the part of French mainstream society: “Face à la désespérance et au risque 
de marginalisation, voire de délinquance qui atteint fatalement une population souffrant de 
l’exclusion sociale, (re)devenir musulman constitue un antidote très efficace. Cette « offre 
religieuse », réitérée par de multiples canaux, notamment associatifs, a donc rencontré 
chez les jeunes issus de l’immigration une demande identitaire.»204 
 
The assumption by the French political establishment that the growing social alienation of 
French Muslims of North African and sub-Saharan origin is due to radical Islam, and not to 
racial discrimination and their rejection by French society, prevents the consideration of 
measures of proven effectiveness for combating social alienation, which other countries 
have adopted. Unfortunately, that erroneous assumption, on the part of the French political 
establishment, has had a very negative impact on the French public’s view of the banlieues 
and their inhabitants: “61 % des Français jugent que les jeunes des cités se comportent 
plus mal que les autres...7 Français sur 10 estiment que la méfiance envers les « habitants 
des banlieues » progresse. Si l’on remplace le mot « banlieues » par « cités », l’impression 
est encore plus forte, partagée par 83 % des sondés. Ce chiffre ne varie pas.”205 
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In order to ascertain under what conditions fractious relationships between the state and 
urban minorities would degenerate into riots, Cathy Lisa Schneider undertook a comparative 
analysis of the racial riots provoked by police actions in New York, in the late 1960s and 
early 1970s, and in Paris in 2005. Her comparative analysis revealed that riots erupted 
when elite social groups imposed racial boundaries, when police engaged in racialized 
violence, and when alternative avenues of redress were not available to ethnic minorities. 
Schneider’s analysis shows how local American activists have developed social movement 
organizations that employed standard nonviolent policies to deal with police violence. In 
addition to such policies, ethnic minorities in New York were given access to judicial courts, 
with the result that riots have become less of a common response to police violence in the 
United States today.206  
 
Alain Finkelkraut severely criticized one of the measures proposed in the national 
integration report207 that Thierry Tuot prepared at the request of the government two years 
ago “...donner des noms de rues dans les villes et les villages à des représentants de 
l'immigration qui ont fait la France.”208 
 
Recognizing communities that contribute to the city’s ethnic and cultural diversity is one of 
the criteria for naming streets in Toronto, where 49.9% of the population are foreign-born. 
That street-naming policy has contributed greatly to Toronto’s successful integration of 
ethnic minorities. 
 
An essential measure for combating racism is the availability of ethnic population 
statistics. Eric Macé identified the existence of such statistics as one of the reasons for 
Britain’s relative success, and France’s failure, in addressing the problem of 
institutionalised racism:« il existe un racisme institutionnel, c'est-à-dire un racisme non 
intentionnel mais qui a des effets profonds de discrimination. La question a été prise en 
compte en Grande-Bretagne parce qu'il était légitime politiquement de considérer les 
discriminations sur une base ethnique, ce qui est impossible en France puisque la loi 
républicaine interdit de prendre en compte – ne serait-ce que d'un point de vue statistique 
– les discriminations raciales. En France, on a donc un racisme institutionnel qu'il est 
interdit de traiter institutionnellement. »209 
 
In the above respect, Marie des Neiges Léonard argued, in a recently published paper, that 

France’s “color-blind census”, which denies the reality of social relations based on race 
and recognizes no cultural differences between French nationals, can be considered a 
form of “color-blind racism” that utilizes French Republican principles of universalism and 

national identity to justify the status quo. Such a system, she contends, not only 
rationalizes a racial order but also a ‘‘dominant racial hierarchy.’’ Leonard further contends 
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that not only does the absence of racial categories prevent the French census from 
obtaining objective data to observe discrimination and racism, but it also produces racism 
because it frames a supposed ‘‘real’’ French national identity as white by the simple virtue 
that no one can be counted differently.210 
 
In his mordant critique of Nicholas Sarkozy’s Dakar address, Achille Membe declared that 
France must assume its responsibilities and really practice what it calls its “universal 
vocation”: “Cette demande est absolument nécessaire dans les conditions actuelles. Et en 
matière de passé colonial français en particulier, la politique de l’irresponsabilité illimitée 
doit faire l’objet d’une critique ferme, intelligente et soutenue...il faut qu’elle [la France] 
renonce à ses préjugés. Il faut que ses nouvelles élites opèrent le difficile travail 
intellectuel...”211 
 
