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Editor’s Introductory Note

I n this issue of the National Political Science Review we engage the twin
phenomena of race and ethnicity. In many parts of the world these two
identity constructs are among the most powerful components of human and
individual identity. Race and ethnicity frequently overlap with other major
identity constructs such as religion and nationalism but generally surpass
these constructs in influencing the social, economic, and political context of
most societies and consequently structuring the life course of affected indi-
viduals. Although race and ethnicity are social constructs, they are frequently
manifest in such pervasive and profound characteristics such that at times
they appear to be immutably primordial. The articles in this volume engage
the debates about the nature of ethnic identity and the dynamics that struc-
ture and alter its varied manifestations in different locales.

It is both analytically and practically useful to examine the issue of race
and African-American identity within the context of comparative analyses
of race and ethnicity. Doing so forces us to raise questions that are rarely if
ever examined by scholars of African American politics, namely, whether
African American racial/ethnic identity is ultimately a transitory phenom-
enon, and what are the consequences of its possible, or likely, transitory na-
ture? These are the kinds of questions that emerge when we examine the
African American experience in the United States as merely one variant of
global ethno-racial conflicts A symposium focusing on race and ethnicity in
comparative perspective is particularly timely given the approach of a new
millennium which is universally defined as “the age of high technology and
globalization.” This appellation invokes varied images of advanced moder-
nity, while ongoing experiences of racial and ethnic oppression and geno-
cide stand in interesting juxtaposition. Globalization in its generic sense is
not a new phenomenon. There have always been transnational explorations,
trade and commerce, and migrations resulting in mixing and remixing of
racial and ethnic demographics worldwide. What distinguishes the newer
globalization is the cumulating impact of advanced technologies on this age
old process, and the resulting gnawing intimacy of that which we now call
the global village that is transforming and redefining the full range of hu-
man interactions. Underlying many of the articles in this volume are echoes
of questions concerning the consequences of this new globalization for the
identity constructs of race and ethnicity. It is hoped that questions provoked
by this symposium will facilitate new paths of scholarly inquiry.
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This volume also contains a collection of articles that add issues of race
that are exclusive to the American context and the African American struggle
for equality. Collectively, this set of articles reflects both the advances in the
utility of racial identity as a political resource and the constraints imposed
by race as a seemingly immutable discriminatory marker. It is hoped that
this contradictory situation of constancy and change in regard to the African
American predicament will also provoke new paths of scholarly inquiry.

Georgia A. Persons




Symposium: Race and Ethnicity
in Comparative Perspective

Politics and Social Change: The Demise of
the African-American Ethnic Moment?

Georgia A. Persons
Georgia Institute of Technology

T his essay is driven by two sets of interwoven and interrelated concerns
regarding both the theory and practice of that which we call black poli-
tics. The first set of concerns is best characterized by what one might euphe-
mistically call “the malaise of black politics.” This euphemism refers to the
fact that both the study and practice of black politics in America has reached
a state of seeming inertia. There is very little which is new in terms of theory
building or engaging analyses on the part of scholars. In analyzing the prac-
tice of black politics, scholars are increasingly inclined to speak disparag-
ingly and despairingly of a politics without meaning or strategic logic. We
see a persistence and preponderance of studies which describe and analyze
the racially tinged dynamics of electoral contests in which blacks figure
prominently as candidates or as major voting blocs. Most of these studies
are directed toward answering questions about the changing or unchanging
tendencies of whites to, with a few exceptions, offer only limited support for
black candidates or only limited support for black issues and concerns.
Some studies of electoral dynamics specifically focus on deracialization
strategies, defined as the eschewing of issues and tactics that are explicitly
designed to mobilize black voter support beyond expressions of racial soli-
darity based on the symbolism of black candidates in favor of an issue set
and campaign tactics designed to appeal to white voters by embracing is-
sues that tend towards neutrality in racial impact and which can be pro-
jected as embracing the greater interests of all voters independent of race.
Such studies follow the same line of inquiry as the general set referred to
above. Careful analysis of deracialization cases always return to questions
of the issue set on which such campaigns are mounted and the relevance of
these campaigns in supporting a purposive politics of black advancement.
In the main, studies limited to explicating racial dynamics in electoral
contests have long ceased to inform, particularly in terms of theory build-
ing, and only offer the negligible contribution which keenly observant lay-
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4 Race and Ethnicity in Comparative Perspective

persons might assert without the benefit of presumably sophisticated analy-
sis: that in spite of three decades of exposure to large numbers of black can-
didates, and in spite of adjustments in issues and tactics on the part of black
candidates, that is, the adoption of strategies of deracialization, white vot-
ers, in the main, do not vote for black candidates in large numbers when
there is a choice of a white candidate to support. This singular finding holds
whether the unit of analysis is a mayoral race, a contest for governor, a cam-
paign for Congress, the state legislature, city council, or school board. In the
main, black electoral successes are by far disproportionately attributable to
solid black voter support.

A major dimension of the malaise of black politics is evidenced by the fact
that analysts of black politics, especially black analysts, endlessly lament
what they see as the lack of purpose in black politics in actual practice. At
the core of the lament is a recognition and assertion that black politics has
lost its zeal and purpose, and yet the black predicament persists as one of
social inequality for all blacks, significant economic disparities for most
blacks, and economically dire straits for a disproportionate number of blacks.
The once promising momentum provided by a highly charged socio-politi-
cal movement and the expectations of a responsive environment in major
policy-making bodies of the national government have eroded into memory
and history. Indeed, the current lament is reinforced and made more poi-
gnant by analyses of the high tide of black politics, that is, the civil rights
movement and its successor movement, the electoral-based “new black poli-
tics.” Such analyses are nearly consistent in suggesting that the legacies of
this extended mobilization are significantly disappointing and very much
wanting. The most recent and noted analysis of this type is that by Robert C.
Smith in his latest book which bears the very provocative title of We Have No
Leaders (Smith, 1996).

Yet despite this Jament and the recognition of a decided and seemingly
irreversible change in the nature, thrust, and direction of black politics, ana-
lysts of black politics generally have not responded with a conceptual frame-
work which takes account of this change. Yet major questions are raised by
this situation. How do we understand this state of affairs? What does this
situation convey about the limits of social and political change, and how
might the lessons of this situation inform the practice of black politics in the
future?

A second major set of concerns which drive the thrust of this essay has to
do with how to merge effectively an informative and engaging discussion of
the African-American predicament of race in the United States with consid-
erations of ethnicity in comparative perspective. Any analytical or exposi-
tory exploration of race and ethnicity in comparative perspective encounters
both awkwardness and significant difficulties when considering the U.S.
context and the situation of blacks in America. There is an almost universal
tendency to say and think “race” when considering the situation of blacks in
the United States. This is reasonable given the omnibus, though bogus, cat-
egory of race that has been applied to peoples around the world and the
continuing legacies of slavery that significantly define the black predica-
ment in the United States. In the international context, when examining or
explaining intergroup conflict, which appears to be defined by differences
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Persons 5

of basic group identity, analysts and lay persons alike are inclined to label
such conflicts as ethnic-based conflicts, frequently so even when such con-
flicts also parallel demarcations along lines of skin color, or what we call
race. In the United States one rarely hears use of the concept of ethnicity
anymore though the concept was liberally applied to conflicts in the late
1800s and around the turn of the century. In the current period one sees
liberal use of the concept of “minority group conflict” in reference to con-
flicts between blacks and other minorities, and use of the term racial conflict
for conflicts between groups which are lumped together as blacks and whites.
In the United States, the issue of race has, in the main, easily dwarfed issues
of ethnicity for the past 100 years.

Yet from the perspective of scholarship and theory, important questions
emerge in joint considerations of race and ethnicity. One compelling ques-
tion that immediately arises is how does the situation of African Americans
and the U.S. race problem fit within a comparative framework? How might
the conceptual lens of ethnicity inform the African-American predicament?
By predicament I refer to the persistent oppression of blacks as an identifi-
able group in American society and the persistent failure of varied strategic
efforts to satisfactorily ameliorate or resolve that predicament. In terms of
the practice of black politics, are there insights from the experiences and
analyses of ethnicity as a social and political phenomenon which might in-
form the development of strategic considerations in the struggle for full so-
cial and political equality for African Americans?

The objectives of this essay are not to provide definitive answers to the
questions raised to this point or other questions raised herein. Rather the
objectives are more modest. A primary objective is to provoke reflection on
the status and thrust of African-American politics by viewing them through
the conceptual and analytical lens of ethnicity. Implicit, and sometimes ex-
plicit, in this discussion is the assertion that the conceptual framework of
ethnicity elicits insights—especially those of a developmental perspective—
which are not provided by the traditional analytical framework of race. A
second objective of this essay is to provoke scholarly and practical discourse
about African-American politics from a fresh, and perhaps controversial,
perspective which might in turn lead to consideration of some of the issues
raised and implied herein in a more structured research agenda. A consider-
able portion of this essay is devoted to the scholarly explication of the con-
cept of identity, a discussion which is likely to be quite familiar to
comparativists but less familiar to scholars of American politics. The focus
then shifts to a discussion of the ethnic experience in America as a means of
rounding out an analytical canvas against which to contemplate the evolv-
ing status of blacks in the United States and the state of black politics. In a
sense the essay ends where it begins, by raising questions about what the
current state of practical politics and scholarly considerations in African-
American politics portend for the future of black America. In this regard the
essay is admittedly incomplete, a condition imposed in part by the very na-
ture of the questions raised herein.

How might we begin an analysis that facilitates consideration of the ra-
cial situation in the United States through the conceptual lens of ethnicity?
First, we must consider that within the context of a global or comparative
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scanning of intergroup conflicts, which can be characterized as ethnic con-
flict or ethno-racial conflict, the African-American situation is merely one of
a large set of ethnic-based conflicts that have been played out in varying
degrees of hostility and abject inhumanity across space and over the span of
history, and which persist to the present time. Indeed such conflicts are a
constant, over time and across space. Although the specific groups involved
vary from place to place and time to time, the phenomenon of ethnic or
ethno-racial conflict appears a constant of the global human condition. In
other words, that which we call a problem of race in America is but a variant
of global, ethno-political conflict.

A crystallization of the argument which is posited here as evolving theory
and which provides the context for considering the remainder of this essay
may be stated as follows: Is there in effect an identifiable and relatively brief
period in the socio-political history of an oppressed ethnic group when the
group is able to utilize its ethnic identity as a primary resource to achieve
optimum mobilization, reap maximum possible benefits from the host po-
litical system, after which the group experiences a phased demobilization
when both the strengths and benefits of ethnic identity wane and eventually
disappear? In other words, is there an “ethnic moment” in the life of op-
pressed ethnic groups when the group experiences some indeterminate level
of successful political and social mobilization and empowerment after which
the significance of ethnic identity in determining the political behavior of
the group wanes and the strength of and attachment to the ethnic bond dis-
sipates? The obvious follow-up questions are: Have we experienced the apo-
gee of the African-American ethnic moment in the United States and might
we now be well into experiencing the demise of the African-American eth-
nic moment? If so, what are the implications of this kind of socio-political
life-cycle for the theory and practice of black politics?

