The meanings and usages of “ethnicization”:

Ethnic social relations from a majoritarian perspedive

Héléne BERTHELEU

What is the meaning of the “ethnicization of sbcelationships”, a French neologism
that has flourished since appearing just a few syeago? Almost as remarkable as its
popularity in France is its complete absence in Almglo-Saxon world and in French-
speaking areas like Quebec. Given the extent toctwhturope and North America
communicate about migration and immigration, interetmeilationships, cultural diversity
policy and the fight against discrimination, how we explain this curious phenomenon?
This article will attempt to contextualize the exgsien and clarify its “social” meanings, its
scientific merit and its theoretical and ideologidgaplications. A recent expression that
seems to have first surfaced in 1995, it is temptingigeonhole “ethnicization” as a mere by-
product of “ethnicity”. But upon closer examinatiome find that actual usage of the term
short-circuits a hasty reading and prompts us toettzoth the geneology of the expression
and the conditions under which it emerged.

In contrast to the notion of ethnicization, thencept of ethnicity has been the object
of theoretical exploration in a number of countfi@sthe past thirty years. Beginning in the
1970s, North American sociologists and anthropotsgisogressively molded the concept
into a means of describing social situations charad by interethnic relationships seen
from a dynamic, constructivist perspectivBasing their work for the most part on the early
writings of Max Webe?, these scholars developed ethnicity into a notiwt is no longer
essentialist or substantiafisind by doing so allowed us to discover both thieative and
subjective aspects of the relationships betweenietgroups. Far from focusing exclusively
on the cultural dimensions of interethnic sociahtienships, their findings turn our attention
to how ethnic relations interface with class anadge relations. These findings also
underline the heuristic potential of the concepe tluits transversal nature, that is, the idea
that ethnic relations, however cultural they magnsgare also intrinsically economic and
political.

Although several French-speaking authors have ymed excellent work on this
topic?, theoretical development of the concept of ethyibis not seen as much success in
France as abroad Regardless of the value of the new questiortsttigaconcept of ethnicity
makes it possible for us to ask, historical andtigal factors have long caused the concept to
be ignored if not rejected outright. Without eladting on the underlying context of this

! See especially E.C.W. Isajiw (1974), N. GlazeP IMoynihan (1975), and Roosens (1989).
2 See Elke Winter's summary (2004).
¥ Among French-language materials, the writings eh&@lian Danielle Juteau (1999) and Belgian
Albert Bastenier (2004) are especially insightful.
4 See P. Poutignat and J. Streiff-Fenart (1995)thait translation of the pioneering research of F.
Barth (1969). See also D. Juteau (1999), V. de Rudtlal. (2000), P.J. Simon (1970, 1993, 1997), M.
Martiniello (1995) and more recently V. Geisserq@Pand A. Boubeker (2003).
® In this regard, the inclusion of the term in themes of laboratories or in the titles of research
programs can be revealing. Among francophone csnitit is appears frequently in Belgium and in
Quebec but hardly ever in France.
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phenomenon, let us recall that in the 1990s, numedrdaBectuals, researchers, journalists,
and community social workers insisted on the needresist fragmentation and the
“Americanization” or “balkanization” of French sotye As they denounced the increasing
number of distinctions and special features, thecephof ethnicity became embroiled in a
political turmoil so closely linked to the questiaf national identity that rejecting the
concept was seen as the means to buoy up flaggidpliean, universal values. As authors
such as F. Lorcerie (1994) and V. Geisser (1999¢ lsuggested, this situation caused and
continues to cause the scientific community to ptielattention to issues associated with
ethnic differentiation. The dearth of scientifinadysis left the question of ethnicity to be
largely defined by the discourse on social andtipalipractices (Boubeker, 2003).

It is the aim of this paper to distance ourselwesnfthis view of ethnicity, a view
directly informed by the wish to diagnose so-callsensitive” situations and implement or
evaluate public policy. Imbued with a concern foiblic order and population management,
it is an approach that reflects a majoritarian Vie# situations, relations and norms. Our
goal, in contrast, is to understand, simultaneoasly as part of the same dynamic, not one
but several perspectives and to examine how thégctathe social divisions, classification
and frontiers of which they are the product.

After being neglected by the French scientific comityufor so many years, then, the
term “ethnicity” is now making way for the term “ethization”. The most reliable French
studies on this question have defined ethnicizatasn the process in which ethnic
categorizations emerge in real-life situations iarfée (Poutignat and Streiff-Fénart, 1995; De
Rudder, 1995; Palomares, 2005). “Ethnicization” higst frequently used to describe and
understand conflicts involving population groupsrofmigrant origin, conflicts that often take
place in schools, in neighbourhoods, in busesublipservice counters and in the workplace.
But in becoming thus generalized, the meaning oépeession seems to have shifted.

1. THE “FRANK” SUCCESS OF A NEW EXPRESSION

Our inquiry begins with an investigation of thepidhrise in popularity of this new
term. At first glance, “ethnicization” seems aidative of the concept of ethnicity. But it
also has roots in the term “ethnie”, a word that bame to be denigrated and abandoned by
researchers including ethnologists who now pre@hriic group”. The concept of ethnic
groups as it is understood by most researchers toalaype traced to the paradigm of ethnic
boundaries developed by Fredrik Barth (1969), agigm that has been widely adopted by
anthropologists and sociologists alike. What isawal about the current situation in France is
that “ethnie” is now unheard of and “ethnicity” marely used, whereas “ethnicization”
captivates most if not all those who write on thiestion. Why has “ethnicity” been rejected
and not “ethnicization”? One answer could be thespite the obvious semantic proximity of
the two terms, the users of those terms considatishiaction of meaning between them to be
dramatic enough to require separate terminology.

