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On the leaflets announcing the opening in 2(X)7 of a new Center for Immi-
gration History in Paris, one can read the following sentence: "l.eur histoire est
notre histoire: la place des immigres dans la construction de la France" frheir
history is our history: the place of immigrants in the construction of France|.^
What may appear, initially, as a trivial opposition between "their history" and
"our history" reveals in fact a great deal about the underlying assumptions of
the project. On the one hand, the inclusion of this new institution in the
national cultural space, as a permanent "lieu de memoire," represents the first
official recognition of the contribution to the construction of the nation of
populations usually excluded from mainstream French historiography.' On
the other hand, rather than commemorate the "History of the People of
France," this new Parisian center will institutionalize a specific space dedi-
cated to the history of populations who came to France since the nineteenth
century, thus explicitly confirming the existence of a symbolic gap between a
population of "immigrants" and the "native French" population.'' This double
movement of inclusion/exclusion is at the heart of the present research.

This article explores the tensions inherent in the implementation of spe-
cific spaces dedicated to the celebration of immigrant cultures in a nation
based on an assimilationist model of citizenship.-'̂  More specifically, it analyzes
the possibilities for the recognition and visibility of cultural differences in a
society where such differences are expected to remain socially invisible and
limited to the private sphere. To illustrate this discussion in the historical
context of post-colonial France, 1 will turn to the three most significant cul-
tural projects implemented by the French government to acknowledge and
make immigrant cultures visible: in 1977, Mosa'ique, in 1984, Les Enfants de
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I'immigration, and finally, in 2004, the Cite nationale de l'histoire de I'immi-
gration. All three projects stemmed from a willingness to offer immigrants
and their descendants more widespread access to their historical and cultural
roots, while encouraging the rest of the French population to develop a more
positive and less stereotypical representation of these communities. All three
projects were designed and implemented by a diverse group of people com-
posed of government representatives, immigration specialists, and public fig-
ures from the Immigrant community, who strongly believed that their work
would serve to promote immigrant cultures in France. Yet, in each case, the
determined effort to "make immigrant cultures visible" implied, paradoxi-
cally, the impossibility of truly recognizing the cultural contribution of immi-
grant populations to the French nation."

Mosaique

Mosaiijue, a weekly television show aired on French national television
every Sunday morning from 10:30 a.m. to noon, was part of a series of mea-
sures taken in 1976 by the new secretary of state in charge of immigration,
Paul Dijoud." His governmental mission included two main objectives; on the
one hand, limit the influx of foreigners into France by creating a moratorium
on the introduction of labor migrants, on the other hand, develop new social
and cultural tools that would officially acknowledge the presence of immi-
grants in France as individual subjects rather than anonymous workers. In
1977, Dijoud detailed this new policy in his governmental report, Lu mmvelle
politiqite de I'immigration.,'' In this text, the secretary of state explained that
immigration could no longer be considered simply as an economic fact but
had become a "fait de soci^te." For this reason, the government had decided
to center the new policy on the "immigrant as a person who wishes to main-
tain his/her partiailarities and aspirations."'*' The immigrant should be seen as
an individual with the right to "protect his/her identity and to remain, despite
geographic distances, close to his/her home country."" A new institution, the
Office national de promotion culturelle des immigres, was created in 1975.'^
its main goals were, on the one hand, to help immigrants stay in touch with
their own culture through programs such as specific television and radio
shows, foreign-language classes in public schools, or foreign-language books in
public libraries, and on the other hand, to develop intercultural events where
the native French population would be exposed to immigrant national cul-
tures. This effort relied in great part on the participation of foreign govern-
ments in the organization of the social and cultural lives of their citizens in
France.'' F-ach country was expected to promote cultural events (such as con-
certs or theater shows by foreign artists), provide foreign-language books,
films, or music, as well as send language teachers to teach immigrant descen-
dants their parents' language in French public schools.'"*



"Leur histoire est notre histoire" 103

Beyond its apparent generosity, this new recognition of cultural differ-
ences relied on an essentialist understanding of immigrant communities as
homogeneous groups, ignoring potential sub-national divisions. Two exam-
pies illustrate the problems posed by this situation. Although explicit statisti-
cal data are not available, studies focusing on Algerian immigrants in the
197()s (and earlier) highlight the substantial presence of individuals from the
rural region of "Kabylie" (north-eastern Algeria) whose cultural foundation
was not Arabic but Berber.'^ When the Algerian government launched its
widespread "Arabization" campaign in the late 1960s—early 1970s, Berber cul-
ture was condemned to silence—except in France."' The French government's
choice to delegate the organization of Algerian cultural life in France to the
Algerian government (and its affiliates, such as the Amicale des Algeriens en
Europe) necessarily created tensions and divisions within the Algerian immi-
grant community.'^ A second example can be found in the Moroccan com-
munity: during the 1960s, a number of Moroccan students and political
activists fled the repressive regime of late King Hassan II and took refuge in
France (particularly in Paris), where they organized opposition networks. Asso-
ciated with the French Left, these young people strongly rejected the domi-
nance of the monarchy and attempted (with very limited results) to spread
Marxist and anti-monarchic ideas among the Moroccan immigrant popula-
tion in France.'" To these activists and their homologues in the Portuguese or
Tunisian communities, the cultural representations produced by the countries
of origin were closer to government propaganda than to popular culture.'^
According to them, folklore and idealized descriptions of the home country
induced nostalgia and purposefully encouraged immigrants to leave France.
Ihe French government's effort to develop cultural activities in association
with the governments in the various countries of origin ultimately submitted
immigrants to a dual system of control designed to persuade them to return
huine.-° By reinforcing the dependency of immigrant communities vis-a-vis
their countries of origin, the French government also hoped to reduce the
influence of leftist activists and trade-unionists on immigrant workers.^'