Understanding the Ethnic Phenomenon

Atany point in time there exists numerous open conflicts around the world
which are fueled by ethnic differences. Death tolls mount in numbers which
stagger and numb the mind. Like a migrating viral strain, the phenomenon
of ethnic conflict occurs in what are seemingly random patterns in different
settings across space, and appear endlessly over the span of time. As Harold
Isaacs so poignantly described it, “Ishmael and Isaac clash and part in panic
and retreat to their caves” (Isaacs, 1975: 3). From time to time analysts have
calculated both the number of open ethnic conflicts and their accompanying
death tolls. Some 7.5 million deaths have been attributed to ethnic conflicts
between the end of World War Il and 1968 in some two dozen conflicts (Isaacs,
1975: 3—4). More recently Ted Gurr identified some 233 groups worldwide
who were, in 1990, experiencing either economic or political discrimination,
or both, and who were potential candidates for open, warlike ethnic conflict
or, who were already engaged in such conflicts. Other tallies have gone as
high as 435 depending on the categorization scheme utilized and the time in
which the tallies were taken (Gurr, 1993).

One might expect that a phenomenon of such universality and such seri-
ous consequences might be fully understood except that a review of the lit-
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erature does not point to this conclusion. It is rather the case that the best
scholarly explanations of the phenomenon of ethnicity are at once comple-
mentary, contradictory, and also confusing.

In regard to scholarship on ethnicity, analysts generally set forth two ma-
jor explanations of its origins. The primordialist perspective views ethnicity
as a basic group identity: “basic in that fundamental human attributes are
passed down from one generation to another” (Isaacs, 1975). These “assumed
givens of social existence” include blood and kinship connections, broadly
shared ancestral ties, shared religion, language, historical experiences, com-
mon social mores, similar and distinguishing physical characteristics (Geertz,
1973; Isaacs, 1975).

According to this perspective, one is born into an identity which is not
only significant but is frequently so intense as to appear immutable over
time and across space. According to this view, ethnicity derives from a cul-
tural interpretation of descent (Keyes, 1982) and though the strength of this
bond varies widely from person to person and from society to society, these
bonds are seen as emanating from an affinity that is more “natural and even
spiritual” than other social bonds, such as social class, for example (Geertz,
1973; Stack, 1986). Ethnicity is seen as a basic individual and group identity
which may wax and wane in intensity but yet remain as a persistent or
permanent part of the individual attachment and group existence (Stack,
1986: 9).

The primordialist perspective embraces a strong socio-psychological di-
mension which bonds the individual to the group and which answers the
profoundly fundamental question of “Who am I?” According to this view,
ethnicity also serves as a basis for distinguishing the group at the level of
“we” and differentiating the group from “the other.” It is this latter manifes-
tation of the meaning and significance of ethnicity as identity which forms
the basis of irrational appeals and fuels the oppressive and genocidal ten-
dencies ever present in human history.

While the primordialist perspective acknowledges changes in the relative
intensity of ethnic identity over time and across space and different circum-
stances, it is the rigidity of the primordialist perspective in its focus on the
persistence of ethnic identity which forms the basis of major challenges by
the structuralist or instrumentalist perspective. In brief, the structuralist/
instrumentalist perspective holds that ethnic identity is socially constructed
without the necessity or prerequisite of deep cultural ties, and derives from
objective intergroup differences in the distribution of economic resources
and political authority. From this perspective, ethnicity is situational and is
greatly influenced and determined by social contexts in which rights, op-
portunities, and the distribution of other resources are determined differen-
tially by the rules of the game which prevail in a given social setting. Ethnicity
then is one of many social identities such as social class upon which indi-
viduals may form bonds. Both ethnicity and social class, it is argued, are
identities that are structurally determined, and thus are not only situational
but also transitory. Ethnicity in this view is seen as a form of social identity
which individuals adopt in the pursuit of self-interests and collective group
interests and is defined in relation to distinct stimuli (Nagel and Olzak, 1982;
Rothchild, 1981).
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The structuralist/instrumentalist perspective holds that much of ethnic
identity and resulting ethnic mobilizations stem from processes of modern-
ization which bring different groups together in sustained, competitive in-
teractions. In these situations, ethnicity emerges not as a natural tendency,
but as a practical tendency which serves a particular social function directed
towards advancing individual self-interest and collective group interests.
Challengers argue that structuralist interpretations of ethnicity are embed-
ded in the larger worldview of liberalism, which holds that “as mankind
moved from a primitive, tribal stage of social organization to an advanced
state of modernity undergirded by advanced industrialization, capitalist
political economy, and the forces of globalization, such premodern and ata-
vistic ties as ethnicity would recede’in salience and even disappear” (Stack,
1986: 6; Smith, A., 1981). But as has been pointed out “the enlightenment
project” has failed; postmodern society is not at all free of supposedly
premodern and atavistic ties such as ethnicity.

The primordialist and structuralist perspectives stand at opposite ends of
a continuum of explanations and analytical engagements of the phenom-
enon of ethnicity. What we might refer to here as some middle-ground per-
spectives help to account for the many questions that fertilize the analytical
common ground between these two dominant perspectives. The merger of
the two dominant perspectives appear in conceptualizations that focus more
on the dimensions and manifestations of change in the strength of ethnic
identity. These merger perspectives, referred to as ethnogenesis perspectives,
hold that ethnicity is analogous to “a gyroscope which changes form, con-
tent, and boundaries over time, and which crystallizes in response to a range
of political, social, economic, and cultural forces” (Keyes, 1982).

For the ethnogenesis perspectives, ethnicity in its many variants mani-
fests a momentum which at times “veers toward assimilation and at other
times leans toward more highly conscious differentiation,” or stated another
way, “swings from permeability and fluidity to intense ethnonationalism”
(Smith, A., 1981; Stack, 1986). While these perspectives recognize the role
and significance of external stimuli in generating and fueling ethnic identity
and thus parallel structuralist perspectives, ethnogenesis perspectives also
effectively assert the permanency of ethnicity as a more or less residual so-
cial formation that may be called forth to assume a forceful and salient posi-
tion in individual identity and collective group behavior. Ethnogenesis
perspectives parallel primordialist perspectives in arguing that it appears
difficult, if not indeed wishful, to firmly assert that ethnicity as a significant
factor in individual and group identity ever disappears in the sense that it
becomes so irrelevant as to be essentially or effectively forgotten, or ren-
dered largely impervious to effective appeals.

Part of the complexity of understanding ethnicity, particularly in some
parts of the world, is its very close companionship with other forms of indi-
vidual and group identity. For example, ethnicity in many settings is rein-
forced by other major formations of individual and or group identity, such
as religion and nationalist identity. In some cases, ethnicity effectively exists
coterminously with religion and/or nationalism such that the two are inter-
twined and effectively inseparable (Gellner, 1994; Smith, A., 1991; Ryan, 1990).
While it is relatively easy to comprehend that religious identity is a social
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adaptation, it is much less readily comprehended that ethnic identity is simi-
larly an adaptation, a mere social construction. Yet many analysts insist that
ethnic identity like religious identity are both social constructs.

There are other conceptualizations of ethnicity that similarly constitute
middle-range theories. For example, Ted Gurr somewhat sidesteps the
primordialist versus structuralist dichotomy and debate by classifying all
ethnic groups as communal groups. According to Gurr, communal groups
are highly persistent, having antedated the emergence of the modern state
system, and are destined to persist and re-emerge independent of the draw-
ing and redrawing of nation-state boundaries. For Gurr, “communal groups
are psychological communities: groups whose core members share a dis-
tinctive and enduring collective identity based on cultural traits and lifeways
that matter to them and to others with whom they interact.” Gurr identifies
multiple bases for communal identity including shared historical experi-
ences or myths, religious beliefs, language, ethnicity, region of residence,
and sometimes customary occupations. We see significant elements of both
the primordialist and structuralist perspectives within Gurr’s
conceptualization. Indeed, in his noted study of comparative communal
groups, Gurr “assumes that all collective identities, whether centered on a
communal group or a national state, are to a degree situational and transi-
tory.” Yet he does not totally embrace the extreme of this position, which
regards all communal groups as merely one variation of transitory associa-
tion created to pursue the material and political interests of the group mem-
bers. However, Gurr does assert that the emergence of unity among
ethnoclasses, such as Asian Americans, is the cumulative consequence of
their treatment by dominant groups (Gurr, 1993).

Gurr is one of a few analysts who have included African Americans in
globally comparative classification schemes of ethnic or communal groups.
Gurr asserts a basic dichotomy between communal groups: national peoples
and minority peoples. National peoples are defined as regionally concen-
trated groups that have lost their cultural and linguistic distinctiveness and
want to protect or re-establish some degree of politically separate existence.
In contrast, minority peoples are defined as having a defined socioeconomic
or political status within a larger society—based on some combination of
their ethnicity, immigrant origin, economic roles, and religion—and are con-
cerned about protecting or improving that status. National peoples seek sepa-
ration or autonomy from the states that rule them; minority peoples seek
greater access or control (Gurr, 1993: 15). African Americans are further clas-
sified by Gurr as an example of an ethnoclass, distinct in their economic
status within the broader society and persistent in their demands for more
equitable treatment. The solidarity of ethnoclasses is presumed to be largely
a function of their treatment by dominant groups. For Gurr, ethnoclasses
differ sharply from other communal groups such as ethnonationalists who
might be engaged in fighting a civil war or defending indigenous rights
(Gurr, 1993).

Obviously the situation of African Americans somewhat straddles that of
ethnonationalists in that they were once the subjects of a civil war, and for
various brief moments in their political development, the urge for sectional,
cultural, and political separatipn has been manifest at various levels of sa-
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liency. The key determinant of the current status and subsequent classifica-
tion of African Americans among communal groups is the fact of major
changes in the group’s status which have been wrought via protest, public
policy, and subsequent broad-based social change such that the level of op-
pression experienced by the group is frequently highly amorphous and gen-
erally less than egregious when compared with earlier experiences and
conditions. Thus, within the context of theories of comparative communal
groups, the status of African Americans as an ethnoclass in American soci-
ety means that the strength of the ethnic bond between African Americans,
while enduring, is not expected to have as firm a basis for persistent social
and political mobilization as that of some other communal or ethnic groups.
In sum, how is it that we understand ethnicity? Ethnicity is a highly com-
plex phenomenon and is manifest in myriad variations and complexities in
different settings around the globe. Analysts seem to have arrived at general
consensus on some major elements and characteristics of ethnicity:

1. Ethnicity emanates from within and among specific groups and has at its
base an intentional inclusivity and deeply held sense of identity which
has psychological, socio-cultural, and political dimensions.

2. Ethnicity is a form of basic human identity and is more enduring and
more amenable to social and political manipulation than other social for-
mations, such as social class.

3. Ethnicity at times appears to be primordial, or socially analogous to a
genetically determined condition, however, it derives from a cultural in-
terpretation of descent.

4. Ethnicity is a social construct that varies in its profundity under different
circumstances. Ethnicity varies in intensity over time and thus is not fixed.

5. There is little support, theoretical or empirical, for the notion that ethnicity
is a “pre-enlightenment” phenomenon that automatically disappears in
the face of modernization.

6. Explanatory theories of how the demise of ethnic consciousness occurs
are incomplete though various processes have been observed, and ana-
lysts agree that history is replete with evidence of the rise and fall of eth-
nic groups, and the complete demise of some ethnic groups.

7. Explanations of the demise of ethnic groups, through loss of ethnic con-
sciousness or absence of identifiable physical presence include: (a) con-
quest and coerced assimilation; (b) immigration and eventual voluntary
assimilation; (c) conquest and extinction; and (d) successful assimilation
and extinction.

