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| Indian Immigl‘ants’ PercePﬁon
of the French People

Looking Forward to Better
Intercultural Relationships

Jyoti Verma

qualitative dara based chapter is part of a larger project on
turative experiences of a sample of Indian immigrants in Paris
h aimed at arriving at a worldview of the dominant host culture
s represented in the respondents’ perceptions, beliefs, experiences
{ observations. It is contended that the immigrants’ worldview
§ the host culture takes shape as they interface critical issues of
ryday life and meet the expectations and challenges offered by
country of settlement. However, the present chapter shall deal
with the Indian immigrants’ perception of the French people
d their experiences from their respective work life and educational

onment. The objective at this point is to derive some insights
n the represented narratives for developing better intercultural
s between the two interfacing culrural groups.

= Conceptual Frame

nigrants are the group of people who come together with other
ups voluntarily or because they have migrared to a new location
to mobility), and some of whom are permanently settled in
ir new society (Berry, 1997). Rhee et al. (1996) observe that

ations that are in cultural transition are particularly interesting
n their political, economic,

besides that in their social
iring redefinition of

* eczuse they may experience changes i
sizious, social and linguistic systems
s arionships with new relationships requ
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in-group and out-group and assigning different significance to
ethnicity. Additionally, psychological changes may occur including
shifts in attitudes, values, behaviour and life style.

It is contended that during the acculturation process a
continuous effort is made by the immigrant groups to feel at ease
and become functional in a new culture, experience social
acceptability and equality and acquire material, social and
psychological well-being. In this context a relevant question seems
to be, ‘at which level is navigation for better intercultural relations
most important’? That is, should it be at the level of adapting to
the values, norms and customs of the host culture group, at the
level of understanding the host group in all its uniqueness, or at
the level of choosing a particular acculturation strategy which is
considered most advantageous for adapting amicably in the new
culture? Therefore, asking the questions as to ‘how people navigate
between two cultures and whether they ignore, blend or transcend
the conflicts between them’ has practical implications. Similarly,
any intercultural relations issue must look into the impressions of
both the interfacing groups. In particular, one must address to the
ethnic group’s perceptions of and experiences with the host group
and the impact these impressions have on their adaptation. The
present rescarcher’s interest in the acculturation process in general
and intercultural relationship at this point led her to address to
some questions of the following nature:

How do the immigrants perceive the host country in terms
of its system and culture?

What are the immigrants’ impressions of and experiences
with the people of the host group?

Whether the immigrants find the system and the people
of the new country helpful in their adaptive efforts, fecl
accepted, welcome and treated equally?

Whether the immigrants’ adaptive effort and acculturative
experiences are particularly hard and stressful due te
discriminatory attirudes and practices of the host group:
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In other words, any concern for improving intercultural
~lationship is likely to address to the ‘sunshine spots’ and the
‘dark areas’ of acculturative experiences of the immigrants with
e purpose of understanding as to what might have gone wrong
2nd what could possibly be the appropriate alternative for
developing worthwhile and functional bonds? This is an important
concern because imigration is a reality of the present day world
which has become highly penetrable and extremely well connected
%or those who wish to shift and change their geographical locations
%r all kinds of reasons and purpose. The interest behind studying
mtercultural issues remains looking for the antecedents and the
Zeterminants of better interculeural relationships and a fair
~ enderstanding of the ongoing relationship between the culturally
. &fferent groups. However, it is desirable to study these issues from
' the point of view of the host culture as well.