Financed by governmental subsidies under the supervision of the National
Office for the Cultural Promotion of Immigrants, Mosmquc aired every Sunday
morning for ten years from January 2, 1977 until June 28, 1987.—Although it
remained under strict government control (each program was pre-recorded and
pre-viewed by the secretary of state's office), Mosaique was produced by a rela-
tively autonomous team composed mainly of immigrants of various origins
under the direction of Algerian writer and film director lewfik Fares.̂ ^ Aimed
primarily at an audience composed of immigrant families from all origins, it
managed nevertheless to attract a significant number of native French viewers.
This was the first program on French television dedicated explicitly to the pre-
sentation and widespread circulation of immigrant culture.^'' According to a
study conducted for the television channel in June 1977, the show attracted
several million viewers each week and nearly 60 percent of all immigrants."
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Most people watched it either at home with their family or with friends.
Mosaique became particularly popular with single men living in collective hous-
ing [foyers] for whom this represented one of the few opportunities to hear
intormation in their native language and watch cultural performances from
their ethnic community. A typical program might include news from immi-
grant home countries, a documentary on a specific aspect of immigrant life in
France, a section announcing future cultural events and films, an everyday life
section discussing problems faced by immigrants (in particular, problems with
the French administration), and finally a long, lorty-minute segment dedicated
to cultural programs.-" 1 he variety show portion of Mosiiiijiie presented perfor-
mances by immigrant artists living in France, but also by foreign artists from
the various countries of origin. Many amateur theater companies were also
offered the opportunity to present their work, and Mo.Kuique quickly became the
major promoter of immigrant cultural creation in France. According to the
program's director, the show became a magnet for performers who were eager
to finally gain some visibility on the French cultural scene; hundreds of immi-
grant artists performed on Mosaique during the decade the program was aired.^^

I The 5how was designed to cater to all major immigrant groups residing in
R-ance at the time, without privileging any specific community. Each individ-
ual program presented a combination of information and artistic productions
from different countries according to the quality of the performances available
that week. The goal was neither to turn Mosaique into "the United Nations"
nor to have individual shows dedicated exclusively to one specific commu-
nity.'** The main purpose, as the show's name suggested, was to highlight the
diverse composition of the population living in France at the time, in the
same way a mosaic represents a complex image through the combination of
different colored tiles. This strategy also served an underlying political pur-
pose: by combining ethnicities on the same television show, Mosaique's pro-
duction team encouraged viewers to watch the entire program and learn about
cultures other than their own. In this way, the show participated in the gov-
ernment's effort to stimulate the exchange between individual cultures rather
than promote the constitution of separate but distinct cultural enclaves (what
is seen in France as the definition of Anglo-Saxon multiculturalism).^''
Mosaique did have its critics: within the French population some resented the
attention paid to immigrant culture on national television. Fares recalls receiv-
ing hate mail from viewers with comments such as "Instead of singing, they
should return home.""* Some immigrant communities found the show exces-
sively focused on North African artists to the detriment of performers from
other regions. Finally, the most virulent critiques came from the immigrant
activist community and magazines such as Suns Frontiere or IM'Media Magazine.
Mosaique was denounced for its lack of independence from the French gov-
ernment and its indifference to immigrant political activities.^' For Fares, these
critics did not understand the purpose of the show itself, as a representation of
popular culture and not of partisan political opinions.'^
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In 1981, the newly-elected Socialist government asked experts to evaluate
the need for specific shows representing immigrant culture in the French
media, and in particular the role of the television program Mosaique. Their
1982 report concluded that the show had become less popular among immi-
grants, and most importantly, that immigrant cultures should no longer be
addressed by specific programs." In accordance with the new government's
approach to ethnic communities in France, this report considered that any
specific television or radio show produced for an immigrant public con-
demned this public to a cultural ghetto. On the other hand, it suggested that
significant efforts should be made to include elements of foreign cultures in
the mainstream media, while promoting positive representations of immi-
grants who had assimilated into French society. Programs that catered specifi-
cally to immigrants as a separate group were seen as contradictory to this
effort.''' The report recommended the cancellation of Mosaique and encour-
aged the development of culturally diverse shows on mainstream French tele-
vision. Yet, as one journalist noted, all governmental attempts to require
television channels to include more immigrant culture in their schedules
remained unsuccessful." Mosaique survived a few more years but in October
1987, the plug was pulled: the show lost its funding and the production team
was forced out of its offices overnight.'" All personal archives, including letters
from viewers, program descriptions, and documentation on artists, were
destroyed. From one day to the next, ten years of immigrant cultural \'isibility
were reduced to a few boxes of films forgotten in a storage room. Because the
show had not been produced and was not owned by the public television
channel FR3, but by an independent entity, it was not archived at the National
audiovisual archives (INA). The systematic conservation of audiovisual
archives only began in 1995 in France.^^ When the show was cancelled, the
tapes were salvaged by the FAS, which donated them to an independent orga-
nization specialized in foreign films. La Mediatheque des Trois Mondes. These
tapes are expected to be digitalized and made available to the public in the
next few years through the Cite nationale tie l'histoire de I'immigration.