The American Ethnic Experience

If, comparatively speaking, African Americans comprise an ethnoclass as
Gurr contends, then we might ask what has been the experience of other
ethnoclass groups in the U.S. context and how might these patterns inform
an assessment of the African American ethnoclass experience? There are, of
course, some major differences between African Americans and other mi-
nority or ethnoclass groups in the United States. First, the intensity and level
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of oppression experienced by African Americans has no parallels among the
experiences of other groups in the United States. Second, the enduring marker
of skin color has not been a part of the ethnic experience of other groups.
Both of these factors have at times been immutable obstacles that have at
later times appeared to be at least marginally transcendent. The elusiveness
of the menace of race needs no explanation here.

Despite the social and political preponderance of a racial divide in America,
the nation has had an interestingly rich ethnic experience in which the place
and status of multiple ethnic groups or ethnoclasses have evolved over time,
and in which ethnic identity among different groups has waxed, waned,
and seemingly dissipated as a salient factor in political behavior. In fact, in
terms of political empowerment, one can readily identify an extended pat-
tern of ethnoclass succession, of which blacks have been a part.

The main ethnic experience in America that has reached maturity has been
that of the groups that are referred to collectively as white ethnics. Other
groups have manifest a different and still evolving ethnic experience. For
example, Asians have been present in the United States for an extended pe-
riod of time and the diversity among this group has increased over time.
However, their presence has only recently been translated into nascent po-
litical capital and we have not seen the use of the kind of ethno-racially based
mobilization that has characterized black and Hispanic politics. In charac-
terizing the Asian-American ethnic experience in the United States, one can
reasonably argue that it is still evolving. One can make a similar argument
about the still evolving Hispanic experience in the United States. Although
Hispanics have increasingly utilized ethnic appeals in political mobilization
(Kitano and Daniels, 1988).

The core of the American ethnic experience tracks back to: (1) the great
wave of immigration that characterized the late 1800s and early 1900s; (2)
the unfavorable treatment of these immigrants by the first settler group of
white Anglo-Saxon Protestants; and (3) the emergence of majoritarian de-
mocracy in America. This specific time period was one of major social and
political change. Structural changes expanded the franchise to all white males
by elimination of the requirement of ownership of property as a require-
ment for voting. The adoption of the secret ballot led to the subsequent dis-
placement of one social class group by other groups in the ranks of political
leadership. The latter developments were facilitated by the emergence of
ethnic voting in which individuals utilized ethnic group identity as the ba-
sis for political appeals and group mobilization. Ethnic voting quickly be-
came a reliable mechanism for empowerment of immigrant groups, first by
the Irish who also utilized a common religion as a reinforcing factor. The
Irish Catholics were followed by Italians, Poles, Jews, and other groups.
Robert Dahl characterized the phenomenon of ethnic-based appeals as such:
“Any political leader who could help members of an ethnic group to over-
come the handicaps and humiliations associated with their identity, who
could increase the power, prestige, and income of an ethnic or religious out-
group, automatically had an effective strategy for earning support and loy-
alty” (Dahl, 1961: 33).

In the American ethnic experience, the expression of ethnicity in political
form reflected the use of ethnicity as a practical mechanism for securing
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enhanced rewards from the political system. In terms of broad based socio-
political change, a system of cumulative inequalities in which social status,
education, wealth, and political influence were united in the same hands
gave way to a system of dispersed inequalities in which different groups
had access to different kinds of resources (Dahl, 1961). This confluence of
structural changes, which made for a more egalitarian political environment,
and social change, which made for a political climate that was generally
more receptive to participation by out-groups, has been repeated over time
in the United States. The result has been a succession of ethnic and racial
groups including most recently African Americans and Hispanics who have
taken their turn on the political stage. In the latter case, socio-political change
and group succession have come as the result of social movement activity
and protracted political struggle, which resulted in structural changes that
facilitated political mobilization. However, the mobilizing political appeals
have been racial and ethnic appeals, made easy by drawing on the stark
contrasts in the social, economic, and political status between blacks and
whites, with Hispanics having benefited from the policy advances extended
to them in the aftermath of the civil rights movement.

Ethnic voting in America saw its apotheosis in the political machine that
dominated big-city politics and heavily influenced national politics for de-
cades. The political machine was undermined by the structural changes that
were wrought by the Progressive Reform Movement of the early 1920s and
that largely reflected a class-based backlash of middle-class WASPs (white
Anglo-Saxon Protestants). However, also contributing to the demise of the
political machine and the phenomenon of ethnic voting was the social and
economic upward mobility of the white ethnic groups that formed the pri-
mary support base of these phenomena. In short, successful assimilation led
to a diminished need for ethnic-based political support structures and a de-
cline in ethnic political appeals and ethnic responses. While a total loss of
ethnic identity in social and cultural dimensions has most likely not occurred,
there does seem to have been a real demise in politically significant ethnic
solidarity, which is operational on a sustained basis among white ethnic
groups in America, with the possible exception of Jews. Jews in the United
States form a primary support base for the struggle of Jews in Israel and,
according to Gurr’s definition, constitute a national people. Many American
Jews are very closely identified with the Israeli struggle for a secure Jewish
homeland and this is one factor that helps to reinforce their group identity.
For other white ethnic groups who were merely “minority peoples” seeking
to improve their social and economic status within the mainstream host so-
ciety, the success of that struggle has resulted in a significant demise in eth-
nic identity and solidarity as a salient factor in political behavior.

Major analysts of the American ethnic experience in have always assumed
that the significance of ethnic identity would wane over time, change forms,
and largely persist as a residual effect on voting behavior. It was assumed
that ethnic voting would evolve from its manifestation as a reflector of so-
cioeconomic homogeneity within a given ethnic group to a later function as
a means of achieving symbolic political representation in electing members
of the group to political office by appealing to group members across all
socioeconomic strata and to a final stage when the ethnic group became socio-
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economically heterogeneous such that ethnic appeals alone would be insuf-
ficient to win votes (Dahl, 1961; Persons, 1991). One analyst states it in this
way: “It seems likely that this will be the legacy of ethnic politics: when
national origins are forgotten, the political allegiances formed in the days of
ethnic salience will be reflected in the partisan choices of many totally as-
similated descendants of the old immigrants” (Wolfinger, 1965).

What might we conclude about the American ethnic experience? We might
easily make a compelling argument that “the ethnic moment” for white eth-
nic groups in the United States, with the possible exception of Jews, has
flourished and passed largely because the external stimuli that buttressed
such ethnic identity and solidarity have significantly waned. The U.S. eth-
nic experience has been one in which the place and status of multiple ethnic
groups have evolved over time, in which ethnic identification among differ-
ent groups has been strengthened as a response to hostile treatment by domi-
nant groups, in which ethnic identity has been utilized as a political resource
in exacting particularistic political and economic gains from the society, and
in which, for many groups, ethnic identity has waxed, waned, and signifi-
cantly dissipated if not disappeared.

In the main, the legacy of the ethnic experience in America has been a
significant flavoring of the national culture and a significant though mainly
temporary impact on the nation’s politics. Ethnicity has not remained a per-
sistent determinant of the nation’s politics nor of the status of different groups.
One might argue that the phenomenon of race has had a homogenizing ef-
fect on white ethnic identity in the United States, thereby weakening reten-
tion of politically connected ethnic identity. Or one might argue the
structuralist perspective, that the need for ethnic-based mobilization among
white ethnics no longer exists and therefore the level of ethnic identity has
waned accordingly.

Incomplete Empowerment and the Issue of Effective Strategies

Clearly, the central question to which this essay points is whether the Af-
rican-American ethnic moment has passed, or will pass in a manner similar
to that of white ethnics in America and that of other ethnic groups around
the world. Direct assessment of that question is beyond the objectives and
scope of this essay. However, the question is powerfully suggestive of the
need for exploring alternative explanatory paths in assessing the situation
of post-civil rights black politics, and for contemplating the future state of
black America. Much of the lament of post-civil rights black politics and
thus the implicit and sometimes explicit explanation of the situation focuses
on the issue of strategic failures in the sense of what are perceived as actu-
ally defective strategies or a failure to effectively achieve necessary strategy
shifts. Indeed, it is worth noting that the focus on strategy has been central
to both the scholarly analysis and actual practice of black politics. There has
been a consistent focus on the benefits and limitations of identifiable and
reasonably well developed strategies for political empowerment, and much
of our understanding of black politics is built around an understanding of
the significance and consequences of a given strategy in relation to others.
Moreover, the significance of strategies, both for analysis and practice, is
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that they: demonstrate the operationalization of an ideological, philosophi-
cal, or strategic/tactical formation over time and its consequences; illumine
the evolution and unfolding of specific forms of resource formation and
mobilization and permit evaluation of the same; and permit assessment of
the efficacy and limitations of specific strategies and attendant tactics.

Although analysts might disagree somewhat on the specifics and the or-
der of the delineation below, there is general agreement that black politics
after slavery has evolved along the following sequence of strategies:

1. Efforts on the part of “the race men” to effectively articulate the interests
of the black race and thereby secure appreciation and respect for a viable
course of sustainable economic and social pursuits for blacks as a sepa-
rate race.

2. Efforts to establish and/or agree on an overarching political ideology
that would anchor and direct the political, social, and economic devel-
opment of the black race.

3. The convening of national conventions of black leaders over many de-
cades in efforts to develop, agree on, and execute national strategies for
the political uplift of the race.

4. Litigation-based efforts to secure basic citizenship and civil rights through
the courts.

5. The civil rights movement and mass-based mobilization in protest ac-
tions to secure rights and public policy responses.

6. The new black electoral politics and the use of black voter mobilization
to support black office holding and a desired institutionalization of black
interests within the political system.

7. The leveraging and targeted delivery of black votes in presidential con-
tests tied to demands for specific policy and programmatic benefits.

8. The pursuit of policy gains through a significant presence in policy-mak-
ing institutions of national government.

9. A partial adoption of deracialization to expand black office holding be-
yond a constrained tether to black bloc voting in order to secure state-
wide office, and to increase the number of black elected officials.

10. An absence of strategy and an absence of effective organizational re-
sources within the black community to deal with the black predicament.

The delineation of strategies is useful in that on reflection one observes
that this series of strategies, though each might have been somewhat faulty
in conceptualization and execution, promised and delivered some progress
for the race, or at least a sense of forward movement in the struggle. Com-
prised of a seemingly reasonably ordered outlook and approach toward se-
curing a better future for the race, this past stands in stark contrast to the
major defining characteristics of the current period: a situation in which the
notion of racial justice has lost its hold on the nation’s consciousness; the
absence of a compelling narrative of our future as a race, even at the rhym-
ing, rhetorical level; and a sense that a long-standing embrace of the liberal-
integrationist ideology now, in the face of persistent segregation in schools
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and residential patterns, looms large as a ghastly social chimera. Given this
situation, is it reasonable to assume that “relief is just a strategy away”? If
so, then what should be the next strategy; around what assumptions and
goals should it be anchored?