But another explanation is also compelling. Coildbe that the success of
“ethnicization” lies precisely in the fact thatallows users t@avoid the concept of ethnicity,
despite the theoretical research that has givemiaih such a solid basis? If this is the case,
we must identify the theoretical or ideological @as that researchers, journalists, elected
officials, urban planners, executives of large cong® and others all make the same
semantic choice, for it is by understanding theirivaions that we can establish the heuristic

® The question of national identify has tremendakiénce in France. In the 1990s, this influence
crystallized in the French model of integrationtteaught as much to qualify past processes as to
assert how things should be done going forward.

" In the sociological meaning of the term "majoraati as defined by C. Guillaumin (2002 éd.

1972).



(or non-heuristic) nature of this neologism. Dogesaof “ethnicization” represent a new and
original view of interethnic relations or are theyther an admission of the degree to which
the concept of ethnicity remains vague if not shdnineFrance? Our present inquiry quickly
brings us face-to-face with the uniquely Frenchidifty of conceiving interethnic relations
from a sociological viewpoint. Indeed we will sd&tt the expression promotes a certain
shifting and sliding between theoretical and idgaal positions that has thrived particularly
well in the French milieu.

We are not alone in raising this issue. Sevetablars do likewise when they remark
upon the difficulty of using the notion of ethniation without a clear definition of its
meaning. In his introduction to a research progoanthe subject, Jean-Paul Payet (2007)
stressed the necessity of clarifying the sociabesaof “ethnicity”: “Whoever undertakes to
review the literature on the ethnicization of sbdielations (especially in the field of
education) is quickly confronted by an epistemolabgjgroblem, namely that in France, the
category of ethnicity is a recent constructionislttherefore necessary to determine what
research and institutional jargons mean when theythis category”.

Our present goal therefore is to do just thatpiider to go beyond semantic and
ideological facets and clarify the social procestes underlie various usages of the new
term. To this end, we selected approximately foetstd written by a range of authors and
published either in scientific journals or in theitten or electronic press between 2000 and
2006. The authofsvhose work we selected fell into four categoriéhittle or no overlap.
The first category consists of francophone sodi#rdists (sociologists, psychologists, and
political scientists from France and, less frequgritom Belgium), some of whom were
specialists in the matter. The second categoryistsnsf editors of weekly publications and
journalists writing for written dailies. The thihtegory is the hardest to define. It includes
intellectuals, stakeholders, activists, electediciafifs—in short, political actors working
individually or as representatives of movements garties or else occupying some particular
social or political position. The final categorymsade up of individuals personally recounting
their professional practices in companies, sociakwo urban management.

Our study was exploratory in nature and did narmfit to exhaustively inventory all
usages of the new expression. Nor did it endeaventimerate its occurrence in the different
categories of authors/texts: the categories wekhg foralized once the material was actually
collected. Rather it aimed to identify the most fret usages in the selected material, note
the diversity or homogeneity of those usages anat pavalid semantic portrait. We will see
that differences between categories of authors/textre not central to the differentiation of
usages. While we uncovered a variety of semantio@ations, what was most striking was
the consistent nebulosity of the meanings attribtdetie terms by a range of authors. These
meanings were repeatedly characterized by shifisstides: from scientific logic to a more
normative “social” position, from a more normativecgl” position to a political application
that occasionally referred to experts on the subjeonsidered an important one) or
appropriated the term for the development of pulilicges that would take ethnic inequality
into better account.

2. EXPOSING THE CATEGORIZATION PROCESS

Analysis of the texts we selected soon discloseldse relationship between the ideas
of ethnicization and categorizatibriThe journalist who deplored “the ethnicization thé

8 We prefer that these authors remain anonymousdier ¢o retain the focus on their material and the

meanings expressed therein. The authors’ staawscylarly their professional status, is sometimes

relevant to our analysis but other times is not.

° Social categorization involves two groups of indials: those who designate and must agree on

how to make their designations, and those who aesggdated and in general have no choice to be
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student-teacher relationship” in schools; the jatining officer who expressed concern over
“the ethnicization of professional relationships tire social work sector”; theontrat de
ville'® bureaucrat who denounced “the ethnicization dadti@hships” among dwellers of the - { commentaire [31] : Je te