A reflection of the significance of a show like Mosaique leads in two direc-
tions. On the one hand, this television program was the first major institu-
tional effort to recognize immigrant cultures as an element of French society.
For the first time, immigrants acquired a visibility in the French public sphere,
not simply as laborers, but as bearers of rich cultural traditions that could be
shared with French television viewers. On the other hand, as critics pointed
out, representations of immigrant cultures in Mosaique were not only some-
what stereotypical or simplistic, but they were also strictly controlled by both
the French government and its homologues in the various countries of origin.
In effect, this restriction on what should be made visible on French national
television necessarily silenced many aspects of immigrant life in France but
also of social and cultural life in the home countries. Yet, the most obvious
expression of the dialectic of visibility/invisibility lies in the sudden termina-



106 Brigitte Jelen

tion of the show and the subsequent absence of similar immigrant variety
shows on French television. The cancellation of Mosaique also implied the
absence of foreign language programs from French television. According to
Tewfik Fares, the widespread turn to satellite television by immigrant families
during the late 1980s and 1990s can be related to the disappearance of
Mosaique and foreign languages from French television. He calls this sudden
turn away from French programs toward programs abroad in one's native lan-
guage "l.a revanche des peres" [The Fathers' revenge]. In effect, the cancella-
tion of a show such as Mosaique is symptomatic of the generation gap that
developed during the 1980s between immigrants and their descendants. The
new policy of "integration," adopted during the Mitterrand years, was
designed to address the new demographic reality posed by the hundreds of
thousands of immigrant descendants who needed to be included into i-rench
society. The parents of these young people were no longer a governmental pre-
occupation and therefore disappeared from mainstream media. 1 ranvoise Gas-
pard's 1984 essay, "La fin des immigres," perfectly captured the spirit of the
time: immigrants were no longer an issue; the focus needed to be placed on
their children and their integration into French society.*" It is interesting to
note that Franq-oise Gaspard was also the main author of the 1982 report sug-
gesting the cancellation of Mosaique. All subsequent television shows pro-
duced during the 1980s or 1990s presented immigrants and their descendants
actively engaged in the process of integration. Their ability to participate in
French activities and reproduce French social norms (in gender roles or par-
ent/child relationships) were highlighted, white the "foreignness" of their cul-
ture was made invisible to the public.''' Politically, the exclusive focus on
integration was presented by the French Left as an answer to the rapid rise of
the extreme Right during the 198()s.'^ According to Tewfik Fares, it became
increasingly difficult to show foreign cultures on French television."" During
this entire period, cultural projects related to immigration remained caught in
the ambivalence between showing the integration of immigrants and their
descendants, and promoting cultural diversity.

Les Enfants de rimmigration

From 18 January to 23 April 1984, the Centre Pompidou in Paris hosted a large
event entitled Les Enfants de I'Umm^ratkm.^' Organized as an artistic experience
(rather than a traditional museum exhibit), it combined visual arts with live
theater, dance, and music performances. Most of the exhibit (one entire floor
of the Pompidou Center) was dedicated to artistic displays produced by immi-
grant descendants, such as photographs, paintings, videos, and sculptures,
representing the daily life and social environment of young people of foreign
origin growing up in France."" The curators intended to offer an overview of
what it was like to be a "child of immigration" in 1984. These presentations
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were organized around a circular stage where several performances took place
each day. During the three-month period, twenty-nine theater companies,
twenty-two music ensembles, and ten dance companies occupied the stage.'*'*
In addition, the exhibit hosted daily debates with the public on various
themes related to immigration, and immigrant radio stations participated in
live broadcasts from the museum. Children of Immigration attracted nearly
400,000 visitors during the time of the exhibit. The free entrance ticket, the
variety of performances, and the combined participation of semi-professional
and amateur artists encouraged many people who did not ordinarily visit
museums (such as members of the immigrant community) to enter the Pom-
pidou Center. For three months, the museum became a space truly dedicated
to popular culture where a great diversity of people met to talk about immi-
gration or discuss the performances. A report on the profile of potential visi-
tors concluded that it was the first exhibit at the Pompidou Center where a
large proportion of the public had returned for repeat visits."*̂  As the largest
cultural project ever organized in F,urope on the topic of immigration, it also
attracted the attention of the FXiropean Council in Strasbourg, which sent
experts to Paris to meet both the curators and exhibit participants.^^

