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This spring, in March, I got the good fortune to be able to travel to Chauny, France, in 

order to conduct a research experiment. I went to a French high school and I made so many 

friends and had many new opportunities. I chose to study the racial relations of France and how 

they would compare to the situation in America. I collected data through formal and informal 

means, such as questionnaires and interviews, as well as naturalistic observation. The three main 

factors that I believed would best show me the state of racism in France were media portrayal, 

racial harmony, and racial slang and offensive language. I observed and calculated these factors 

and then compared them to America and gave a conclusion on my realizations. Racism touched 

my life majorly as a child, and I wanted to get a deeper look at how it has affected the lives of 

others. I also chose this topic because I believed that it would make me a more open, intellectual, 

and excepting person. Before my trip, I expected France to be a more strict and religious country. 

I attribute this belief to the media’s portrayal of France, as seen in movies like the Hunchback of 

Notre Dame and the count of Monte Cristo.  France is an old country with a long history, and I 



realized that this would contrast beautifully with the new ways of America. My ultimate goal was 

to compare new country vs. old country in the modern age.  

Racial history of France

France is a small European country with a rich racial and cultural history that has 

changed in many ways over time. The racial culture of France has been influenced by millennia 

of immigration, wars, and political culture.  Over a thousand years ago, France was known as 

Gaul and the people spoke were of Germanic and Scandinavian origins. However, after the 

roman annexation of Gaul, the people adopted a more romantic way of life that evolved into 

modern French culture. France has always been a highly influential country and is well known 

for its large colonial power. This has significantly impacted how France views immigrants and 

other cultures. For example, in 1954, the war with Algeria and France struggled to maintain 

independence over Algeria and many other African colonies. Algeria won its independence from 

France in 1962, and since then many Algerian immigrants have migrated to urban cities within 

France. Due to the Algerian war and the decolonization of Africa, France has many immigrants 

of various ethnicities. This can sometimes cause tension when it comes to jobs. I conducted an 

informal interview with a neighbor of my host family, who told me that many French people bear 

resentments to people of Algerian descent. 

Survey

My survey was broken down into 4 simple questions that I thought could best represent the 

racial dynamic of the high school. I asked students to rate racial harmony, the media’s portrayal 

of their race/nationality, give their race, and the words that they perceive to be most culturally 



offensive. I prepared one survey in French and another one in English. I administered this 

questionnaire to teachers in the two schools, and I received over 100 surveys back from each 

school.  The results were extremely varied and I was very surprised with some of the responses I 

received.
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The ethnic organization of Gay Lussac was very similar to a typical American school. Out of 

the 118 French students that I surveyed, 71 students classified their race as being French, White, 

or Caucasian. This was slightly more than I found in American schools, with 65/115 identifying 

themselves as White, American, or Caucasian. 25 Gay-Lussac students described themselves as 

being of other western European nationalities, such as German, Spanish, English, and Italian. 

Conversely, the number of Americans with European background was very small, with only 6 

out of 115 identifying themselves as Italian, German, or Spanish. On the other hand, only 12 

French students described themselves as being of African or Middle Eastern origins. This is 

small compared to 34 American students classifying themselves as Black, Arabic, or African. 7 

French students reported being of Asian or Pacific Islander ethnicity, while 10 American students 

reported having Asian heritage. 

With the use of the survey, I tested how students from the two countries would rate their 

races’ portrayal in the media. If you refer to question 4 in the image, you can see how I modeled 

my question. I wanted to get a better idea of how tolerant students perceived their society to be. 

Almost all of the Caucasian French students marked “a”, stating that their race was “very well” 

valued by the media. Comparatively, other western Europeans believed that their culture was 

either insignificant in the French media or was viewed moderately, giving in most cases a “b” or 

“c”. However, African students unanimously agreed that their race was viewed either “poorly” or 

“Very bad” with all students recording a “d” or “e”. Through these numbers, we can see that 

African and Middle Eastern students feel as if they are the most underappreciated racial group. 