In one of the most thorough and compelling analyses of black politics in
 the post-civil rights era, Robert C. Smith implicitly proffers that the civil

rights movement was the quintessential effective strategy for black libera-
tion. It is against this standard that Smith implicitly evaluates several lesser
strategies—the leveraging of black votes in presidential elections and the
pursuit of administrative appointments in the federal policy-making appa-
ratus—which have been pursued in the wake of the civil rights movement.
Smith reaches some strong conclusions in his analyses and I paraphrase them
here: (1) black political organizations were not well suited to the demands of
post-civil rights politics in America, not for pressing systemic responses and
change, nor for sustaining an effective mobilization of the black community;
(2) in regard to efforts to institutionalize an effective black presence and ef-
fective coalitional support for black interests in the institutions of govern-
ment, such efforts in the post civil rights era have been woefully inadequate;
(3) black political efforts have increasingly been caught up in a game be-
tween the Democratic and Republican parties, each of whom have sought to
reap the benefits of black voter support without incurring the costs of court-
ing that support; (4) that political, social, and economic gains in the post-
civil rights era have been far less than satisfactory because the logic of civil
rights legislation—upon which many such gains may have been supported—
may well have run its course. Perhaps predictably, Smith calls for a return to
effective strategy, for development of a mass mobilization for social change.

Perhaps because the past frequently looks more perfect than the present,
in reflecting on past strategies one might conclude that the black political
leadership has been reasonably astute in gauging the unfolding of change
and circumstances such that they adapted reasonably well in engineering
the shift from one strategy to another, that is, except for the current period.
There is a general consensus among analysts and activists that black politics
lost its anchor at the end of the civil rights movement, and there is a corre-
spondingly implicit explanation that the cause was a defective strategy or
defective strategy shift (Walters, 1980). Yet, there is no apparent recognition
of how best to institute corrective action, nor any apparent sense of just what
should be the thrust of the next strategy.

The contributions of the Robert Smith book are many, but its major contri-
bution is the accomplishment of its stated purpose: providing an explication
of how the American political system has processed black political demands
in the post civil rights era. Smith refers to this as an assessment of the insti-
tutionalization of the civil rights movement. In engaging in this explication,
Smith raises a critical question, indirectly and perhaps unwittingly, which
continues to haunt this reader: whether by bringing the formal rules and
procedures of political and social life into theoretical compliance with the
dictates of racial justice, the American political system has reached the lim-
its of its capacity for processing of the race problem beyond symbolic re-
sponses. If one gives serious consideration to this question, then the issue of
effective strategies takes on a very different meaning.
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The Long Pause: An Alternative Explanation

There are other scholarly conceptualizations that inform this discussion
and one is particularly worth noting, work by Hanes Walton on what he
terms the political context variable. Walton defines the political context in
both macro-level and micro-level connotations. In its macro-level connota-
tion, the political context encompasses the total political environment to in-
clude a particular time period and a particular place, and the convergence of
political leadership dynamics, public sentiments on key issues, the nature of
public discourse, and the kind of issues that dominate the public agenda. In
its micro-level connotation, the political context may refer to a single key
variable, such as race, which produces a contextual effect. Walton argues
that the dynamic of race is co-directional in its contextual effect in that white
behavior around race can influence black political behavior, and black pres-
ence in the physical environment as well as strong advocacy of black issue
positions can have a strong effect on white voting behavior and political
attitudes. In regard to the current period, Walton defines the changed politi-
cal context as characterized by the revitalization of race as a wedge issue
during the Reagan and Bush administrations and the resulting unfavorable
change in the support, interpretation, and enforcement of public policies
that had favored black equality and that were the legacies of the civil rights
and Great Society eras of black political mobilization and Democratic party
dominance (Walton, 1997).

The greater contribution of Walton’s thinking to this discussion is his no-
tion of serial contextual revolutions and corresponding counter-contextual
revolutions. Walton sees contextual revolutions as total transformations of
the socio-political environment in which politics occurs. He identifies two
recent partisan driven contextual revolutions as having occurred during the
Kennedy-Johnson years of 1960~1968, and that of the Reagan-Bush era that
continues to define the current period. He identifies two counter-contextual
revolutions that were launched by blacks as having occurred during the pe-
riod 1800-1865 ensuing from actions at the state level to eliminate slavery
and racial oppression, and during the 1950s and 1960s when the black struggle
to end racial segregation ushered in social and legal support for desegrega-
tion. Walton concludes that blacks must continually seek to wage counter-
contextual revolutions just to ensure and reestablish their constitutional and
legal rights, and that blacks will continue to find novel responses to contex-
tual transformation (Walton and Generett, 1997).

We can easily interpret Walton’s argument to suggest that the current pe-
riod is just another in a series of long pauses in which blacks must work
towards a convergence of factors that will make for a political context, inevi-
table in its coming, which will be more favorable to black interests. The im-
plications of this theory point to an implicit but strongly held assumption
that underlies scholarship on black politics: that there will be continual pro-
gressive development in black political life leading to an ultimate goal of
liberation. It should be pointed out that Walton’s thoughts as presented and
interpreted here are not part of an extended presentation of a theory of contex-
tual revolutions and the scholarly community must await his full develop-
ment of such a theory.
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Politics and Social Change: After the Long Pause

Hanes Walton’s analysis of contextual revolutions resonates with a con-
sistent theme in American political history of a kind of periodicity or cycli-
cal pattern in the formation of a temporally bound, but determinative
socio-cultural ethos that forms the crucible out of which politics emerge and
that shapes the bounds of that which is acceptable and possible within the

olitical realm at any given time (Burnham, 1970; Huntington, 1981;
Schlesinger, 1986). This phenomenon may also be subsumed under the con-
ceptual rubric of social change. By social change I refer to broad-based change
or evolution in public values, attitudes, and sentiments, which in turn have
varying ramifications in all aspects of human existence, including changes
in gender roles, family life, politics and culture, religion, civic life, scientific
thinking, and more. Among the forces that spur broad-based social change
are major technological developments; major economic change, especially
changes in the nature of work; large-scale movements of human popula-
tions; natural and man-made disasters such as famine and war; and collec-
tive action such as social movements. Social change redefines expectations,
values, and preferences, both individually and collectively, thereby trans-
forming society. In reflecting on the evolution of the various strategies de-
lineated earlier in this essay, one can discern some of the broad contours of
social change that have undulated across time and altered the proximate
contexts within which various strategies have been deployed. What may
have appeared to be defective strategies may, on closer examination, yield
insights into how strategies were overtaken or undermined by the forces of
social change.

Analysts are much accustomed to focusing on how some dimensions of
social change affect and alter the context of black life although one can easily
argue that much more research in this vein is urgently needed. However, we
have not focused much on how black life, in terms of behavioral manifesta-
tions, is shaped and altered by broad-based social change. Contemplation
on a few questions will illumine this point. For example, it is easy to think of
African-American identity as significantly primordially determined. How-
ever, to a non-negligible extent the identity of African Americans has been
defined by the black-white racial bifurcation that has characterized Ameri-
can society. What will be the impact on black identity as that bifurcation
breaks down? To state the question differently, how will a growing
multicultural society affect African-American identity? We have recently seen
that a gradual assimilation via interracial marriages has led to demands for
non-racial or multi-racial identities on the U.S. Census by individuals who
would have earlier accepted the heretofore inevitability of being labeled
African-American (Cose, 1997).

What will be the long-term impact of a growing public discourse and much
informal public policy that suggests an interchangeability of minority groups?
Increasingly African Americans are being morphed into a generic category
of minorities or people of color, suggestive of a kind of multicultural paci-
fism in which the disadvantaged status of blacks ceases to warrant a claim
on national politics and public policy. We might contemplate the fact that
African-American descendants of Generation X will have no links to the
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civil rights movement, neither in direct memory nor via direct connections
of their parents to this defining moment in African-American life and identity.

The notion of the African-American ethno-racial moment in demise sug-
gests that, due to major social change, the experience of blacks in America has
reached a critical point of transition in which both the behavior of the larger
political system towards blacks and the behavior of blacks as a group will
manifest profound changes. There is inherent in the structuralist view of eth-
nic identity a co-directionality of behavior between the host political system
and the ethnic group that is mutually re-enforcing. System behavior induces
group behavior and group behavior induces system behavior, at least up to a
certain point. The “certain point” is largely an unknown as analysts have little
understanding of the life cycle of ethnic conflicts nor any meaningful cross-
national understanding of the peaceful resolution of ethnic conflict. Peaceful
resolution seems to occur within the context of ineluctable change with criti-
cal turning points and key variables being largely unidentifiable except as
historical conjecture. Clearly one cannot argue with great confidence that we
are indeed witnessing the demise of the African-American ethnic moment.
We can only raise questions of whether there is something peculiarly different
and extraordinarily meaningful about the nature of these times in regard to
the future status of blacks in America, for African-American group identity,
and for the theory and practice of black politics.
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African Immigrants in France:
SOS Racisme vs. the National Front

Lorenzo Morris
Howard University

A t the close of a presidential election rally in the spring of 1995 a group
of twenty or more demonstrators from the National Front of Jean-Marie
Le Pen encountered a young Moroccan on the street. They beat him brutally,
threw him in the Seine River and killed him. Why? Because he was not whife
and he looked North African. After more than a decade of heightened na-
tional attention to racism, one might have expected major political conse-
quences, certainly immediate major national protests. While there were some
protests, the election campaigns continued largely unaffected. Why is there
so little chance that these protests will take on an institutionalized political
form? And why, by contrast, is xenophobic politics so easily overlooked?

In fact, the National Front (FN for Front National) and Le Pen, having just
won a historic electoral vote of 15 percent, emerged as the most strident of
the political right next to the winning party of incoming president Jacques
Chirac. It was politics as usual with xenophobia spreading below the sur-
face. What happened to the pro-left leading protests, for which France is
well-known, can best be understood by looking at the nontraditional forms
of immigrant-related political debate.

In a 1986 anti-government protest in Paris, the only person to die was a
North African college student. The student, an Algerian immigrant, gave
his life on behalf of one or more of the many causes that thousands of high
school and college students had distilled into a major public thrust against
the forces of law and order defending the authority of the ministry of educa-
tion. Yet, no one knew quite why that particular student had joined the pro-
testers. He, like many others, might well have been inspired to join by SOS
Racisme, a civil rights group of considerable influence in France. In contrast,
however, that same year thousands of Algerian workers and long-term resi-
dents were threatened with deportation as a result of a new immigrant law.
Although many protested the law, including the SOS Racisme (SOS-R) lead-
ership, the organization as a whole never seemed able to mount the kind of
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intense public protest generated by the national education changes. Evidently,
their leaders were willing to struggle over the deportation issue but inca-
able of making the issue a fundamental priority of the organization, much
Jess one of the nation. If the right of African citizens of France to enjoy the
full benefits of French society was to be fundamental, then the right of an
African to remain in France was not. The first order of SOS-R’s politics was
to protect the African/Arab French. Any order of business relating to non-
French people, though African or Arab, was therefore automatically second.
A question remains for many observers as to whether assuming a place,
however temporary, for Africans and Arabs in France does not conflict with
that first priority. For the African French political leadership there is, there-
fore, a potential, if not immediate, conflict between the interests of African
French citizens and the needs of Africans who merely reside in France.

“The right to be different,” a vice president of SOS-R proclaims in the
resonant tone of someone expounding a universal dictum, “leads to a differ-
ence of rights.”! The affirmation through law or public policy of the distinc-
tive cultures and customs of any racial ethnic group should be accordingly
characterized as a latent threat to the rights and opportunities of all people
who are different. The fact that he had in mind the African-Islamic contin-
gent of second-generation French citizens places the statement at the center
of a brewing political and ideological controversy. Because the leadership of
his civil rights organization shares his views, it sets this, the largest of black
African-Arab associations in France, at odds with several other pressure
groups. This is unfortunate for SOS-R, which has been embattled from its
beginnings with diverse interests and political parties. It is no longer just
their primary opposition that they have annoyed. It is rather their presumed
allies in the struggle for interracial equality and stability in France.