Children of Immigration had been imagined by the director of the Center for
Industrial Creation (a division of the Pompidou Center), Paul Blanquart, as a
way of showcasing the creative potential of the children of immigrant workers
at a time when tensions between young people of North African origin and the
French police were particularly high, and the extreme Right party was gaining
political momentum. Many immigrant descendants lived in derelict housing
projects on the outskirts of France's largest cities, experienced difficulties in
school, high unemployment rates, violence, and racism. Between the months
of May 1982 and October 1983, a total of fifty-four people, mostly teenagers,
were either killed or seriously injured in racist incidents.'*' in response to this
societal violence, these young people were expressing their revolt through
innovative artistic creations, in music, amateur theater, dance, literature, and
film. It was this dynamic urban expression that Blanquart wanted to capture.
One question was at the origin of this unusual project: "how are these young
people going to change French society?" In other words "l...| which values,
which cultural transformations, which social practices, which relationships
with space, do the Children of Immigration represent?"^'̂  From its inception,
the main purpose of the exhibit was not simply to present artistic creations
produced by the descendants of immigrants, but rather to capture and display
the development of a new socio-cuitural context in 1980s France. On Decem-
ber 3, 1983, just a few weeks before the inauguration of the exhibit, France's
first March against Racism had arrived in Paris, welcomed by more than a
hundred thousand people.-*" Led primarily by Franco-Algerian young men and
women living in housing projects in Lyon, Marseille and Paris, the March was
seen as a major step forward in the reconciliation between these youth and the
greater French population. The Pompidou Center exhibit rode the wave of this
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exceptional moment and attracted a great number of visitors who had been
sensitive to the message of the March. However, one could not ignore the
political ambiguity surrounding the project: although Children of Immigration
was officially sponsored by the French Ministry of Culture, which provided 50
percent of the budget, the political context in 1984, marked by the rapid rise
of the extreme Right in local elections, kept the exhibit from being truly
embraced as a national cultural event. While the very popular Minister of Cul-
ture Jack Lang, who had participated in the March, appeared at the opening of
Children of Immigration, he refrained from pronouncing a speech that would
have officially sanctioned the role of immigrants, their descendants, and their
culture in French society.^"

Another significant ambiguity resided in the definition of the population
included under the title Children of Immigration. While a majority of immi-
grant descendants had obtained French nationality because of their birth in
France, many were still foreigners, ihey had either arrived in France as chil-
dren and were therefore immigrants themselves, or had chosen not to adopt
French nationality.'*' In 1980, there were 1.5 million foreigners who were less
than twenty-seven years old in France. Out of this number, 28.5 percent were
Portuguese, 27.4 percent were Algerian, 10.5 percent were Moroccan and Ihe
rest were divided among a dozen other nationalities.''- Statistically, there is no
precise count of how many individuals were French nationals of immigrant
parents, most probably several million if all origins are included. Despite these
statistics, and the large number of young people of Portuguese, Italian, and
Spanish origin living in France at the time, the exhibit focused mainly on
artists of Algerian descent.^* Overall, it was an event representing "Beur"
(Arab) culture, just as the March Against Racism had been nicknamed the
marche des Beurs by the media.̂ "* This situation can be seen as an expression of
the specific post-colonial relationship between French society and individuals
whose parents had experienced the Franco-Algerian independence war. Emo-
tionally torn between a society that violently rejected them, through urban
segregation, racism, or simply indifference, and parents who often refused to
talk about their traumatic past, young people of Algerian descent constructed
an original multifaceted cultural environment.^^ As the curators of the exhibit
traveled through France during the fall of 1983 to seek out young artists who
would participate in the January event, they noticed that young Franco-Alge-
rians were much more active culturally than any other group at the time, and
much more eager to present this original culture to the rest of French society.
According to the curators, it was difficult both to find Portuguese, West-
African, or Asian young performers, and to persuade them to participate. In
the end, as one organizer put it, "the priority was given to artists who had
something to say about their relationship with French society."^'' For this
reason. Children of Immigration focused on a very specific segment of urban cul-
ture, produced mainly by young people who lived in ghetto-like neighbor-
hoods around Paris, Lyon, or Marseille. The exhibit certainly did not represent
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immigrant descendants in general, and in particular not populations who
resided in smaller provincial towns, villages, or rural areas.^^

Many observers at the time saw the focus on immigrants of North African
origin as one of the major weaknesses of the event.^" Although a number of
artists from other backgrounds also participated, their performances were
rarely cited by the national media. Reinforcing the symbolic link between the
March Against Racism and the exhibit, the press mainly described Children of
Immigration as a event dedicated to "Beur" culture. 1 he most distasteful exam-
ple of this tendency can be found in a February 8 Liberation article, entitled
"Les jeunes immigres exposent a Beaubeur" [Young immigrants exhibit their
work at Beaubeur].^'' Ihe distinction between artists by national (or ethnic)
background also penetrated the internal organization of the event. According
to participants, the curators did not create enough opportunities for different
groups to meet around common themes, and the exhibit did not allow the
development of lasting ties between artists of different origins: "Ihe Blacks
didn't meet the Beurs, who didn't meet the Viets, who didn't meet the
Thos."''" Another limitation came from the exhibit's eclectic combination of
socio-cultural displays of everyday life, housing projects, or discrimination,
with authentic works of art. Several semi-professional artists who had allowed
their work to be shown in the exhibit and had been eager to participate at first,
regretted having been regarded simply as "immigrant children" and not as
true artists."' The case of Algerian sculptor Mohand Amara can be seen as a
perfect example of some of the ambiguities at the heart of this event. I he first
work of art pictured in the show's catalog was Amara's imposing sculpture Le
Cavalier [I'he Riderj, representing a large menacing man sitting on a fallen and
dying horse. The caption next to the image read:

Sculpture created by Mohand Amara, born in 1952 in Bougie (Algeria). An Algerian
national who came to France in 1953, he is a member of ANGI (Association for a
New Immigrant Generation) in AuberWlliers."