Intercultural Relations Issue

Iatercultural relations between immigrants and hosts are most often
- mmequal. It is contended that cultural characteristics that accompany
- ==dividuals into the acculturation process is necessary, partly for
- anderstanding where the person is coming from and in part to
 establish cultural features for comparison with the society of
* sertlement as basis for establishing cultural distance. Furthermore,
s a consequence of pervasive ethnocentric bias in intercultural
~ =lations, there is inbuilt ethnic tension between the immigrant
22d the host acculturation orientations. In line with the social
identity theory, both sides will be inclined to favour the in-group
culture over the culture of an out-group (Tajfel & Turner, 1986).
In view of their dominant group position, the host community
will demand some degree of adaptation from immigrant minorities,
while their acceptance of culture maintenance will vary, depending
" 2a whether they perceive the minority culture as a ‘threat’ to group
" Zominance (Bobo & Hutching, 1987; Montreuil & Bourhis,
2001).

Conversely, the minority status of the immigrants is associated
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vith heightened ethnic self-identification which reinforces culture
naintenance and at the same time, immigrant attitudes towards
-ross-cultural adaptation will vary depending upon whether they
perceive the dominant culture as a ‘threat’ to group survival (Berry
et al.. 1977). Some have shown, however, that on both sides
ethnocentrism and perceived threat will decline with increasing

levels of education (Scheepers, Verbeck & Coenders, 2001).
Objectives

As already mentioned the descriptive data of the study was
generated through a long interview. The specific objectives for this
chapter are:

1. To present some positive perceptions of the French system/
society as reported by a sample of Indian ethnic group
members living in Paris,

2. To present the major problems suggested by the
immigrants in adaptation with the host culture, ’r

3. To present some experiences from the work life and
educational institutions of the respondents, and

4. To present some suggestions for better relational outcomes.

METHOD
Samplé

The sample comprised of 28 adults of Indian origin both males

(16) and females (12) between the age range of 25 to 58 years.
Fifty per cent of the women out of the total number of 12, were
not working at the moment. All the respondents were at least
Graduates with the exception of two (cases # 2, 8) who had only
completed high school. The respondents came from a number of
Indian states namely, Gujarat, Punjab, Bengal, Pondichery,
Maharashtra, Kerala, Karnataka, Uttar Pradesh, Andhra Pradesh,
Delhi, Kashmir, Orissa and Rajasthan. The sample was a
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heterogeneous one as regards to the occupations of the respondents
and included students, personnel in jobs and business persons.
There were at least two performing artists, one textile designer
and a psychiatrist besides, two Indian Embassy staff and a highly
qualified aeronautical engineer.

Years spentin = |1-5 |6-10 |11-15] 16-20 | 21-25| 26-30|31-35
the host country :

No.of respondents | 7 9 3 5 1 1 2 23

Instruments
The Guiding Questions (Interview Schedule)

A list comprising of 18 guiding questions aimed at addressing to
the contextual factors motivating migration and to get an
impression of the acculturation experiences of the respondents was
used. Accordmgly, the respondents where requested to tell about
their major aspirations and how far they have been realized, how
they perceived the French culture and its people, what were the
major hurdles faced during the adaptation process and what was
good and nice in the host country. Further, they were asked to tell |
zs to how did they find the job environment and in what ways the
country of origin (India) still mattered to them. This chapter
includes observations only against some selected questions for
meeting its specific objectives.

The Questions

1. What is/are the major hurdle/s in adapting to the French
society/culture?

2. What is that you like very much in this society?

3. Do you find French people friendly, unfriendly or
indifferent towards immigrants?

4. Do you find your French co-workers/semofs/;unlors

helpful and cordxa[?
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5. Do you think that the Erench co-workers/seniors/juniors
keep a distance from you because you are not French?