Yet, the primary opposition grows increasingly stronger in terms of policy
influence, popularity, and local electoral office, specifically the National Front
(FN for Front National) of Jean-Marie Le Pen. The Le Pen party not only
opposes the legislative legitimation of cultural differences, it opposes the
bulk of policy and legislative demands from people who are culturally dif-
ferent. The target of Le Pen’s political crusade is the population of unam-
biguously African and Arab immigrants, even if his presumed nuances of
xenophobia and racism have been subject to debate. By contrast, one might
well expect similarly unambiguous preferences from SOS-R as it engages in
a struggle for a firm place in the French ideological landscape. Instead, the
opposite seems to have happened. In the face of the FN's extremism, the
SOS-R has become more centrist and more compromising in its ideology
and political goals. It would perhaps make political sense for SOS-R to soften
its positions in search of the French political center of power. If its assimila-
tion into an interest group structure of party politics were a certainty or even
a possibility, a change of attitude would be quite logical. Yet, according to
the claims of the leadership, that has not been happening; there are no party
linkages and no partisan alliances.? Although there have apparently been
some unannounced linkages with the Socialist party associates of Francois
Mitterand, no major firm partisan base has been established. Thus, the ex-
planation of the SOS-R behavior is more likely to reside in its own external
struggle or in its own internal dilemmas.




22 Race and Ethnicity in Comparative Perspective

The explanation for the centrist revolution of SOS-R, in contrast to that
of other French anti-racist groups, it is hypothesized, emerges more from
its internal weakness than from the pressures of its political or social en-
vironment. Specifically, ambiguities in its own ideological self-concepts,
or what it means to be “different,” have been tied to: (1) a retreat from
African nationalism; (2) an emphasis on legalistic tactics and institutional-
ized forms of protest; and (3) a “francization” of the organization’s struc-
ture and membership.

In what is often referred to as “the iron law of oligarchy,” Robert Michels
argues that organizations struggling with other groups tend toward hierar-
chy:? If that is generally true, as the acquired wisdom of political science
suggests, it may not be true for unassimilated racial/ethnic interest groups.
Rather, in the face of political assault from the xenophobic political right,
some groups, such as SOS-R, respond by seeking to diversify their member-
ship in terms of socioeconomic and political criteria. Thus, SOS-R has sought
not only to expand its organization, it can be argued, but also to loosen the
ideological and participatory constraints on its followers. It is perhaps con-
sistent with Michels that the formal administrative procedures of SOS-R have
tightened but still its political dimensions have opened up. At the same time
(over more than a ten-year period since 1984), other African/Arab organiza-
tions have apparently become more “nationalistic” while SOS-R has become
more French.

Nevertheless, SOS-R continues to struggle with its own ideological di-
lemma—one that it shares, in some sense, with civil rights groups in the
United States, particularly the NAACP. To paraphrase the African-Ameri-
can expression of that dilemma, they might well ask themselves, as W. E. B.
DuBois asked over a half-century ago: “Am I French, African, Arab or what?
Must I cease to be one in order to survive? Or can I be both?”4 In many ways
his questions apply to French Africans today, although on the European side
they are better understood as the answers, rather than the questions about
assimilation. The primary political problems for French racial assimilation
rests in the fact that appropriate questions have only begun to be articu-
lated. Only recently have the French had to face the possibility that an en-
during sense of racial and cultural consciousness might substantially impair
the integration of Africans and Arabs into their once “homogenous” society.
The real ideological ambiguity resides in their unsuccessful attempts to deny
or reject the political forms of assimilation between the race-specific exclu-
sion of an immigrant population and social integration.

Thesis and Antithesis: The Concomitant Growth
of the National Front and SOS Racisme

Almost as striking as the concurrent emergence of the FN and SOS-R since
1984 are the differences in organizational structure and participation between
the two. Although they both seek ultimately to appeal to the same centrist
population with opposing ideological sentiments, their approaches and tac-
tics are so different that they minimize direct political confrontation. This is
not to say that violent “physical” confrontations have been minimal, but
simply that they have not been systemic and structured.
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Perhaps the most important structural difference is evident in the fact that
the Le Pen organization emerged as a political party while SOS-R emerged
as a social or protest movement. This difference is significant because it at-
tenuates the image of Le Pen as an anomalous extremist in that the FN has
adopted an institutionalized form and evolved through governmentally ori-
ented channels. One might say that even when the FN is being unreasonable
and xenophobic, the packaging of its arguments and the way they are pre-
sented generally adhere to quite reasonable traditions. SOS-R, on the other
hand, has followed the untraditional path of a movement to an interest group
without acquiring open partisan links. As a consequence, the methods SOS-
R uses to present its positions are less traditional and more disturbing to the
French electorate than the positions themselves. This suggests that the French
political context was more disposed to Le Pen’s appeals than early criticisms

have suggested.

The Institutionalization of the National Front

In the decade since the FN’s burst of electoral popularity in 1984 it has
experienced some loss of popular appeal according to public opinion polls.
At its lowest point, however, the joint popularity of Le Pen and his party
never sunk below 15 percent of voters. Accordingly, Le Monde pollsters asked,
“Are you in agreement with the ideas promoted by Le Pen and the National
Front?” The affirmative answers reached as high as 30 percent in 1991. Still,
these proportions seemed to be well beyond the range of concrete electoral
support, at least until the April 1995 presidential election.

The FN'’s acquisition of 11 percent of the total vote in the 1984 European
Community elections suggests popular strength, but hardly electoral pre-
ponderance. Opinion polls, however, indicate a much greater sympathy for
the party in the electorate on questions of immigration. A 1985 Le Figaro
survey found, for example, that Le Pen was second only to Frangois Mitterand
in popular perceptions of his solutions to the immigration problem. More-
over, a near majority thought Le Pen expressed the latent sentiments of the
French toward immigrants (effectively African-Arab immigrants):

The best solutions to the immigrant problem were proposed by:

1. Frangois Mitterand 20%
2. Jean Marie Le Pen 15%
3. Jacques Chirac 14%

As far as Jean Marie Le Pen and immigration issues are concerned, do you think:
1. He says out loud what most of the French really believe 46%

2. He takes positions which are unacceptable and which
willfully make a caricature of the real situation 42%

3. No opinion 12%
Source: Le Figaro, December 10, 1985 6
The latter responses also indicate a polarization of opinions on the FN on

which SOS-R might be expected to capitalize. When SOS-R can seek out the
electorate repelled by Le Pen, they cannot really draw on his weakness in
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part because of a second structured difference between the two organiza-
tions. The FN is structured like a mass-based political party with the poten-
tial for appeals to multiple interests, while SOS-R retains the structure of a
protest organization varied only by its litigation and “educational” compo-
nents. As a consequence, they cannot offer an electoral alternative nor sup-
ort one.

P Throughout the 1980, the ideological center of French politics, though
hard to define, was obviously somewhere just to the right of socialist Frangois
Mitterand and to the left of traditional liberal Jacques Chirac. That relegated
SOS-R to the off-center left and Le Pen’s National Front to the very off-cen-
ter right. So far off-center was Le Pen from the beginning that the term “ex-
tremist” applied to him seemed more descriptive than depreciative. Yet, the
applicability, and even the accuracy, of the term extremism depends on an
ideological orientation that rejects fundamental compromise with the estab-
lished political center. In this sense, Le Pen was more theoretically than sub-
stantively extremist. He not only courted the political center and its centrist
politicians, he even moved toward an adaptation of their partisan styles. In
retrospect, the FN looks more like a reluctant political movement that formed
the cocoon of a nascent traditional political party.

Racial and immigration issues provided the basis for its extremist image
and its movement flair. More important, however, race may have provided a
deceptive disguise for rather standard partisan competition launched against
an unimaginative partisan center. Racially sensitive and xenophobic politics
thus gave a distinctive and defining ideological tenor to the FN’s public
image. Racial and nationalistic assertions effectively revitalized ideological
debate in French politics (even though it may have narrowed the scope and
depth of the debate).

Without the FN, Mitterand’s Socialists, the RPR, and the UDF as well as
other parties may have been ideologically less and less distinguishable. Also,
the ideological tenor of the FN was essential protection against its dissolu-
tion into the backdrop of the multiparty system that defines the landscape
of French politics. Unlike SOS-R with its inspiring leader and inspired fol-
lowing, the FN had a much more charismatic leader than one might have
assumed given the nature of its following. It tended to attract an active par-
tisan following from the other political parties, mostly but not exclusively,
from the right. Without its leader’s flair for audacity as well as faux pas, the
FN would look like any other developing party. It was, of course, more hi-
erarchically organized than most but perhaps less than others, for example
George Marchais’s Communist party.

The proof of FN's institutionalization in the French partisan spectrum re-
sides in its electoral persistence, its increasing success, and its constituent
diversity. Rather than fading into the ideologically decorative extremist back-
drop of French Politics, Le Pen acquired 15 percent of the first round of the
vote in the presidential elections of April 1995. That is just six points short of
the first score of the eventual presidential winner Jacques Chirac. This strong
showing has solid electoral roots.

The diversity of the FN electorate is hinted at by the surprising popularity
it shares with Chirac’s RPR party among the young voters in 1995. The FN's
strongest support came from voters in the 25-34 age group. Its concentra-
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tion of support among voters under 25 was exceeded only by the conserva-
tive RPR, which won 28 percent of their vote in the first round. In contrast,
only 21 percent of this age group voted for the first round winner, Socialist
Lionel Jospin.”

The fact is that Le Pen’s party has expanded its appeal to some low-in-
come sectors of the electorate to reinforce its stability. It won an impressive
35 percent of the vote among the unemployed.® It also continues to excel
among industrialized area workers and, understandably, in areas experienc-
ing high immigrant pressures. Effectively then, the party has become an in-
tegral part of the electoral mainstream in France while remaining
ideologically extremist. In 1995, it found itself in a uniquely influential posi-
tion to bring ideological pressures on the presidency of Jacques Chirac.

The Stabilization of the National Front vs. SOS Racisme

In other words, the FN started out with a radical ideological agenda con-
structed on a traditional political structure while SOS-R started with a radi-
cal political structure pushing an ideological agenda that had a strong rapport
with the ideological center of the French party system. In fact, the relation-
ship of SOS-R to the center of French politics reflects the logical rapport of
party politics and civil rights claimants. Civil rights groups tend to undergo
an ideological evolution toward the center while remaining structurally and
behaviorally static.