This is consistent with the American results, which show African Americans as having the lowest 

level of racial harmony and media coverage. I then began to hypothesize that the two countries 



have similar racial tensions between blacks and whites because they have a shared history of 

slavery and colonization. Both countries experienced a fight for independence that became 

rooted in the cultural identity and racial relations. The one area that they differ racial is with 

treatment of Hispanics. In the United States, Hispanics and Latinos are the largest minority 

group, with millions living in the United States. Because of our shared border with Mexico, we 

have a larger amount of Hispanics in our country than France does. Many Americans have 

negative feelings towards immigrants because they feel as if aliens remove opportunities away 

from natural citizens. While France does not share our geographical state, they have very similar 

tensions with people of Algerian ancestry. 

I wanted to use this opportunity to study how language can affect racism. I asked French and 

American students to write down what was, in their opinion, their languages most insensitive 

term. The survey found that Non-French Europeans typically found a racial word to be more 

offensive than a traditional cuss word. While this was not particularly surprising and was similar 

to American results, I felt that the results were interesting.  Out of 71 Caucasian French students, 

37 found a racially offensive term to be the most insulting. However, 30 picked a non racial term. 

This statistic shows that Caucasian French people are less sensitive to racial terms and humor 

than any other race. Out of 65 white Americans, 32 found a racially offensive term to be the most 

offending. When it comes to Caucasian teenagers, the survey results seemed consistent 

regardless of French or American nationality. However, out of 12 French African and middle 

eastern students, every single one found a racial term to be more offensive. 



Using a 1 to 5 scale with 1 being very low and 5 being very high, I asked students to rate the 

level of racial harmony within their country. 

I then cross referenced that with their races 

and what they found to be most culturally 

offensive term. On average, Caucasian 

French students rated the cultural harmony 

as being high, typically a 3 or 4 on the scale. However, the caucasian students that gave a high 

rate of media approval almost always rated the level of racial harmony to be high too. This group 

of students also said that a non-racially offensive term was the most offensive over 80 percent of 

the time. This fact remained constant regardless of nationality. In both countries, white people 

were reported as being less sensitive to racism and more oblivious to the struggles and 

discrimination of other groups. Other Europeans were found to feel slightly less at peace with 

their race, averaging the level of tolerance towards their nationalities at a 2.5 However, students 

of African or Middle Eastern descent typically voted the racial harmony as being a 1 or 2. 

Observations 

During my stay in France, I went to Gay-Lussac and got to experience French high 

school life.  I made friends, went to lunches and sleepovers, and had a great time experiencing 

new things. I informally observed how students of various races interacted in a school setting. I 

then compared my results to my observations of American high schools. Ultimately, I found 

France to be very culturally similar to America. I believe this is due to the fact that French 

society is greatly influenced by American media.  Upon my arrival, it became extremely apparent 

to me that teenagers were fairly tolerant to each other, and race did not seem to be a huge factor 



in how kids behaved. At the school, other ethnicities were treated equally and the racial 

atmosphere seemed relaxed. However, I interviewed the counselor of Gay-Lussac, and he told 

me that bullying due to race was a major issue there. “Because Gay-Lussac is also a boarding 

school for over 30 students, some international, there can sometimes be racial issues that need to 

be sorted out.” He said. The counselor then went on to say that in the 15 years that he has worked 

there, the racial atmosphere has gotten much more accepting. 

Conclusion

In summation, I went to France to observe how they treat racial groups compared to 

America. I realized that the same ideas of equality and tolerance that are so ingrained in 

America’s history are also prevalent in France. The people, customs, and cultures of the two 

countries really are not that different. As an outsider, I received so much kindness and 

hospitability and realized how great not only the people of France can be, but also just  

foreigners in general. People are people, regardless of nationality. Although no country is perfect 

and it is in human nature to fight and disagree with those that are different from us, I really 

believe in France. While racism exists there just as it does in America, France is making progress 

and becoming a more accepting and influential culture in the modern age.



At Jacques Cartier, the collège that we toured during our stay in France, I stumbled 
across this picture, which really represents the French move to equality. 