OBSERVATIONS
1. Positive Perception of the French Society

Many good things were perceived in the French culture and its
people. First, no one ever «aid that he/she repented her/his decision
to come to France. It was mentioned invariably, that the system
functioned very well and was more or less free of corruption. Every
one agreed that France was a beautiful country; Paris was delightful
and with a wonderful transport system and it was very convenient
to travel in France. Aditionally, France had an excellent social
security system which made each and every French citizen socially
secure in this country. The “genuine moral freedom” of the French
society was appreciated very well, For example, in Roshani’s (# 16)
opinion, France was completely secular, it was non-religious,
intellectual, and Church was not behind religious, Calvinism”. She
Jlso believed that meritorious and capable could go anywhere.
Yesudas (#6) was fascinated by his new found freedom in France
and Namrarta (#9) felt “likea free bird.” At least a couple of women
believed (#9, 17), that women were much more protected and '
secure in France. '

Strong nationalist feelings and the pride that French people
took in their culture and heritage, were perceived as most
remarkable features in the French character while their love for
museums, concerts, art exhibition and fashion, was seen as
unprecedented. French were petceived as intelligent, original and
creative people with fine taste and good aesthetic sense. Their being
possessive about the French language was justified as expression of
their strong nationalist feclings and passion for preserving their
cultural heritage. Even the popular “tradition of eating out in
restaurants and visiting cafe and bars, had a role in the continuation
of a social life style which had the French signature.
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One respondent appreciated that the French culture had a
unique quality of mainraining a balance between the old and the
new. It was amazing that there was 500 years old Louvre museum
and an ultra-modern structure in front of it. France was not madly
capitalist or very superstitious. In fact, the old and the new attitudes
could survive in France side by side (# 9). Almost everyone seemed
to agree with Dr. Prectpal (# 24) who observed that, France was a
modern, successful country. The technology, the business and the
system on the whole worked efficiently, there was huge achievement
in different spheres and there was lot to like and respect in each
field over here. '

Barring a few exceptions, it was expressed that French people
likked Indians, were interested in them and did not perceive them
as threatening (# 16). India was perceived as a culturally strong
country because of its performing arts, food, clothes and fashion
fads that became popular in Paris. The ybung textile designer (# 9),
Hariharan Iyer from the Indian Embassy (# 20) and Sanyukta
Panda (# 23, who taught Indian cooking, Hindi language, and
sold Indian accessories to her French acquaintances) had first hand
information in support of the above observations. The two young
performing artists (# 6, 27) admitted that, they had received enough -
affection and respect from the French art lovers and the general
fecling was thar Indians did not face much discrimination or came
across racist attitude against their community (# 22). At least four
respondents were full of praise for the French people and found
them friendly, dependable and trustworthy (# 6, 10, 11, 23). These
positive perceptions certainly offer hope and scope for developing
good intercultural relationship between the French and the ethnic
minority group of India.

2.Barriers in Developing Better Intercultural Relationships
{a) The Language Barrier

It appeared thart the major hurdle in adaptation of the immigrants
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marginalized (# 4, 8) while, there were a few more, who wanted to

say that the non-French were not likely to reach top positions in
jobs (# 5, 12, 14). Some were frank enough to say that there was
racism in France which was perhaps, practiced in a subtle way.
According to a recently arrived young student (# 3), French were
not fond of people from other cultures who wanted to settle down
in France or had lived under the French colonies. Therefore, one
might come across racist attitude and expressions on trivial matters
against such settlers. She observed further that French were not
integrated even with the Indian groups who had been here for
many years now and did not consider them to be part of the main
stream.

Surjeet (# 22) believed that, “there were groups of French elite
or bourgeois who were strict and unaccepting of others. However,
towards the Indians, they had an open mind and not a negative
attitude in particular.” Or the other hand, it appeared that French
had some prejudice against the Algerians and the Moroccans. One
respondent serving in the French Government’s job (# 4), observed
that French wanted to be in the dominating position and said,
“French consider themselves as givers, providers, they look down
upon you, and they do not look upon you as you were doing some
service. They consider others as takers.” It appeared that at least
for the threg'cases (# 4, 8, and 12), adaptation apparently did not
improve the “fit” between the individuals and their environment
and there was some indication of resistance against the system which
found vent in the negative feelings expressed in their respective
narratives.