suburbs (théanlieue) in all caseswe witnessed usages whose meaning approximated “th ggﬁ‘fgﬁgﬁeﬂ"gg gﬂebjzsdteuﬁag
salience of ethnic categories”. Similarly, but dditfurther back in time, pioneer Jean-Paul | contrat de ville dans le context
Payet described the modes of ethnic categorizatasbserved in schools and did not hesitate | gias e ) o' mo" Pieate
to qualify identity-seeking dynamics in terms of atlity, “a dimension of social identity and online.calinclude/getdoc.php?id
classification in the school environment that actespecially evoke” in times of conflict ~ (=/51&article=r26&mode=pdf
(Payet, 1997).
Processes of ethnic categorization account fagrifieant portion of the phenomena
explored by sociology, especially the sociology i@éntity creation and the devastating
subjective effects of stigmatization. This body ekearch describes the construction of
negative identity (individual and collective consttions of invisibility, shame, personal or
collective rage, self-destructive behaviour, etiagt mainly occurs when categorizations are
strongly asymmetrical or unequal. More rarely, thsearch portrays the construction of
positive identity built on a less asymmetrical baishe price of a process of identification
and differentiation.
And yet these analyses seem engrossed if not potined by multiple manifestations
of the process of categorization to the point thaly neglect to so much as mention other
processes, like communalization (Weber, 1922; Jut#899; Winter, 2005; Billion, 2007)
and majority/minority relations (Guillaumin, 1972; ®antonio, 2001), that either concern
more than categorization or do not concern it latfald yet these phenomena merit our full
attention because they allow us to understand hew ethnic boundaries emerge and how
groups and individuals act to transform or (re)maa social distinctions. The theoretical
framework proposed by the experts on these phenofseeaGuillaumin in particular) also
allows us to investigate the effect of majoritarimarsus minoritarian status on the
individuation process experienced by all of us, clkver side of the ethnic boundary we
happen to be on. Recent theoretical developmeriteitynited States, Canada and Belgium
have shown that ethnicity is never just the prodefcethnic categorization, regardless of
whether categorization takes place in the contéxxplicit public policy, as in Canada, or
whether it occurs more implicitly in day-to-day irdetions and relationships, as in France. It
is clear, then, that a superficial vision of ethr@tations (doubtless the only vision compatible
with the uniquely French way of obscuring the idsusdermines the theoretical potential of
ethnicity.
These remarks are not intended to downplay thafiignce of ethnic categorization
as far as social relations and the constructiogrofips and identity in France is concerned.
Rather we wish to point out that an incomplete tgpment of this analysis is likely to
detract from the formulation of an impartial and corheresive approach to the phenomenon
of ethnicity. By impartial and comprehensive, we man approach that (1) refuses to reduce
ethnic social relations to the ethnic categorizatabserved in social interactions and (2)
avoids interpreting minorities’ affirmation of theéthnic identity as nothing more than a
reaction to categorization by the dominant group.

3. ETHNICIZATION OR DIMINISHING THE THEORETICAL POENTIAL OF
ETHNICITY

designated or not. Depending on the case, acaaptahone’s designation can be voluntary or

involuntary, spontaneous or forced: the objectiadabce of power obliges the powerless party to

acquiesce. See C. Guillaumin (1972).

19 A contrat de villeis a social territorial contract between differlvels of government aimed at

improving consistency in government policies inearsuch as culture, education, and infrastructure.
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Our review of social scientists’ usage of the téathnicization” in the material we
selected revealed a recurring fear of reachingngmasse. One sociologist warned against
“the dangers of the wholesale ethnicization of gheial realm” while another presaged “an
utterly ethnicized interpretation of reality” and political scientist cautioned against
“ethnicizing our study of the political environmenExactly what is meant by “the wholesale
ethnicization of the social realm”? That the reskar’s lens could be clouded by an entirely
“ethnicized” vision of the world? In other word$iat he or she could fall prey to seeing
ethnicity everywhere, even where there might bk lgthnicity or none? But is gauging the
significance of ethnicity in a given situation lgalhat we are trying to do?

Along the same lines, but adopting a more actives,t@n psychologist advocated
“resisting ethnicization” while a political sciestideplored “the runaway ethnicization of
interactions and the resulting discrimination”. liogly or explicitly, most social science
writings developed the idea that ethnicization &giesof “obscuring the reality of social
cleavages”. Most journalists also urged us to beoonguard: “Are we going to let them
ethnicize the bar brawl?” asked one after whatdresiclered a mere street fight was regarded
by a colleague as an act of anti-Semitism. Muchugdision took an even more militant tone:
one writing asserted incompatibility between reprdsli ideals and the “ethnicization of the
social realm” while another, written by the leadéan antiracist movement, urged readers to
rise up against this “new form of the dominant idgg!' and a third, posted on a radical
militant website, declared itself “against worlthmitization”. Insofar as elected officials were
concerned, the expression was little used by mesndferaditional parties but was repeatedly
referenced by activists and independent represeesatwho decried ethnicization along the
same lines as the authors cited above (“ethnicizatidhe petrification of social relations”,
wrote an activist in a report submitted to the gowant). In contrast to these authors, a few
lone voices argued for a more pragmatic consideratioethnic and racial discrimination.
This was the case of a company executive who gaventitter a positive spin: “In my view,
the ethnicization of companies is a good thing”. Wihis statement, the writer was not
approving the process of stigmatization or categion through successive social
interactions, as documented by E. Goffman, but wtser campaigning for better recognition
and assessment of ethnic diversity within the wiakg so as to identify and hopefully
counter discrimination at the source.