It is suggested that Présence Africaine, La Revue du monde noir, should help stimulate 

the difficult intellectual exercise that Achille Membe advised the new French élites to 
undertake – an exercise he rightly considers absolutely necessary on their part. Présence 
Africaine cannot, and should not, stand aside from the very important task of persuading 
French intellectual (and political) élites to renounce their prejudices and translate into 
practice France’s “universal vocation”. The recurring, insistent narrative of a growing section 
of French political and intellectual élites, namely that racial inequality is a given and the 
inferiority of Africans and Diaspora a biological fact, is a profoundly cultural problem, which 
should be a matter of concern to Blacks everywhere and Francophone Blacks, in particular. 
The crisis of identity that French Blacks experience in Metropolitan France, the refusal of 
French society to consider French Blacks “des français à part entière”, the discrimination 
they encounter in everyday life, are all incontestably cultural issues.  
 
The Neo-conservative backlash against racial equality and multiculturalism has remained 
largely marginal in American society. Prominent Black American intellectuals who command 
a national audience and readership, like Bryan Stevenson, Ta-Nehisi Coates and others, 
regularly denounce racism in the society, in the print and audio-visual media, and 
deconstruct racialized rhetoric, demonstrating the intellectual bankruptcy of ideas and 
theories of racial hierarchy generated by slavery. Most importantly, since the adoption of the 
Civil Rights Act in 1964, outside of Southern political and religious leaders, civil rights 
groups, and the media have either denounced or refused to give their sanction to racially-
divisive ideas. 
 
There are no French Blacks with the national reputation, status and prominence of 
Stevenson and Coates, In France who would be allowed access to a media platform from 
which they could challenge French racialized discourse and neo-conservative ideas on 
racial hierarchy. Présence Africaine, can and should provide such a platform for French 

Black intellectuals, as Alioune Diop did for black students in France, when he produced a 
Special Issue of Présence Africaine in 1953, entitled « Les étudiants noirs parlent...” 
212  Among the contributors to the Special Issue were Joseph Ki-Zerbo, Bernard Dadié, 

                                            
210 Marie des Neiges Léonard, “Census and Racial Categorization in France: Invisible Categories and Color-
blind Politics”, Humanity & Society, vol.38, No.1, 2014 pp.67-88. 
211 Achille Membe, “Nicolas Sarkozy, Discours à l’université Cheikh Anta Diop de Dakar.” 
http://www.lemonde.fr/afrique/article/2007/11/09/le-discours-de-dakar_976786_3212.html 
212 « Les étudiants noirs parlent... » Présence Africaine, No.14, 1953 https://www.cairn.info/revue-
presence-africaine-1953-1.htm 
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Abdoulaye Wade, Hamat Ba, Tidjane Baïdy Ly, Ousmabe Camara, Albert Tevoedjre,  
Samba Ndiaye, and E. Franklin Frazier. 

 
In his preface to the Special issue, Alioune Diop declared:« Les Métropolitains se 
tromperaient s’ils pensaient à cette jeunesse comme à des touristes intellectuels qui ne 
doivent avoir d’autre valeur que celle d’admirer et de glorifier le miracle de l’Europe. »213  
Presénce Africaine should seriously consider following the excellent example, which Alioune 
Diop set 61 years ago, and produce a Special issue, in which a selected number of French 
Blacks are given an opportunity to express their views on the profound crisis of identity that 
many experience in Metropolitan France, and the crucially important issues of race and 
racism that they must confront in French society. “Les Noirs en France parlent...” is a 
suggested title for that Special issue, for it establishes a direct link with the 1953 Special 
issue and the title that Alioune Diop gave it. 
 

                                            
213 Alioune Diop, « On ne fabrique pas un peuple », préface à « Les Étudiants noirs parlent... ». Présence 

Africaine, numéro 14 1953., cited in Philippe DeWitte, Intellectuels et étudiants africains à Paris à la veille des 
indépendances (1945-1960) in Antoine Marès & Pierre Mitza (eds), LE PARIS DES ÉTRANGERS DEPUIS 
1945, 1994. http://books.openedition.org/psorbonne/989?lang=fr#tocfrom2n8 
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