While this short text informed the reader about Amara's nationality and affil-
iation with an immigrant youth organization, it said nothing about his work
as a sculptor, or about his training at the Kcole des Beaux-Arts in Paris, or even
about the sculpture itself. In this text (and in the exhibit more generally)
Amara did not exist as an artist but as an Algerian who came to France as a
child, as a "child of immigration." Similar examples abound in the catalog and
the press articles covering the exhibit. In the rare cases when an artist's name
was mentioned, it was to discuss his or her biography and never the quality of
the work itself.''̂

Despite their initial intention to show "how these young people were
going to change French society," the organizers of Children of Immigration
were not able to overcome the objectification of the exhibit's participants as
members of a vaguely defined population related to "immigration" (not all
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immigrants and not only immigrants) and thus external to mainstream
French society. As Franz Fanon once explained about the situation of the
Black man in France, the "children of immigration" became "responsible for
their bodies, for their race, for their ancestors.""^ The foreignness of their par-
ents both included them in the exhibit while marking them as radically dif-
ferent from the rest of the French population. Developed out of a desire to
show a positive image of young people of immigrant descent and present a
response to the stereotypes circulating in the media at the time. Children of
Immigration never really managed to offer participants genuine visihility.
Rather, it presented the different strategies (including cultural) used by young
people of foreign origin to integrate into I-rench society. In their effort to put
the "children of immigration" on display, the organizers of the event unwit-
tingly expanded the gap between them and the native French population.
While the descendants of immigrants, in particular young people of Algerian
origin, did acquire a certain visibility through their mere participation in an
exhibit organized in a prestigious national art museum, one must question
the limits of this visibility. The over-determination of their identity, first as
"different" (foreign or born of foreign parents), then as members of a homo-
geneously defined group (children of immigration) where individual talents
were not recognized, obscured the subjectivity of the participants and their
specific contribution to French society. True visibility, however, requires self-
determination."^ Children of Immigration did not (could not?) offer this oppor-
tunity, and despite its social impact on the "Beur" community (it motivated
several young artists to continue their creative activities), the exhibit did lit-
tle to change the perception of immigrants, their children, and their cultures
by the rest of the French population.

I Paradoxically, the late 1980s and 1990s were marked by both the increas-
ing ethnicization of minority organizations and a reformulated focus by pub-
lic institutions on the "integration" of immigrants and their descendants
into the common cretiset |melting potj of French society.̂ ^ The political
emphasis of the Mitterrand years can be summarized in the following way:
prevent further immigration in order to guarantee the integration of those
who are already living in France, and in particular the descendants of immi-
grants.''̂  With the continuous rise of the extreme Right and the return of the
conservatives to the government in 1986, the accent was no longer placed on
promoting minority cultures, but rather on reinforcing the cultural cohesion
of the nation. This was also a period marked by grandiose commemorations
(such as the festivities for the bicentennial of the French Revolution in 1989),
the expansion of European integration, and new interrogations about French
national identity. In 1986, Jacques Chirac, prime minister of the first "cohab-
itation" government, defined his mission in the following terms: "The gov-
ernment is determined to take firm measures in order to reinforce the
security of the population, fight terrorism, and preserve the identity of our
national community.'"'*'It is not until the very end ot the I99()s that cultural
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pluralism became once again a national preoccupation.^^ A perfect example
of this new dynamic was the incredible explosion of national pride caused by
the victory of the French soccer team in the 1998 World Cup. The multieth-
nic team, descrihed as "Black, Blanc, Beur," was suddenly presented to the
world as the symbol of both a united, and culturally diverse French society.
This new recognition of the plurality of the French nation was followed a few
years later with the opening of the historical debate on the Franco-Algerian
past and in particular on the role of the French military in Algeria.''" As
discussions about the colonial past developed in the media, the place of
immigration history in the greater historiography of the French nation pro-
gressively became a topic of national interest. In 2001, Prime Minister Lionel
Jospin, elaborating on a report produced by the organization Generiques (in
collaboration with historians and numerous community-based organizations
throughout France), suggested the future opening of a Museum of Immi-
gration in Paris. I his project was reinstated by his successor, Jean-Pierre Raf-
farin, who decided in 2003 to launch a "Mission de Prefiguratioii" in charge
of evaluating both the contents and location of the future institution.
Presided by Jacques loubon (former minister of culture and mayor of Paris),
and composed of academics, immigrant representatives, and government
administrators, the Mission presented its final report to the government in
the spring of 2004.