Thus warned of “the dangers of the wholesale ethation of the social realm”, we
could react by striking a theoretical balance betwan overly ethnicized reading and the
rejection of ethnicity pure and simple. But whiles tnoderation of this idea is appealing, it
lacks a methodological foundation: how does one “mmedsethnicity without either
exaggerating or underestimating its structuring capa To draw an analogy to feminist
epistemology as understood today in the socialnse', can we assert that the role of
sociology is to find the right dose of feminism begamhich we succumb to ideology? It is
obvious that the question should be asked diffgrenThe idea of striking a theoretical
balance speaks more to the discomfort that the comtegthnicity evokes in France than it
does of a scientifically justified compromise. By eading the idea that the researcher’s job
is to follow a middle road (neither too much “ethimétion” that would obstruct an objective
view of reality nor the complete denial of ethnieepbmena), we give way and thereby take
part in the mixing of political and scientific vdmalaries—something from which we are
trying to distance ourselves. We do not suggest $baiologists pay no heed to French
readers’ reluctance to discuss ethnicity or thay tignore the larger question of how society
receives research projects in general. But it agpdificult to assess the potential of a
concept when its scientific usages are exclusiddiermined by political prudence. This

1 At the 2007 Congress of thssociation canadienne-francaise pour I'avancentst sciencesa
consortium of four Canadian universities held a idogy symposium entitled “Feminist
Epistemology and Social Differentiation”.
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position also precludes us from challenging an esirggly alarmist vision of ethnicity as a
pathological dimension of social relations.

4. ETHNICIZATION AS A PATHOLOGICAL PHENOMENON

Emile Durkheim was the first to distinguish the nokfinam the pathological (1889).
Durkheim argued that social phenomena considereadtigty to be pathological, like crime
and suicide, are in fact “normal” or ordinary phenomethat is to say, phenomena that occur
in all societies. Without going too far in the arg) with deviance and crirfe we should
recall that one of the fundamental principles ofiglogy is the difference between social
problems and sociological problems. Initially rejecés a purely American “social problem”,
ethnicity was next discarded as a sociologicalpestive that could not be applied in France.
Its present incarnation seems to be in the forntluiieization, an embarrassing pathological
phenomenon that marks French society, threatend seleiions and spreads like gangrene in
underprivileged urban areas long spared contamimatio

In the wake of the sociology of social movementgess authors have hypothesized
that the ethnicization of French society in a podtistrial world in crisis is proof of the
failure of the French model of integration, a reactio social and urban exclusion, the sign of
an anomic society and of profound social dysfunctioa to a breakdown in the “normal”
social process of integration. The media also contyn@roke the simplified idea of the crisis
of industrial society leading to social phenomeneatier social “problems” that we have
classified under the term “exclusion”, causing pgedp fight back or take refuge in ethnic
withdrawal and ethnic tensions and explaining thppery slope to ethnicization. The
expressions we encountered in our literature reviewe lucid in their evocations of danger
in the way of a trap or a dormant illness waitingtopt®. Take for example this excerpt
written by a sociologist: “the temptation of ethfydn schools has long been latent, and
changes in society and the education system havedsii into life”. Further on: “The
education system is making greater and greaterfusthmic categories, and schools are
increasingly transforming social and school refaimto ethnic relations”.

5. REDUCING SOCIAL ETHNIC RELATIONS TO CLASS RELATINS

Directly or indirectly, the term “ethnicization” tils suggests a divergence from the
natural evolution of social interactions, a patigidal mutation of “normal” social relations,
meaning class relations. Whether at school, indbmmunity or at work, a group or an
individual who expresses his or her disagreemenbdpposition by virtue of a collective
“ethnic” identity will have his or her reasoningdged unsubstantiated, misleadihgr
outright dangerous, because it is perilously néar lrink of culturalism, essentialism or,
worse, masked neo-racism.

In neo-Marxist approaches like Hechter's (1976earchers are mainly interested in
the mobilizing potential of ethnicity in the conteot relations that may first appear to be
“ethnic” relations but on a deeper level are atyuelass relations. While this matter is open

2 This analogy is a slippery slope if ever there was and risks confronting us despite our will véth
reality that is very much a part of present-dag Ithe amalgamation of criminality and immigratimn
what some have called “the criminalization of imraigpn”. See Salvatore Pallida (1999).
13 Our reading of this phenomenon is shared by nunseesperts on racism who deplore the fact that
so many consider racism a disorder or a theme tmddglized in times of crisis instead of studying
the social relations that actually inform raciaatiurse. See Réa (1998) and Bastenier (2004).
* The idea of ethnic identity as a naive or evengdesus illusion was the credo of most Marxist
theorists of ethnic relations and was later shdmgd-rench sociology as a whole. This idea was
profoundly influenced by the preponderance of tBecial Question” in French history.
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to debat&, several scholars now believe that ethnic soeialtions are just as transversal as
class and gender relations, and that they intevibtother kind of relations while remaining
distinct. Let us briefly take the example of schodisplored in numerous newspaper articles
as having become the setting for ethnicization phema. Led by P. Bourdieu, sociologists
have long underlined the significance of the sooial‘class” dimension of an education
system whose ethnic dimension has now also beegnizeal (Lorcerie, 2003). In the light of
the history of French schools, French secularisththa egalitarian mission that the French
Republic entrusted to the national education systents inception, actors in the field of
education have no choice but to regard class, geantt ethnic inequality as dysfunctional.
But what can a sociologist with a descriptive andlgtical perspective consider “abnormal”?
Can s/he be truly surprised by the fact that thequal social relations that characterize
society are also present in schools? We now knaw ittequalities not only exist in the
classroom but are in fact produced there, within demmterethnic relationships that ban us
from indicting any single player, be it students éimeir migrant families, teachers and their
pedagogy or the way that the education systent is@rganized. Schools are not and have
never been sheltered from any kind of social dizssion; indeed we would be hard put to
explain why the porosity of the education systetates to class and gender relations alone.
As early as the 1980s, a significant body of “iottural” research revealed new questioning
taking place within schools on this subject andidogists (most notably J.-P. Payet)
undertook to describe interethnic relations in fleBut this worldview has long remained
marginal.