The heightening or sharpening of ideological differences related to race
among the party’s constituents emerges from interviews with party leaders
about racial and immigrant issues. In one of the interviews in which leaders
of the major political parties responded to the same questions, the organiz-
ing role of ideology can be readily shown. The differences between party
leaders are less significant in themselves than in the ways their audiences
may transform them. Another major civil rights organization, France Plus,
asked the six major presidential

candidates in 1988 the following questions: “Are the rights of citizenship
and the rights of nationality the same? Do you make a distinction between
being a French citizen and being a French national? If yes, which rights are
different one from the other?”® To these questions Frangois Mitterand sum-
marily responded: “the immigrants in France who are legal residents can
consider themselves at home, and they must be governed by the same rules
as French workers. Equality of rights is very simply tied to equality of du-
ties.” In contrast, Jean Marie Le Pen responded to the same questions from a
more partisan perspective. He said: “One of the high priority claims of the
immigration lobby is to recognize ‘residence’ in France as effectively pro-
viding standing before the judicial system with the goal of institutionalizing
a citizenship with rights...but without duties.... It is our consideration that
there must be a perfect accord between citizenship and nationality.”*

The primary issue raised in these questions concerns the privileges and
protection of citizenship versus the more limiting privileges of legal resi-
dence and national identity. Both Mitterand and Le Pen seem to agree that
citizenship can be earned by service to the nation and particularly by service
to its economic interests. While Mitterand implies that French citizenship
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may become an obligation of the state to its long-term immigrant workers,
Le Pen focuses on work and “duty” as prerequisites to citizenship. In prac-
tice and implementation, these differences would be more technical than
ideological were the issues not forced into a broader context of interethnic
and interracial party politics. Le Pen attacks the immigrant lobbies first, not
so much because of their legislative or parliamentary influence, but rather
because they are involved in party politics. He brings into question the le-
gitimacy of any “foreign” representation in the French political process. More
precisely, he assumes that any such immigrant participation will be deemed
sociologically illegitimate by the electorate. He calls on the French voters’
sense of their parliamentary traditions in which the cultural homogeneity of
the interest group and lobby leadership was never in doubt. Although this
argument clearly draws its strength from a xenophobic disposition, it is also
clearly a call for traditional party legislative politics.

As aresult, the primary question of immigrant status, including the regu-
lation of residency and citizenship, was expanded into questions of both
and race and partisan politics. Le Pen did not, and perhaps could not, allow
his party to be drawn into a debate over policy implementation even when
the questions were narrow. Rather, he exaggerated substantive disagreements
through references to race/ethnicity while linking both to structural issues
in party politics.

In contrast to the FN, SOS-R as an organization should be predisposed to
ideological controversy because it was born as a protest group. Its member-
ship base is presumably anti-establishment in origin. While its current com-
position will be discussed later, the starting point is important. Like the FN,
SOS-R grew unevenly in terms of region. The FN emerged first in the indus-
trial centers fearful of high levels of immigrant labor and in the South (and
in some northern towns). SOS-R emerged first in Paris, and especially in its
cultural and educational centers. The specific regional base is significant
primarily because SOS-R, unlike the FN, had a singular regional appeal in
the highly cosmopolitan areas like Paris and, to a lesser extent, Marseille.
Perhaps more important, SOS-R grew largely around the upwardly mobile
populations of students with some professional and skilled labor. In con-
trast, the FN, though originally based in the lower class, had a fairly broadly
based socioeconomic constituency to start with. The failure of SOS-R to struc-
ture its tactics to encourage participation from less sophisticated segments
of the population make it politically less competitive. In terms of moral and
ideological appeals, however, SOS-R should certainly have the advantage in
the land of “equality and fraternity.”

Immigrant Issues and Policy Debates

“A hundred years ago, the idea of creating a statue of Liberty on French
soil would never have occurred to anyone,” observes population analyst
Diane Pinto:

The famous words of poetry by Emma Lazarus: “Give me your poor, your
wretched” could only have applied to America which defined its essential self as
a land of immigrants. France, by contrast, incarnated in its glorious and secular
past as a nation-state has assimilated its numerous immigrants in silence as if it

:
“.
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were a peripheral and secondary phenomenon in relationship to the nation’s
real historic and cultural identity...an identity that was diligently codified and
transmitted through the system of education.™

She may as well have added that the United States would never have had
a Commission of Nationality propose a comprehensive “code” of national-
ity as happened in France. Not that the United States is less nationalistic
than France, but rather that Americans are less disposed to opening their
national identity to political or intellectual debates. Nor is the size of immi-
gration an explanation because France has had a higher rate of immigration
in many decades of the twentieth century than the United States.!? Rather,
the code of nationality debate was a symptom of the emerging racial and
cultural conflict that SOS-R would confront in 1986 as its first major legisla-

tive issue.
The Code of Nationality Issue and the Fear of Immigrants

The code of nationality debate was a mobilizing crisis for SOS-R, accord-
ing to its leaders.”® As proposed in 1986, the code of nationality would im-
pose several constraints on the acquisition of French citizenship. Of particular
concern to SOS-R was the provision requiring all children (of immigrants) to
have lived in France for five years in order to be eligible for citizenship.
Criticizing a public commission report on the code, Harlem Desir, president
of SOS-R, said “this was the hour of truth” for French integrity on race. He
added, “all children born on French soil are French, unless they refused the
option.” A member of that commission, the Commission des Sages, re-
sponded: “If we accept such a proposal, tomorrow chartered planes of preg-
nant women coming from the entire world will be arriving to deliver their
babies at Orly airport.”* This conflict was aggravated by the intrusion of the
FN. In the spring of 1987, for example, the FN held a rally of 15,000 people
under the theme “to be French has to be merited.”?®* While the code may
have been conceived as legal adjustment to a 1974 law closing off general
immigration, it quickly took on racial and xenophobic overtones.

The Perceived Immigrant Threat

Accordingly, the debate over the legal definition of nationality opened
more widely the door to legally sanctioned anti-immigrant government prac-
tices. Restricted access to public resources and services in France for immi-
grants was complemented by dramatic efforts to expel more non-permanent
residents. At the same time, the number of school-age foreigners denied ad-
mission to public school increased from 51,000 rejections in 1986 to 71,000 in
1987. Similarly, the number of immigrants led across the French borders more
than doubled in the two-year period between 1985 and 1987 from 7,000 ex-
pulsions to almost 16,000 expulsions.'’

Those expulsions were a direct result of the Pasqua Law as well as a natu-
ral long-term consequence of the French preoccupation with codifying their
sense of national belonging. The law eliminated the protection of immigrants
by a judicial commission empowered under previous law (the Questiaux




28 Race and Ethnicity in Comparative Perspective

Law, 1981) to pass judgment on proposed expulsions. As a consequence of
the Pasqua Law, immigrants of less than three years residency whom the
prefect deems a “threat to public order” can be summarily expelled without
judicial recourse.’® From a nationalist frame of mind, in which one seeks to
identify and reassert the nation’s self-defining characteristics of good French
citizenship, unemployment and homelessness might well be considered by
the police as evidence of a threat to the viability of French society. While
most prosperous nations restrict entry on the basis of social order, the French
concern for the manner and extent of assimilation into the larger, presum-
ably homogeneous, society makes those restrictions more demanding.

The politically responsive softening of immigration law in 1989 through
the Joxe Law nevertheless served to reinforce the emphasis on national iden-
tity. The Joxe law permits judicial recourse for those targeted for expulsion.
There was a public image proliferated in the national media and carried in
the international media of immigrants being uprooted and forced across the
border into lives of economic uncertainty and renewed deprivation. A con-
cern for human rights, or at least the media image of such concern, may well
have necessitated a rewriting of the immigrant residency requirements.
Humanitarian concerns notwithstanding the criteria for the successful re-
course to judicial intervention still depend on the immigrant’s level of eco-
nomic and cultural integration. If the undocumented immigrant has not
secured a place of employment in the French economy and does not fit in
culturally, there is no effective recourse from expulsion. In effect, therefore,
the law reinforced the intent of the code of nationality to define some forms
of behavior or life styles as legitimately French and others as unacceptably
non-French. The threat to French traditions was, therefore, a persistent fac-
tor in political arguments over immigration law.

Conveniently enough, those traditions have held well enough to permit
the selection with popular support of Charles Pasqua, the author of the most
restrictive immigration legislation in France, to head the ministry in charge
of immigration. Ironically, he became a spokesperson for the rather moder-
ate UDF presidential candidate in 1995. Pasqua’s immigration politics had
not evolved, but the ideological center of French politics had been pushed
further to the right by Le Pen.

If immigration is economically useful, as it has been historically in France,
then it follows that periods of economic retrenchment tend to breed hostility
to it.!? By 1974, the public apparently saw no continuing economic justifica-
tion for it. Although legal barriers did not stop high levels of illegal immi-
gration, the law clearly reduced employment possibilities for unskilled
immigrant labor. In the 1980s resident immigrant labor declined by about
two-thirds. Family immigration also declined sharply. Only the proportion
of political refugees grew, as shown in Table 1.

The cultural, rather than racial, implications of anti-immigration policy in
the 1970s and 1980s is indicated by the uneven impact of the restrictions on
Algerian versus other immigrants. In 1973, Algerians were the largest group
of immigrants and by 1985, they were clearly second to the Portuguese (see
Table 2). Algerians have clearly been the object of special prejudice in France
given their special historical access and greater numbers. In fact, a policy
favoring the restriction of Algerian immigration and, in contrast, the en-

;
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Table 1
Change in Immigrant Labor in France 1981-1986

Permanent Family Political
Year Labor Immigration Refugees
1981 33,433 41,560 7,000
1982 96,962 47,366 13,000
1983 18,483 45,731 14,000
1984 11,804 39,586 16,000
1985 10,959 32,512 21,000
1986 11,300 28,000 30,000

Source: La Croix (Jan. 9, 1988)

Table 2
Distribution of Selected Immigrant Groups in France

Country 1973 1981 1985

Western European 2,053,000 1,746,000 1,518,000
Moroccan 270,000 444,000 559,000
Polish 91,000 66,000 60,000
Portuguese - 812,000 839,000 846,000
Tunisian 149,000 193,000 226,000
Turkish 45,000 118,000 154,000
Yugoslavian 79,000 68,000 66,000

Source: Le Quotidien (Jan. 8, 1988)

couragement of Moroccan, Portuguese, and Yugoslavian was publicly pro-
posed in 1962.% As some studies of prejudice have suggested, proximity can
breed contempt when the conditions of interaction for two groups involve
substantial socioeconomic and cultural dissimilarities.

It is equally likely that the greater numbers and visibly slow assimilation
of Algerian immigrants in France have generated a set of mutual cultural
and political barriers against openness to new immigrants. Clearly, there is
some hesitancy on the part of Algerians to pursue their own immersion into
a French national identity. As evidence, Algerians are statistically much less
inclined to formally request French citizenship than are long-term residents
of other nationalities.

That their lack of assimilation is beyond their singular control and is, in
part, subject to racial or cultural bias, is indicated by the generally low rates
with which Muslim African residents acquire French citizenship. Of the ten
immigrant groups shown in Table 2, Africans (Algerians, Moroccans, and
Tunisians) constituted 44 percent in 1985. Yet their rate of citizenship acqui-
sition was minuscule in comparison to their proportion. In 1982, only 12
percent of the newly nationalized French citizens were of African origin as
against 80 percent of those of European descent.?

The significance of the cultural problem that SOS-R must face is expressed
by the even greater imbalance among Africans acquiring citizenship. Less
than 14 percent of the Africans nationalized in Paris, according to one study,
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Table 3
Origins of Aliens in France by Nationality
Country Acquired Non Total
of Origin Citizenship Citizen
% down % across % down % across % down % across
Algerian 5.5 13.5 21.9 86.5 15.5 100
Moroccan 5.1 47.2 3.9 52.8 45 100
Tunisian 12.6 60.6 5.2 394 8.0 100
Other African 3.3 75.2 1.3 24.8 1.7 100
Number 115,000 188,000 298,000

Source: C. Bonvalet (1987) p. 236.

were Algerian (see Table 3), and yet they make up the majority of African
immigrants.”? The significance of this imbalance goes beyond discrimina-
tion inasmuch as Algerians are disproportionately inclined to reject citizen-
ship after passing the ten-year residency threshold. This may well be because
they, as a group, are more familiar than most with the difficulties of integrat-
ing into French society. In surveys, they explain that they only came to make
money and return home, but they rarely do. They rarely make enough money.
The more likely explanation is that they feel unwelcome.