Cite nationale de l'histoire de Timmigration

On July 8, 2004, the prime minister announced the official opening in 2(X)7 of
the Cite nationale de l'histoire de immigration, which will be located in the
Palais de la Porte Doree in Paris/' This new institution will include permanent
and temporary exhibits on immigration history, facilities enabling genealogi-
cal research on immigration records (naturalization documents and residency
cards), and a multimedia resource center for academic research on immigra-
tion studies.^^ The team in charge of the feasibility report had initially sug-
gested another name: "Centre de ressources et de memoire de I'immigration".
Raffarin's decision to change the name from "Centre" to the stronger "Cite
nationale" confirms the government's insistence on the role of this new insti-
tution as a national marker of French citizenship. Etymologically, the term
"cite" stems from the Latin "civitas" meaning at the same time "community
of citizens," "the territory where citizens live," and "town."'' The prime min-
ister had rejected the denomination "museum" for two reasons: first, because
the new institution is intended as a dynamic and evolving space; second,
because the project is not funded or directly sponsored by the Ministry of Cul-
ture, officially in charge of French museums. Before turning to a discussion of
the projected contents of the new Cite or the location chosen, it is important
to reflect on the prime minister's goals for this institution.



112 Brigitte Jelen

From the very beginning, in Raffarin's initial letter to Toubon in 2003, the
new institution is presented as an instrument meant to help "renew the bonds
of national cohesion" which have been challenged in recent years by tensions
between the French state and certain elements of the Muslim community.''''
The increasing cultural segregation of certain immigrant communities encour-
aged a strong symbolic response from the government. For Raffarin, the very
image of France and its ability to assimilate foreign populations are at stake in
this new project:

The main ambition of this new resource center will be to make mentalities evolve
regarding immigration, tioth tor immigrants themselves, their close descendants,
and for the iiost society. Ihrough the definition of this project, it is 'a certain idea
of France' and of the Republic that ts at stake."

For the French government, this new institution must develop new represen-
tations of immigration and immigrants. Its purpose is first and foremost ped-
agogical: a typical visitor should come out of an exhibit having learned about
immigration history, but most importantly, having changed his or her per-
ception about immigration and immigrants.^'' The Cite should also be an
"identity marker for twenty-first century France."^^ According to loubon, the
political and cultural significance of such an institution is considerable, both
for the French and immigrant population, but also for the very definition of
French national identity:

This project will constitute, for all French citizens and for all those who live in
France, an instrument of knowiedge, of tolerance, and integration, that will rein-
force naiional cohesion in a country whose identity is more than ever based on tra-
dition, openness, and diversity.̂ "

What comes across in these declarations is the government's intention to sig-
nificantly reinforce the bonds between immigrant communities, their descen-
dants, and the rest of the French population, through the incorporation of
immigration history into the national history of France. The troubling sen-
tence discussed in the introduction: "'! heir history is our history" finds here its
entire justification. The message is clearly: "Despite their ethnic, religious, or
cultural differences, allof these people have become French." It is not: "France
is a multiethnic society, let's celebrate the historical construction of this diver-
sity." As the report suggests, the new institution "must make (people] want to
be French, share a common destiny [and it must] show the generosity and
openness of France."-"* For a historian, a sentence such as this sounds remark-
ably similar to nineteenth-century declarations about "the great civilizing mis-
sion" of the French nation. Just as the Third Republic sought to transform
"Peasants into Frenchmen," the Fifth Republic appears to want to celebrate its
ability to transform "Immigrants into Frenchmen.'"*"

1 he initial conclusions regarding the contents of the future Cite were pre-
sented in a recent international conference in Paris on immigration muse-
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ums."' The main museum space will likely be divided into a permanent
exhibit, located in the central hall of the Palais de la Porte Doree, and several
temporary exhibits, located in rooms on the sides of the central hall and on
the first floor.**̂  A multimedia resource center as well as computerized access to
genealogical documents is planned. Finally, the Cite is supposed to serve as a
hub in a network of regional centers and museums interested in immigration
history. The permanent exhibit is currently the most debated and controver-
sial aspect of the project. For the moment, it has been suggested that a multi-
media display entitled "Reperes" and covering approximately 1,500 square
meters will represent chronologically the different stages and important
events of the history of immigration from the nineteenth century until
today"' At different moments in this linear progression, thematic displays will
be inserted, around themes such as "immigrants and sports" or "artists and
intellectuals."**^ A preview of the permanent exhibit was produced as a docu-
mentary film and presented at the December conference. Using archival doc-
uments (pictures and films) and a rather monochord voice commentary, the
film presented, in chronological order, the arrival of the different "waves" of
immigrant populations, from Germans and Belgians in the nineteenth cen-
tury to liastern Europeans and Asians today.**̂  Beyond the troubling manner in
which the film "glided" through majors themes such as wars, colonization,
and decolonization, it is the chronological method that many viewers ques-
tioned. By describing immigration history as a seamless process whereby one
foreign population is successively replaced by another as it integrates into the
host society, the chronological presentation conceals the complexity of the
migration process. First, it does not take into account the fundamentally
transnational dimension of emigration/immigration: the majority of immi-
grant workers and their families (regardless of their nationality) did not sud-
denly arrive and remain in France. Many of them traveled back and forth
between their homeland and France, sometimes for decades. Many immi-
grants (the Portuguese are a case in point) maintain homes in both countries,
and organize their lives across national borders rather than within them. Sec-
ond, the chronological presentation tends to reinforce the widespread idea
that previous immigrants were easier to assimilate than more recently arrived
populations. Finally, the chronological presentation is historically inaccurate,
as it overlooks the individual experiences of people who came to France at a
different time than their national community For instance. North African
traders visited France as early as the nineteenth century, both before and dur-
ing the colonial era, and some even began businesses in Paris or Marseille.
These pioneers, who came to France before the mass-migration of their com-
munity, will most probably be absent from the permanent exhibit as it is cur-
rently imagined.**" ITie same could be said of European migrants moving to
France today, decades after their compatriots initially immigrated to France.
This chronological vision of history tends to assimilate population move-
ments to a geological process, where successive strata (immigrant communi-



114 Brigitte Jelen

ties) construct the human matter of the host society. It does not take into
account individual experiences or non-linear transnational journeys, while
artificially creating homogeneous population groups by nationality.