Nowadays, however, classifications such as the®e being partially (and not
impartially) rediscovered as a new form of dominatioatshould notexist in France. We are
not far from blaming the United States for this assio many other thing® But the truth is
that migrant children have long been as “invisiblén schools as their migrant parents have
been in so many other spheres of social life. Degbtlwhat is new today are the statements
or actions of those whose minority status once Hant relegated to the background,
confined to a “polite” attitude or restricted to averly scripted role. Without going into the
riots of November 2005, we can interpret the increasing number of micnoflazis in past
years (demands, protests, acts of resistance anptiims of the public ordeéf)as a means
of constructing relations or even as a positivenfaf socialization, as G. Simmel (1995! 1
ed. 1912) suggested when he wrote that confliobtsonly inherent to social life but in one
way contributes to its growth and development. Tdreguage of conflict also allows its
speakers to adopt distinct positions and, in sogloagree on their respective right to exist

!5 Danielle Juteau reproduces part of the angloplebate in French, including for example the work
of D. Stasiulis (1990) who adopts a Marxist positamd refutes the existence of ethnic and racial
relations, referring their study to the study afatbgies.
' The scientific version of this position has, fiemimore, helped to fuel the virulent rhetoric of the
anti-American “communitarianist” or “multicultural’” model, which in the 1990s was used to shore
up France’s own model of integration.
7 see P. Williams (1982). In addition, A. Sayad @P9rovides a good description of the way
immigrant workers in the 1950s to 1980 were engittesocial, economic and political “politeness”,
an injunction that continues to humiliate the ngaseration.
18 A. Réa (2006) has an interesting analysis of thmsmnts. For one thing, he compares French
sociologists’ strictly socio-economic interpretatiof the riots to the ethnic interpretation favalitey
Belgian, British and American sociologists, who ettreless acknowledged the social conditions that
underlay the conflicts. For another thing, Réa mman the extent to which French sociologists
under-estimated the political aspect of the rigtd andeed the institutional dimension of interethni
relations that is of particular interest to us here
19 Most conflicts in the school environment take pldetween parents and teachers and center around
the school’s orientation and the wearing of thejatid In the urban environment, many conflicts
revolve around the use of public spaces but cammettributed to any one trigger.
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and express their views. The most common outcoméiisfkind of situation is that the
majority loses its uncontested monopoly over thealisse and can no longer get away with
merely considering or “taking into account” (to utseown former language) phenomena such
as inequalities in schools or social injustice ta¥gaminoritized groups. A good proportion of
micro-conflicts can thus be regarded as the maaifest of new agency on the part of
minorities who to everyone’s surprise show they abde to act and not just react and
demonstrate inventiveness and creativity as ppaits at the very heart of interethnic
relations. This interpretation departs from therifiett images of poor and “deparented”
families and of the young victims of discriminatisa beloved by the press, except of course
whenever these images are suddeg{% and brutallpettiparound to depict the erstwhile
victims as enraged and destructive ridgters

Far from freeing us from this cumbersome interpretatiben, class reductionism that
views interethnic relations as yet another manifestaof class relations actually fuels
sociologism and a simplistic vision of domination.

6. FREEING OURSELVES FROM ESSENTIALISM?

Sociological analyses of ethnic categorizationcdten an opportunity to denounce the
essentializing or naturalizing activity that accanigs the categorization process. Stability
appears to be a substantial property of all forfsategorizatioff and C. Guillaumin has
shown that the strength and stability of ethnic aadial categorization, like gender
categorization, is founded on the idea of naturail{&min, 2002 (1972), 1992). This device
permits us to definitively classify individuals imagips so stable that we easily presume
heredity from one generation to the next. As a tefuénch scholars have frequently rejected
the concept of ethnicity on the grounds that & theoretical regression that drags us back to a
fixed vision of culture, to a substantialist angesttialist approach to ethnic groups, to all the
pitfalls that anthropologists have worked so haréweoid in recent decades. But if this is the
case, why has the term “ethnicization” sidesteppédliogic and avoided similar rejection?

More than anything else, the answer lies in thedi®oending in “tion”. This
grammatical construct suggests a process, an ongghnigation or construction (an artifact)
of ethnic categories that is more evident in therdvtethnicization” than in the word
“ethnicity”, commonly defined as an ethno-culturainédnsion proper to an individual or a
group. This rejection of “ethnicity” in favour ofethnicization” could thus be a precaution
adopted by researchers intent on avoiding the ofskssentialization. But their prudence
flouts a large body of North American sociologicatearch that has debated the subject at
length. The context was different in North Ameriadnere the social sciences had to distance
themselves from a broad social and political definitof the notion of ethnicity. But North
American scholars succeeded in moving past widely pemordialist interpretations of the
term, interpretations that assigned ethnic attacksnend saw them as strong, primary,
irrational, unchosen; interpretations that heldt thH individuals are involuntarily and
unconsciously subject to a group identity. Othdrosars, more culturalist in their approach
(Isajiw, 1972), pursued the idea of unchosen caltlinks before arriving at today’s idea of
socially and historically constructed links (Jute@@99) that are frequently instrumentalized
(Glazer & Co, 1975; Hechter, 1978) but are never detaly dissociated from historical and
cultural productions.