Their discomfort has both a socioeconomic and cultural basis. Yet, their
political organizations have difficulty addressing these problems. SOS-R has
focused on socioeconomic inequality but as for cultural differences, it says,
in effect, that no one can be guaranteed “the right to be different.” Thus,
SOS-R has done little to promote African immigration beyond opposition to
the code.

An apparent justification for some reserve on the part of SOS-R in the
encouragement of immigration comes from the composition of its active
supporters. Not only are the clear majority of its supporters French by birth,
the majority of its members of North African extraction are second- or third-
generation French. As a result, the political orientation of its members is
more likely to be directed toward the “ethnic” French than toward people
with only a tenuous relationship to French identity. Among second-genera-
tion French Arabs, colloquially known as Beurs, there is considerable ambi-
guity about the traditions and values that immigrants reinforce. Beur girls
in high school, for example, face critical personal conflicts in adapting to the
fundamentally secular life styles required in French schools and yet abhorred
by most of their fathers. The fact that they often excel over Beur boys in
school is evidence that French culture has a “liberating” value for them.?

Still, at many levels the Beurs share a community of political interests
with recent immigrants. On virtually all issues their politics are to the left of
the French majority. One study found that about 47 percent voted Socialist
and another 26 percent voted Communist or other extreme left party in 1988.2
Not only do they share their left leanings with immigrants, they also share
areas of concentration in terms of residence and some social economic con-
ditions. For example, the city of Marseille in the south of France has one of
the highest concentration of Beurs and immigrants in the country.
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Socioeconomic Issues and Pressure Politics

In terms of socioeconomic factors, there is a strange kind of international
rapport among western blacks in the diaspora. In living conditions, income,
occupational status, education, and housing, blacks in the United States and
France are similarly on the bottom. For example, the majority of the prison

opulation in the United States is black, although blacks are an overwhelm-
ing minority of the total population. In several districts in France, ironically,
blacks are also the ma;'.?rity of the prison population, though they are an
even smaller minority.# For the majority of young immigrants, one study
observes in a similar vein, “police and judges embody the racism and dis-
crimination of [which African immigrants] feel they are the victims.”*

Many, if not most, French politicians will say that there are very few ghet-
tos in France and yet many districts on the outskirts of Paris and Marseille
call to mind Harlem, New York. On the other hand, there has been a com-
paratively pronounced commitment to preventing ghettos in French poli-
tics since the 1950s. At most, only about 4 percent of the French population
is of African or Arab origin, and yet their regional concentration frequently
produces proportions of 15 percent or more. On the community levels, blacks
are frequently the large plurality of residents. The public housing projects
(called HLMs) are increasingly African and Arab. According to a govern-
ment-sponsored study of discrimination, four times as many immigrants
live in substandard housing as citizens.”

The French government has committed its agencies to preventing hous-
ing segregation with some success. One public agency, the Fund for Social
Action (FAS), provided a variety of grants to local communities and immi-
grant groups for the express purpose of impending “cultural and social”
isolation. After 1986, however, it indirectly subsidized the projects of the
Office of International Migration, which has sent established African resi-
dents back to Africa.?s

Ironically, the Fund subsidized several of the immigrant associations cre-
ated since 1981. This kind of culturally sensitive government initiative ap-
parently left SOS-R without a clear political agenda on housing. On the one
hand, it made immigration a secondary interest. On the other hand, it could
only attack housing policy at the risk of alienating a possible ally of immi-
grant associations as well as potential supporters of their own interests.

Employment discrimination is illegal in France as it is in the United States.”
In other words, it is widespread. On direct racial or ethnic grounds, there
may be less discrimination in France because of the prior economic disad-
vantage of first- and second-generation African-French. In this regard, pub-
lic agencies helped French businesses recruit unskilled North African labor
through the first half of the twentieth century.® Today, as always, immigrants
belong to the most vulnerable category of workers. About 9 percent (1.6 mil-
lion people) in the French job market are foreigners.*!

In the early 1960s an Arab-French labor association, Movement des
Travailleurs Arabes (MTA), led a hunger strike across France.” Given its
modest impact, the hunger strike was probably ill-conceived, if not ill-con-
sidered, in terms of French culture. Just as a hunger strike hardly fits in French
labor tradition, racial ethnic protest has not been very effective. In some part,
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protest may be weak because effective protest may require a substantial de-
gree of social integration. In large part, however, African immigrants have
been deprived of effective leadership because they include very few profes-
sionals. While data on this point is scant, North Africans in France have less
than 1 percent of their number in the well-paid professions.® Perhaps more
significant, politically, the second-generation blacks in France constitute
nearly all the black professionals but they are less interested in immigration.

How SOS-R has addressed this issue is reflected through its concern with
education. Specifically, it has focused its attention more on the preparation
of future generations than on immediate employment inequality. Concern
with the future is, of course, quite understandable for a group composed of
youthful members but age is only a partial explanation. Other African-ori-
ented pressure groups have placed a greater emphasis on employment dis-
crimination, leaving SOS-R a competitive edge only in the more middle-class
political terrain.

In French education, there are striking differences in attainment based on
social class without regard to race. For example, 50 percent of the children of
professionals had received high school diplomas at a “normal” age by 1984
as opposed to 11 percent of unskilled workers.* By this standard, blacks
fared reasonably or very well, since black children of the upper classes suc-
ceed as well in school as white French according to a 1983 report of the Min-
istry of Education.* Still, no more than 10 percent fall into this category. The
vast majority of Africans, however, succeed less well in school than their
traditional French counterparts.

A politically significant reason for the inequality in education attainment
beyond social class resides in culture, language, and religion. The 1989 pro-
test of four Muslim French girls who insisted on wearing veils against school
regulations is expressive of SOS-R political dilemma. Given France’s secular
tradition, the imposition of religious deference on public functions creates a
disruption in itself. The presence of a “foreign” religion is still more disrup-
tive. The response of SOS-R to this problem has been to call for unofficial
and extracurricular acceptance of Moslem differences in school (interviews).
It has, however, supported secularism. In addition, it calls for some recogni-
tion of and instruction in Arabic language, but it insists that French must be
the language of education. How SOS-R arrives at these kinds of positions on
social issues can be explored through a look at its membership structure.

The Structure of Membership in SOS Racisme

In terms of its membership, SOS-R had to be mobilized by the code on
nationality debate because a substantial proportion of its claimed 17,000
membership is made of long-term non-citizen French residents. In particu-
lar, that includes African/Arab students born or raised in France. Similarly,
it was virtually compelled to protest the 1986 Pasqua law which encouraged
the voluntary deportation of immigrants. It was compelled first because of
the implicit racism of the law that ran directly counter to the found.ing prin-
ciples of SOS-R. Second, it was compelled to preserve its credibility as the
primary representative of African residents of France, which the controversy
put at risk. For as much as its interests were at stake, however, the protests of
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5OS-R seem relatively mild when compared to its persistent objections to
the code of nationality. Even when compared to the intensity of its concerns
with French public schooling, bne has to wonder where the heart of the or-

anization lies. Is its primary ideological commitment to the protection of
racial minorities in France and only coincidentally to anyone else? It may
well be that undocumented workers and the unemployed African immi-

rants in France have become a political inconvenience, if not a political
liability, for SOS-R. In this regard, it looks more like a traditional interest
group and less like a protest organization.

In large part, the sociological composition of SOS-R’s membership helps
to explain its ideological anomalies. The increasing institutionalization of
its constituency, in terms of schooling, public service dependence, and pub-
lic sector employment, seems to correspond to a sense of distance from re-
cent immigrants as well as a greater identification with French institutions,
if not with the French themselves. Apparently, a large majority of the SOS-R
membership can be considered middle-class and only a quarter of it described
as lower-class.® In terms of residential and schooling patterns, therefore,
SOS-R members and African immigrants may well occupy much of the same
space, but their specific experiences and basic access to opportunities are
likely to be quite different.

About 50 percent of SOS-R members are college or high school students.
At least 60 percent come from middle-class families (interviews). Approxi-
mately 40 percent are attending or have attended a university. It is less sur-
prising, therefore, that their leaders claim that racial discrimination is only a
problem at the university level in education.

The organization’s hesitancy to confront the immigration issue, per se, as
one of its primary objectives is also reflected in its members, who are at most
10 percent immigrants. Approximately 30 percent are second-generation. The
rest are a mixture of French ethnics and “frangais de souche” (indigenous
French). Moreover, its local leadership seems to have aged faster than its
membership. SOS-R continues to recruit effectively among high school stu-
dents. Thus, the average age of the membership is 18 to 19 years old. The
average age of the local committee chairs and the national council members,
however, is much older ranging from 25 to 35 years old.¥” As a result, the
leadership is more heavily socialized in French traditions than much of the
African following. The youthful rank and file, on the other hand, is tied by
multiple institutional constraints including school. These constraints would
tend to encourage protest against the lack of institutional assimilation rather
than toward greater separation. The militancy of SOS-R’s protest against
racism is, therefore, an indirect expression of the membership’s sense of in-
clusion in French institutions.

On housing and community issues, there are comparable membership
bases. About 30 percent are from Paris, where there is also a high immigrant
concentration. A surprising 45 percent, however, are from small- and me-
dium-sized towns where immigrant concentrations are low (interviews). The
organization is composed of approximately three hundred local, quasi-in-
dependent committees spread across about a hundred towns.®

Similarly, for employment and educational issues, the composition of SOS-
R presages its politics. At least 90 percent of immigrants are in semi-skilled
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and unskilled labor, while almost half of SOS-R members are skilled labor-
ers, students, or professionals.

When SOS-R launched its influential anti-racism campaign with the slo-
gan, “Don’t Bother My Buddy” (Touche pas a mon pote), its leaders may not
have given much thought to how relatively well off their friends were com-
pared to others of African descent in France.

Conclusion

In an article on SOS-R, Frangois Dubet raises an interesting question. He
comments: “SOS Racisme, by its name alone, presents itself as a protest es-
sentially defined by what it protests. But can SOS Racisme remain a pure
and simple movement oriented toward public opinion? Doesn’t it risk its
own fairly rapid self dilution? Doesn’t it stimulate too much ambiguity in
its impact?”% When these questions were posed to an SOS-R vice president,
he responded that “we pay the price of our own success.” In part, that is
probably true, but their success would be almost impossible to measure.
Their ideological goals are essentially affirmations of what French society
has long claimed to be, namely egalitarian. Their specific policy and goals,
as with the code of nationality, have been conflictual but their methods have
not. They leave the field of political articulation and implementation open
to the political parties from which they structurally distance themselves. In
effect, they succeed by a political persuasion and influence impossible to
measure. At the same time, they concede an important part of the political
field, electoral politics, to their hostile opposition. The National Front of Le
Pen as well as the Club d’Horlage (an ideologically similar group) are thus
structurally better suited to promote public policy.