One of the central problems with this approach lies in the very idea of a
Center for Immigration History as opposed to a Center for Migration History.
The denomination "immigration" naturally creates a gap between individuals
whose families emigrated from foreign nations into France and individuals
whose families have been in France for many generations. It pre-supposes
that a culturally homogeneous French nation existed in the nineteenth cen-
tury and that foreigners came from abroad to assimilate into this society**^
Creating a gap between "French" and "foreigners" also seems to go against the
effort to construct an inclusive history of a multiethnic French popuiation.
Indeed, the new institution's denomination created a number of problems for
the committee in charge of selecting its contents.**" What criteria should cura-
tors choose when selecting potential exhibits? Should nationality or place of
birth determine whether a population is included or not? Two complex exam-
ples were discussed and left unresolved: the case of citizens born in the French
Caribbean and the case of the Harkis (Algerian Muslims who collaborated
with the French military during the Franco-Algerian war). Both communities
are French, yet for ethnic or racial reasons they are often thought of as immi-
grants and are victims of similar instances of discrimination and racism.
Hence, their social history closely resembles that of other Black or North-
African immigrants."^ On the other hand, because ol their French nationality,
both groups strongly resent being confused with Immigrants or foreigners,
and would most probably dislike being included in a Center for Immigration
History."" If the Cite had focused on the more general topic of population
movements, it would have been possible to include the histories of foreigners
and citizens, of people from abroad but also of internal migrants. It would
have made a lot of historical sense to compare the adaptation experiences of
a Corsican worker and an Algerian worker coming to Paris in the 1920s. Indi-
viduals from both communities would probably have found out, in such an
exhibit, that many of their ancestors' initial difficulties (with housing, dis-
crimination, urban life) were similar, while other circumstances (ethnicity,
religion) had made their lives evolve differently, finally, such an approach
would also have allowed a more complex comparison of situations within eth-
nic groups: it is probable that there are more differences between an Algerian
man moving to Paris in the 192()s and an Algerian man moving to Paris today,
than between that first Algerian and a French peasant fleeing rural life at the
beginning of the twentieth century. A Center for Migration History would
have had the advantage of normalizing the process of migration. Rather than
presenting immigration as a process by which foreigners set foot on a well-
defined and culturally homogeneous nation, it would have been more inter-
esting to approach population movements as one of the central features of
modern industrial development.
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finally, it is important to reflect on the choice of tbe building that will
host the new Cite. As tbe prime minister confirmed, the new institution will
be located in the Palais de la Porte Doree, in eastern i^aris."' fbis building has
a complex history. Built as the only permanent edifice of the 1931 Interna-
tional Colonial Kxposition in Paris, it was supposed to "symbolize the entire
work realized in the colonies by the French genius, in the past and the pre-
sent.""^ Extensively decorated with colonial art, its ceilings and walls are cov-
ered with large painted frescoes and sculptures representing (mainly
half-naked) native colonial poptilations from Africa and Asia in variotis tropi-
cal settings. By its general structure and its interior design, this building con-
stitutes a classic example of art deco style. Closed at the end of the exposition
in November 19.̂  1, it was reopened four years later as the Museum of Overseas
France. Both an art museum and a "Musee de Societe," this institution dis-
played tbe official representation of colonial ideology to Frencb and foreign
visitors.'*' After decolonization, it became the Museum of African and Oceanic
Arts, which has now been moved to the new museum opening on the Quai
Branly. Classified as a historical monument, its general architecture and inte-
rior design cannot be modified.

I'alais de la f*orte Dor^e, entrance, f'hotograph by author.
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I'afais de la I'ortc Doree, central hall, fresco detail. Photograpfi by author.