2 This is of course a caricature but we will leave tisk of deciphering popular press stereotypes to
others. With respect to the crisis of November 2005example, Pierre Billion’s analysis (2005) sun
counter to the media’s portrayal of angry youngcdaedgants of immigrants living in thmnlieues

who abruptly attacked private and public property.

2L A social category that proves to be fluid or ephrhloses its power to classify.



In France, in contrast, the discomfort inspirecetiynicity continues to be palpable in
a variety of publications. Authors’ fears of inadeatly referring to essentialized relations or
identities translate into the recurrent use of gtioh marks and expressions (witness the ever-
popular “so-called ethnic phenomena”) that imply hewoneous would be an ethnic
interpretation of a given situation. But what #re authors really trying to avoid: an “ethnic”
interpretation—i.e., an interpretation that refershe existence of interethnic relations—or an
“ethnist” or “culturalist” interpretation, that ign interpretation that succumbs to the allure of
culture-essence often held up by the spokespedpteirmrity groups or even by those of
majority groups who feel that their cultural refeces are being devalued or are under attack?
Whenever the author uses the precaution of quatatiarks, s/he is assuming that culture and
ethnicity or even essence and ethnicity are ondtendame: precisely the position we wish to
avoid. In this confusion, “ethnicity” is nothing methan a (poor) substitute for “cultural” or
“racial” in an approach that has fallen prey to tvAaBastenier (2004) calls “the culturalist
definition of culture”.

With the word “ethnicization”, then, the user @lls in the wake of a constructivist
approach to ethnicity without assuming its theoedtiweritage. A mere precaution? Not if the
result is to reject sociological theorizing on edlity and cut French thinking off from the
international debate on the subject. Everywhere, eékssearchers labour to understand ethnic
phenomena for what they are, namely, historicallystorcted unequal social relations. In
France, however, we frequently persist in equatiregissue of ethnicity with an essentialist
view of social reality devoid of all heuristic valu

7. ETHNICITY VERSUS NATIONAL INTEGRATION

Behind what appears to be a scientific precautthe, Gallic success of the term
“ethnicization” betrays a host of concerns, the nmagable of which is the fear of lost ground
and “pathologized” relations, as if ethnic phenomeorastituted a threat to “society” which in
this case is none other than the n&fion

In reality, this pathologization of ethnic phenoraecorresponds to a narrow definition
of citizenship as expressed by the paradigm of iatemn that holds that civic identity, which
in France is none other than national identity, Mauaterialize naturally if social relations
were not “disrupted” by an archaic form of belorgyito which none of us should give in:
neither members of minority groups nor members ofontgj groups and, even less so,
researchers. “Ethnicization” is seen and constragda social dysfunction, an unfortunate
process that surfaces in times of crisis and in sa@gs perverts social relations that are
actually economical in nature and should have begmessed more clearly through the
political process. We mistakenly believe that sortations are ethnic only on a superficial
level and as the consequence of decline, in theesamy that the public (albeit weak)
expression of minority groups is only ethnic (i.eltgral or religious) because it does not
know how to be or cannot be political. When espdusg sociology, this approach runs a
high risk of producing the strange “sociology witth@n actor” denounced by A. Boubeker
(2003).

Other concerns brought up by the ethnicizatiorsafial relations is the fear of the
return of racist ideas of the Other (stirring menm®oéNazi crimes already kept well alive in
France) or, more simply, the fear that today’'s Repubbuld become “fragmented”, the
national “model” crumbling within the context of aafjile Europe. There is also the
apprehension of public disruptions and violencéeftidy inequalities of all kinds. Faced with
these worries, elected officials on all sides hattempted to reassure the population and

22 C. Rinaudo expresses this idea as follows: “Wenotireduce ethnicity to a reactive or pathogenic
manifestation to a society suffering from anomie must attempt to extract ourselves from the issue
of integration and study ethnicity from all angl€2000).
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“construct” the question of immigration on a politicand mostly discursive baéfs
Meanwhile, social scientists striving to understémeir research subject scientificafljhave
struggled to build objectivity around this questiand promote a less normative and more
symmetrical outlook.

8. UNDERSTANDING ASYMMETRICAL RELATIONS SYMMETRICALY

We can further our understanding of ethnic so@#dtions by looking at research on
controversies, especially the principle of symmeitsydeveloped in the sociology of science
(D. Bloor, 1976; D. Vinck, 1995: 105). The anatgi framework and the objectivity of this
principle can be applied to the sociology of intenéc relations to describe majority and
minority groups through the lens of their interplashat each says or does not say, what each
does or abstains from doing, and so on. The goabt just to contrast the political weight of
one group versube cultural characteristics of the other. Too mrgsearch has been content
to compare the ways of life and the representatafnthe minority, on one hand, to the
implementation of public policies that supposedlytaep the majority’s determination to
promote allegedly universal values, on the otheris Perspective fails to plumb the dialectic
that links the two groups and the extent to which practices and representations of one
group might be a reaction to the practices and septations of the other. Majority groups
have been mainly studied by political scientistsl dagal scholars, who investigate and
frequently legitimize the social universe of thoseovhave the power to dictate the nofins
while minority groups have been principally scruted by sociologists, anthropologists and
that branch of the social sciences known abroaslibaltern studies, whose lengthy cultural
or even culturalist descriptions seem designed topemsate for the political inexistence of
“communities”. Efforts to invert the gaze do extsbwever, with some scholars suggesting an
anthropology of the mainstream (Abéles, 2005; Ne2€05; Pietrantonio, 2004) and others
developing a political sociology of minorities (Boet 1991; Geisser, 1998; Lorcerie, 2003;
Kokoreff, 2004; Martucelli, 2001). These initiatssénave been successful in uncovering the
social mechanisms that support “everyday acts of datioin”; they have also revealed the
multiple forms of action that minorities take (engag®et, protest, resistance, empowerment,
and so on) and unearthed ethnicities and examplesramunalization unsuspected by the
majoritarian group. The procedures of these rardies are heuristic precisely because they
sidestep both miserabilism and populism; it is nmcidience that their refusal to validate the
norm allows them to evaluate interethnic relationshipthout over-interpreting them. But
their approach is the exception rather than theaald has sparked public controversy.