Perhaps more significant, their real success may have preceded rather than
followed their activism. Rather than organizational victories on the political
field, one could say they have succeeded through the individual successes
of their members and supporters. Specifically, the SOS-R adherents are enor-
mously better off than the African/Arab community they seek to promote.
On all socio-economic criteria, they are substantially more assimilated than
the rest of their racial/ethnic groups. When they reject cultural differentia-
tion, they are also rejecting that part of their own heritage from which they
are more distant than other Africans/Arabs in France. Yet, a fundamental
claim of the organization on public opinion and political leadership resides
in these kinds of differences. They want to legitimate their cultural interests,
almost ex post facto, and yet they do not seek to perpetuate them in law or in
government structures. Here is their dilemma: they promote the status of
people who are different but they reject the right to be different.

Notes

Unless otherwise indicated, all references to statements of SOS Racisme leaders
are based on a series of interviews conducted at its Paris headquarters in July 1989.
All English translations from French language sources are the author’s own and,
therefore, are subject to imperfection.

The author wishes to express his gratitude to the Center for Documentation of
the Ecole Nationale d’Administration in Paris for its documentation assistance and
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A Dream Deferred: The Abortive
Efforts of the Parliamentary Black
Caucus in Great Britain

Charles E. Jones

Georgia State University

Arecord number of minority candidates were elected to the legislative
assembly in Great Britain during the 1987 parliamentary elections. Four
nonwhite members were placed in the House of Commons, while one black
member entered the House of Lords. This nonwhite legislative contingent
constitutes the largest minority delegation in the long and illustrious his-
tory of Parliament and represents the embryonic stage of black legislative
participation in Great Britain.! Shortly after their arrival at Westminster, the
black members formed the Parliamentary Black Caucus (PBC) to maximize
their legislative influence. The adoption of the caucus mechanism by Britain’s
minority legislative delegation mirrors the prevailing mode of political ac-
tion utilized by African-American legislators in the United States at both the
national (Barnett, 1975; Smith, 1981; Jones, 1987a) and state (McGriggs, 1977;
Bragg, 1979) levels.

Moreover, the selection of the caucus-based legislative strategy by the
newly elected black members of Parliament reflects an electoral variant of
the Pan Africanist political expression (Edmondson, 1968). Pan Africanism
underscores the interdependence of people of African descent, which neces-
sitates economic, cultural, and political unity of black people throughout
the African diaspora. Political cooperation and linkage between the Parlia-
mentary Black Caucus and its U.S. counterpart, the Congressional Black
Caucus (CBC), constitute a concrete application of Pan African unity. Ronald
Walters (1993: 190), in his excellent study Pan Africanism in the African Diaspora,
writes that, “in spite of its [PBC] relatively small membership, it was able to
command the support of a much larger body of fraternal legislators in show
of concrete camaraderie.”

Parallel social and political predicaments of African Americans and people
of African descent in England have fostered a political kinship between the
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two groups. David Upshal (1989a: 15), a political reporter of England’s lead-
ing black newspaper, notes, “[Pleople in Britain often talk about the need to
follow the example of black American achievement if we are to advance
towards equality. The launch of the Parliamentary Black Caucus represents
a historic and crucial step in that direction.” Notwithstanding the lofty aspi-
rations of the nonwhite members of Parliament to emulate the pattern of
African-American legislative participation, the formal coalescing of the black
Parliamentary delegation into the PBC was a short-lived experiment. The
Parliamentary Black Caucus, initially formed in 1988, officially disbanded
after a mere three years (The Voice, 1991: 1).

This study examines the formation and organizational dynamics of the
now defunct, international racial legislative subgroup. Furthermore, the
analysis addresses both the impediments that undermined the viability of
the Parliamentary Black Caucus and the potential for future black legisla-
tive empowerment in Great Britain. Informal group theory provides the ana-
lytical framework for this assessment of the embryonic stage of minority
parliamentary participation in England. This study also draws on the expe-
rience gleaned from the evolution and institutionalization of the Congres-
sional Black Caucus which enhances our insight of cross-national black
legislative participation.

Black Legislative Caucus Politics:
The Utility of Informal Group Theory

The formation of racially based caucuses by black legislators is a deriva-
tive of the black power political strategy in the United States. Smith (1981:
437) notes that “by the end of the 1960s black power had fostered two re-
markable developments in black politics in the United States: It had contrib-
uted to the development of a black ethnic tradition and to the development
of an emergent independent black organizational structure.” The caucus
device has been the primary vehicle of black participation in the legislative
arenas of the United States (Miller, 1990). McGriggs (1977: 130-31) extplains
that “the existence of a black caucus represents the group coalition of black
politicians formed for the purpose of attempting to translate the goals of
blacks into public policy by bargaining with the power structure from a po-
sition of strength.” At the national level black members of Congress formed
the CBC in 1971 (Barnett, 1977), while at the state level black legislators in
Missouri formally organized as early as 1966 (Perry, 1976).

To be sure, informal organizations have long been a part of the legislative
landscape in the United States. In Congress, for example, state party delega-
tions represented the earliest form of this entity (Truman, 1956). The Demo-
cratic Study Group (DSG) created in 1958 by liberal Democrats in the House
of Representatives (Stevens, Miller, and Mann, 1974) and the Wednesda_y
Group founded in 1963 by moderate Republicans to offset Democratic domi-
nance in the lower chamber (Groennings, 1973) were both precursors .to the
proliferation of contemporary congressional informal organizations in the
1970s. However, both the external origin and explicit racial objective of Afri-
can-American legislative subgroups differentiate the black legislative cau-
cus from its conventional counterpart.
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Informal group theory provides the conceptual framework for this analy-
sis. This analytical framework was selected because of its underlying premise
of collective political action. Ultimately, effective black legislative participa-
tion rests on coordinated rather than individual discrete action. Moreover,
the functions performed by informal organizations also prove instructive in
assessing the nature and character of black parliamentary participation in
Great Britain. Outcomes of informal group functions serve to mitigate the

olitical shortcomings of the typical black legislative delegation. Regardless
of the political setting, black legislators often suffer from junior status, nu-
merical disadvantage, and a hostile political environment. Such political li-
abilities are partially diminished via effectual informal group interaction.

Specifically, the unofficial group in the legislative process generates an
“esprit de corps” among the members of the organization (Fiellin, 1962).
Legislative caucuses “are a mechanism for the development of close rap-

ort, confidence in one another’s political judgment and mutual support”
(Groennings, 1973: 75). This service has particular relevance for the black
legislative members who frequently operate in an alien and often hostile
environment. In addition, the development of a sense of “we-ness” within
the black legislative delegation contributes to group solidarity—a critical
political resource of legislative politics.

Promotion of group cohesion constitutes an important outcome of infor-
mal group participation (Fiellin, 1962; Deckard, 1973; Jones, 1987b). In a study
of voting behavior in the House of Representatives from the 84th to the 91st
Congress, Stevens, Miller, and Mann (1974: 67) found that the cohesion of
liberal members increased as a result of the formation of the DSG. Group
solidarity becomes a vital political asset because the ability to deliver a bloc
of votes enhances one’s bargaining leverage. This legislative capital partially
compensates for the numerical disadvantage of black legislative delegations.

Of equal importance for black legislators is the function of constructive
opposition (Groennings, 1973: 76-77). The informal organization serves as a
permanent entity within the legislature not only to monitor policies of the
executive branch, but also to scrutinize the actions of the two legislative
parties. It provides a legislative mechanism for the articulation and protec-
tion of black group interest. Indeed, “in many ways the Parliamentary Black
Caucus, like the CBC, was born out of a recognition that the problems con-
fronting blacks required a strong and unified black political voice to serve as
the conscience of the nation” (JCPS, 1989: 1).

Unofficial legislative groups also provide vital research services for legis-
lators. Mark Ferber (1971: 266) found the members of the Democratic Study
Group combined their resources and created a staff to provide liberal policy
analyses that enhanced the liberal voice in the House of Representatives.
Black legislators have a similar need for skillful and in-depth research from
a black perspective in order to effectively represent the black community.

Finally, informal organizations contribute to the cultivation and forma-
tion of external interests (Stevens, Hammond, and Mulhollan, 1981). Infor-
mal groups create “advisory bodies drawn from outside interests to assist
the group in shared policy goals” (Stevens, Hammond, and Mulhollan 1981:
18). Again, due to their small number, black representatives are in need of
support mechanisms to maximize black legislative influence.
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In sum, the perpetual minority status of black legislators underscores the
importance of collective action via the caucus mechanism to ameliorate po-
litical liabilities and institutional biases. It was the benefits of the caucus
mode of participation that the minority members of Parliament sought when
they formally organized in 1988. Members of the Parliamentary Black Cau-
cus explain that “the need for such a caucus in Britain derives from the fact
that black representatives are in a minority and in a hostile environment
which has never before had to confront the issues of race and race relations
which the caucus has a duty and an obligation to raise” (PBC, 1989: 5).

Formation of the Parliamentary Black Caucus

The general election in 1987 was a landmark event in Great Britain. It
resulted in the first black representation in the House of Commons during
modern times. During this election five minority members were elected to
Parliament. One lone member, Lord David Pitts, served in the upper cham-
ber while the remaining four nonwhite legislators were members of the House
of Commons. Since the historic 1987 election two additional minority mem-
bers have entered Parliament (see Table 1). Britain’s parliamentary delega-
tion reflects the country’s heterogeneous minority community. Three
members have Afro-Caribbean ethnic origins while another three minority
members of Parliament are of Asian descent. Paul Boateng is the only mem-
ber of African origin and Diane Abbott remains the sole minority female to
serve in Parliament. All but one of the nonwhite members are members of
the Labour party (see Table 1).

Unlike the black congressional delegation in the United States, who first
interacted informally through the Democratic Select Committee before form-
ing the Congressional Black Caucus (Barnett, 1977: 3), the black members of

Table 1
Nonwhite Members in the Parliament of Great Britain, 1987-1993
Ethnic District Chamber Ethnic Political
Member Origin Party

Diane Abbott  Hackney Northand Houseof  Afro-Caribbean Labour
Stoke Newington Commons

Paul Boateng  Brent South Houseof  African Labour
Commons

Nirj Deva Brentford and Houseof  Asian Conservative

Isleworth Commons and Unionist

Bernard Grant Totteham Houseof  Afro-Caribbean Labour
Commons

Piara Khaba Ealing Southall Houseof  Asian Labour
Commons

David Pitts Hampstead House of  Afro-Caribbean Labour
Lords

Keith Vaz Leicester House of  Asian Labour
Commons

Source: Commission for Racial Equality, London, England.
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Parliament organized formally from the outset. Their immediate efforts in
1988 to institutionalize black participation in Parliament can be attributed to
the existence and success of the CBC. Black members of Parliament reminded
the British political audience that “the concept of a Black Caucus at the level
of national government is not a new one. In the United States of America,
the Congressional Black Caucus has existed for nineteen years” (PBC, 1989:

5).

: Formation of the PBC was publicly announced during its inaugural week-
end program on March 31, 1989 (Financial Times, 1989: 4). A three-day affair
that entailed lavish receptions, political seminars, and gala dinners includ-
ing one held at the Palace of Westminster was modeled on the CBC’s “An-
nual Legislative Weekend”(The Voice, 1989: 4). The yearly affair of the
Congressional Black Caucus is a highly popular and successful African-
American political event that consists of several fundraising 