Although several participants in the feasibility committee strongly
objected to this location, arguing that the French public would easily confuse
colonial representations witb the stereotypes used to describe post-colonial
immigrants today, the choice has officially been made, it is now up to bistori-
ans and the artistic directors of the new Cite to redefine the symbolic repre-
sentations of this particular space. According to Toubon's report, in order to
implement a Center for Immigration History in a building dedicated to the
promotion of colonial history, it will be necessary to "deconstruct the imagery
inherited from colonization, and turn these symbols inside-out like a glove."'̂ ''
The report suggests focusing tbe first major temporary exhibit on European
immigration, in order to show "tbat the page of colonial history is definitively
turned" and that immigration does not necessarily mean post-colonial immi-
gration.̂ *̂  With this project, and the choice of tbis specific "Lieu de Memoire"
of French colonialism, the government is offered an unexpected opportunity
to begin rewriting nationai history tbrough the construction of cultural
bridges between colonial and post-colonial times. Although the history of
immigration should not be reduced to the history of post-colonial migrants,
contemporary debates about immigration remain centered on the manage-
ment of ethnic and religious diversity.̂ " The colonial question of how to incor-
porate Islam into the French religious sphere has yet to be resolved in
post-colonial France.*"" The implementation of this new institution might be a
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chance for the French government to finally confront the history of colonial-
ism and its legacies. 1 be chosen location, Le Palais de la Porte Doree, could be
seen as a palimpsest, a space where successive layers of meaning, respectively
colonial and post-colonial, have been and will be inscribed. To fully appreci-
ate and understand this particular place and tbe contents of future exhibits,
the visitor will have to "read" through these different narratives in order to
reconstitute a more general history of French society. While this may seem a
difficult challenge for the Center's curators, it could offer formidable peda-
gogical possibilities. In recent years, historians of colonialism have been devel-
oping more complex and subtle narratives of colonial relationships. Histories
of everyday life, of cultural exchanges, and of multifaceted power networks,
have replaced earlier narratives based on a strict dichotomy between colonizer
and colonized.*"" Those who will be in charge of tbe design and contents of the
future Center for Immigration History will face tbe challenge of addressing the
complexity of the colonial/post-colonial relationship while remaining vigi-
lant to any explanatory shortcuts seeking to obscure the less glorious elements
of trance's recent past.

Conclusion

In comparing three different cultural projects, Mnsiuqiie, Les Enfants de Vim-
migmtkm and the Cite nationale de I'histoire de I'immigration, this articie has
sought to highlight continuities and discontinuities in the way immigrant
culture has been perceived in France for the past thirty years. While the main
difference lies in the creation of a national center for immigration history (an
unthinkable project ten years ago), the core discourse about immigration,
integration, and cultural difference, remains quite similar throughout time.'^
Mosaique had been created, in 1977, as a television program for immigrants,
presenting immigrant culture as explicitly foreign and external to French
society. 1 he show had two main objectives: allow immigrants to stay in touch
with their cultural roots while presenting foreign cultures to the French pub-
lic. Because of its reliance on foreign institutions for some of its programming
and its lack of independence from the French government, Mosdique pre-
sented a very polished and rather superficial image of immigrant social and
cultural life. While it made foreign cultures visible on French public televi-
sion, it carefully avoided any discussion abotit the role of immigrants and
their culture in an increasingly multi-etbnic French society. When the show
ended and was not replaced, foreign cultures (and their bearers) disappeared
from French television.

During the 1980s, immigrants were replaced in the French public sphere
by their (mostly French-born) children. The political activism of young men
and women of immigrant descent, the development of new hybrid cultural
forms, as well as the increasing visibility of urban violence, significantly desta-
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bilized commonly held assumptions about French national identity. New
questions regarding the visibility of ethnic, cultural, and religious differences
came to the forefront.'"" They engendered constructive reactions, such as the
exhibit Les Enfants tie i'immisrution, but also violent rejection movements from
the extreme Right. The tremendous visibility of the "Beur" phenomenon in
the media also had the consequence of making all other minorities invisible.
Who remembers today that young people of Vietnamese, Portuguese, and
West African origin organized and participated in the second march against
racism (Convergence) in 1984? Individual recognition remained a problem
throughout this period, and many young artists and activists were unable to
overcome the "Beur" stereotype.'"' At the national level, the political fixation
on the question of integration made it difficult to address the changing nature
of French society. A telling example of the dominant discourse of the time,
Michele Tribalat's government-sponsored study, Faire Erance, explicitly sought
to quantify the integration level of different immigrant (or immigrant-origin)
populations in France according to criteria sucb as language used in the home,
friendship networks, and culinary habits.'"-

An Initial analysis of the goals and contents of the future Cite reveals the
historical permanence of the debate between integration and tbe visibility of
cultural differences in contemporary France. While the creation of a new insti-
tution dedicated explicitly to immigration history will put immigrants and
their descendants in the spotlight, this new visibility might also attract signif-
icant negative reactions. In 1999, the organization of an exhibit on North
African immigration in Grenoble triggered a violent demonstration by the
extreme Right as well as strong reactions from local pied-noirs organizations;
similar incidents could take place in Paris if nothing is done to inform the
French population about the significance of this new institution.'*" Further-
more, despite wbat had been announced in the feasibility report, no wide-
spread consultation of the immigrant community and no collection of
testimonies or objects for the Cite have yet been organized. Without the
involvement of the main protagonists, the Cite risks being a Hfeiess institu-
tion, developed by immigration specialists, about immigrants, but without
immigrants. Yet, this new space could also be a tremendous opportunity to
move beyond a simple description of the transformation of "immigrants into
Frenchmen" and address the question of multiple allegiances and identities in
twenty-first-century France. This new institution should make it possible to
finally reverse the gaze and ask: How have immigrants and their descendants
changed France? Only then will the new Cite truly play its role as a universal
commtmity of citizens.
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14. The Moroccan and Portuguese communities were particularly effective in pressur-
ing their governments to obtain Arabic and Portuguese language classes for their
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