Adoption of an intentionally relational sociolog§ ethnicity, then, allows us to better
understand the experience and the ag@rafymembers of minoritized groups conceptualized

% France took measures to address the issue ofyfiensi residing in the country (especially those
seeking asylum) in 2003 and 2005 but these meadide®t include the social and cultural treatment
of population groups whose origins lie in post-cwdd migration because treatment of these
populations comes under the purview of territoziedi policies on social and urban matters (although
this has never been actually specified).
4 We do not propose to give way to scientific largriand set up a futile contest between the pdlitica
and the scientific: we are cognizant that eachrmfothe other. But the two disciplines do not fallo
the same procedure. As Eric Fassin wrote so wedinwasked about the social and political usages of
science, “The task of the social sciences is teri@s the world. It's a simple enough suggestiah b
if taken seriously, its impacts will be significanit means that we can never assume a prioriamat
given thing does not exist.Vacarme spring 2000, http://www.vacarme.eu.org/articlédhl.
% See Daniéle Lochack (1989) on the scientific amiitipal involvement of jurists under the Vichy
regime.

ver
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as actors and not merely the victims of ethnic i@mbat But it also frees us to analyze the
majoritarian group and its diverse means of expoesand action, including the State (both
the administration and public policy), as the ethattor it sometimes is and not merely as an
impartial party insofar as ethnicity is concerneadlyOthis perspective properly considers
majority/minority groups as entities that shape @mother and are both authors of the
relationships that link and the boundaries thaassp them.

This issue is important in France, where the rietof ethnicization seems to have
confined sociologists to an approach that perpesutite blindness of the majoritarian group.
Ethnicity is more than a product of categorizationl domination, and the belief that acts of
categorization by the majorfty constitute the entire foundation of a minority sitity is
typically majoritarian reasoning (Juteau, 1999). rEvhose members of the majoritarian
group who have accepted that they are partnerssimeaific social relationship continue to
subscribe to the idea that minorities only appealr exist when classified as such by the
majoritarian group. This explains why ethnic idées are neither seen nor are they always
studied for what they are and what they producew(f@erms of communalization and
engagement in public spaces, for example) but rdtiehe social rank they confer on those
who assert that identity. Numerous studies have shbew alienating is modern-day
categorization and how discriminatory are many oé thstitutional structures of the
majoritarian group. But while it is undeniable ttla¢se studies highlight an important facet of
social ethnic relations, they pass over other &aesid in so doing reduce ethnicity to the
equivalent of a stigma that the luckiest victims abée to “turn around” and make into the
emblem of an essentially oppositional identity. Tlansputated of all the symbolic cultural
productions that constitute ethnicity in most sikreé, ethnicity becomes nothing more than
an identity assigned by acts of minorization, disimation and urban stigmatizatfon

Not only are ethnic phenomena not all about diseratidn or, more generally, about
racist social contact$ it would be a great error to conclude by attiibgitthem to the
perception of the majoritarian group alone. But ¢venday suggest that long decades of
obscuring ethnic phenomena in France have given twap partial and asymmetrical
understanding of ethnic phenomena by a majoritariangyconvinced that it and it alone is
responsible for certain segments of the populatavinty been marked as distinct.

This asymmetrical perspective rejects the agencmiabrity groups and implicitly
dismisses the complex nature of ethnic phenomenhegshave been studied over the last

t.

Speaking of the majority in the singular in thntext may seem a misuse of language, but our

intent is to refer to the ideal type of a majorilyd not to a particular individual. It is importdo

recognize that not all members of the majority groacupy the same position and therefore do not all

have the same power to name, to designate, aratégarize. Recent research has shown that public

policies play an important role in social categatian (witness the waves of categorization inséidat

within the framework of thi&®evenu minimim d'insertiofRM|), [FiaNceShciaicIDeneitiomesite s
). And yet we should not disregard

historically established categories such as thahefFrencimmigré (immigrant). These categories

first circulated in economic circles (especiallyamg managers recruiting abroad after the war) leefor

spreading to the rest of society.

% The recent history of French urban sociology qomsithis approach. The 1980s and 1990s were rife

with “dangerous liaisons” between urban specialisis the advocates of a securitization approach to

immigration. See HBertheleu (2002).

2 Most specialists assert the contrary: that radisiust one of many manifestations of interethnic

relations.
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several decad& namely, the ways in which both parties constrtitnie boundaries that are
rooted in history but are also continually transfed under the influence of economic,
cultural and political forces which themselves ugdetontinual change.

10. THE RECIPROCAL RELATIONS OF WHICH INDIVIDUALS,GROUPS AND
INSTITUTIONS ARE COMPOSED

In contrast to what this distrust of the suppogepéthological phenomenon of
ethnicization would suggest, it is crucial that saffirm the heuristic potential of ethnicity.

It is this potential that compels us to describe thenplex boundaries between groups:
boundaries that are constructed, to be sure, but wad are constructed by all groups
concerned, both in the past and today; boundahni&snhust be described as completely as
possible, ceasing once and for all to oppose tmaieto the social, as is done so often. There
is no question that ethnic relations are sociahti@hs; indeed, F. Barth has shown the
importance of recalling that ethnic boundaries aeinsically social, writing that “ethnic
distinctions do not depend on the absence of sotidactions and social acceptance but are
on the contrary the very foundations on which ninotusive social systems are buift’ The
process of social dichotomization or what Barthscadthnic boundaries” thus lies at the heart
of our approach. If these boundaries have now becswmo@lly relevant to the point of
channeling social life and to some extent structutire relationships between the individuals
and the groups produced by the boundaries themséhvedecause both sides contributed in
the past to building these boundaries, asymmetridallpe sure, and that this asymmetry
continues to be kept alive (materially and symbdiigeby historical, political, economical
and cultural barriers and productions.

We are currently moving towards a better understgndf the “institutional
construction of ethnicit)?‘z, in other words, the way that institutions (sclspdhe State, the
administration, political parties, the media ancdad and public policies help create ethnicity
and can for that reason be considered ethnic adidestiniello, 1998; Geisser, 1999;
Bastenier, 2004). Our task today is to understaimibrity groups as actors in their own right
within these ethnic boundaries, not merely as thgotd of ethnic categorization. A.
Bastenier rightly pointed out that “descriptionsroinority groups as ethnic actors and not
ethnic victims are rare and amount to demonstratiagdanger of the ethnicization of society
(Islamization; the spread of community groups; theidragecline of secularism, even in
schools, etc.; terrorist threats)”. In the Frenchtext, remarks like this are doubly “politically
incorrect™. not only do they diverge from anti-disgimation rhetoric but if read hastily could
be mistakenly construed to condone renewed leatinggrds a culturalist account.

Thanks to M. Weber (1995?‘13d. 1922) and recent reviews of his work (Jut&8a@9;
Winter, 2004), we know that ethnic constructionstbe status and meaning and that they are
part of the differentiation and hierarchization gges that characterizes every social order.
From an economic standpoint, ethnicity is frequeirtstrumentalized in situations of ethnic
entrepreneurialism or in market “niches”. Fromdditizal standpoint, it is sometimes used as
a weapon to mobilize a community or an electoral ttuency. These occurrences
notwithstanding, ethnicity cannot be equated witmere front for mobilization purposes.
Ethnicity does not develop in a cultural void ortlire absence of identity: material dealings

% See the journdtthnicity since 1976.

31 k. Barth,” Les groupes ethniques et leurs fronti&rés P. Poutignat and J. Streiff-Fenart (1995), p.
212.

%2 For recent French contributions, see V. de Ruetat. (2000), F. Lorcerie (2003) and V. Geisser
(1999).
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sustain its symbolic and ideational constructiamsvhat Juteau, inverting the well-known
expression of Maurice Godelier, has called “thé wethin the ideal” (1999: 77).

What are the material and symbolic interactions taaise ethnicity to flourish? We
can observe them in the living conditions of thaé® produce and transmit a tangible feeling
of belonging to a group (a “community” in modern pade). These material dealings are not
frozen configurations that encumber minority groume. Rather they are dynamic and
relational events that show how majority and minogitgups interact and define each other,
leaving their members to ensure the enduring trassomiof ethnic boundaries that are more
elastic than either side cares to admit. D. Jutesgribes this transmission as a long process
of socialization in which women play a central rolé. is mainly women who physically
nurture the youngest members of the group withi hieart of the family structure; it is
mainly women who impart the group’s collective pobjby teaching children how to act, to
be and to think. Within the sphere of family liféjldren are taught cooking, are read bedtime
stories, are exposed to different foods and taaresimparted core values through folksongs
or domestic traditions: family life operates as adkof ethnic factory turning out future men
and women. For through its substantive culture, ¢hdliscation transmits the group’s posture
or, if we prefer, the asymmetrical nature of itatiens to the other group or groups, relations
which it must oppose symbolically and against whichmust define itself materially. A
universal social relation, ethnicity is thus insejde from the humanization (not to say
ethnicization) of individuals and groups that alwathrive within a specific cultural
environment, regardless of the status that cultujeys. Ethnicity is also etched in the
institutions of the majority group and can be gleaimeits public policies.

For individual and collective actors alike, ethrdonstructions are one of many
enframings through which we can understand redligy are a dimension of our identity and
one in a range of alternative modes of relatinghto world. While ethnic constructions are
necessarily imbedded in gender and class relatibnsmains possible for the researcher to
discern and analyze them separately. There is nbtdbat current usages of “ethnicization”
are constituents of the interethnic phenomena schalsh to understand and that they merit
serious study. It could be that in studying thethecs will find, as we have done, that these
usages are evidence of a majoritarian attempt toteowail a theoretical malaise and ratify an
asymmetrical and normative interpretation of ethialations.

Author’s note: All translations of French citatioinsthis text are ours. __ - -| Commentaire [J2] : L'alternat
””””””””” if est de mettre « translations
ours » apres chaque instan
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