3. Representations from Work Life and Educational
Institutions '

The employed respondents had the general fecling that work
facilities were good in France. Nevertheless, the respondents
expected something like more salary, recognition, more personally
fixed target realizaticn and opportunity to grow from their
respective jobs. What follow is the respondents’ perceptions of and
experiences from work life under the headings of:
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« Job satisfaction and perceived discrimination at work,
» [mportance of French degrees and diplomas, and
* Relationship with colleagues.

(a) Job Satisfaction and Perceived Discrimination at Work

Apparently at least a couple of immigrants (# 4, 12) were not
particularly happy in their jobs. For example, the 45 years old
accountant of a British company Krishnavenu (#12) had to say,
“Before you come to a foreign land you have dreams but after you
are there you are struck by the reality and the only possibility is
compromise.” Krishnavenu’s personal opinion was that a decent
guy with marginal intelligence should not choose a life like this.
This man experienced little job satisfaction followed by a nagging
feeling that by working hard one could have made it here or even
in India. Unfortunately, he could come to this conclusion only
after having walked the bumpy path to ‘economic independence’
in a foreign country. Moreover, the desired economic independence
for this man did not come without a price. The cost included
coming to join his wife’s home in France contrary to what usually
happened in India, leaving behind his near and dear ones and not
being able to find a lot of job satisfaction. Further in his opinion,
non-French could be paid marginally lesser than the French (as
this was sometimes decided at the concerned company’s policy
level) but this could be perceived as the reason for feeling exploited
by the non-French. ' _

Krishnavenu believed that French society was not totally non-
hierarchical. People maintained differences in their status and this
seemed to be true in medium size companies. People preferred to
do their own jobs and did not interfere with others’ businesses.
There was a sense of compartmentalization, people kept to
hemselves and there was less of human interaction. He added,
“We can live as Indians but cannot perhaps be treated like French.
If you have a French visa that is not enough reason for a rapport.
1= the office there is nothing to relate at the personal level.”
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Krishnavenu was somewhat bitter aboutall this and said that there
were no alternatives but to accept what you have. However, he
realized that India could have been bad too and for sure the physical
working environment was good in France.

The Indian Embassy staff Hariharan Iyer (# 20) when asked
whether he experienced job satisfaction, quipped “not really.” He
explained that job satisfaction was affected because “every three
years the system changes at the Embassy and each new management
has different expectations and different way of functioning.”
Similarly, Aparna Mahadevan (# 17) another office staff of the
Indian Embassy who had worked for a fairly long period of time
in this job and was earning enough, did not experience much job
satisfaction. She admitted though, that job facilities were good in
France in general and some companies offered alot of fringe benefits
to its employees. | _

Suneet Siddharth (# 5), the thirty-one years old male MBA
who worked for UNESCO, considered UNESCO’s job as nice as
it was open to all the nationals. Though Suneet had some good
experiences, he did not find his present job 100 per cent satisfying
or “stimulating” enough but still “OK”. Further, jobs were not
easily available to the non-French persons and it was difficult for
others to rise to the top. He observed that if you were perceived as
“threatening” somehow by the people of the dominant group,
(especially at the higher levels) then you could have difficulty.

The only psychoanalyst and psychiatrist in the present sample
Dr. Preetpal Rajhans (# 24) was earning enough but was worried
about his future. Since he started late, his security benefits were
not going to be the best ones. He explained that to get the maximum
benefit of the social security system in France one has to begin
working as soon as 18 years of age.

Narratives suggesting Discrimination at Work

Aniket Pundit a company employee (# 21) pointed out that
foreigners normally cannot reach the highest positions in offices
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or jobs in European countries. Moreover, non-European Union
member countries were not likely to get employment easily in
France. Similarly, Suneet (# 5) had observed, “In all over Europe
it is difficult for people from other cultures to rise and be in high
and very responsible positions... in France for example, one cannot
get ahead of the French nationals. There might be very few
exceptional cases in Europe when the non-dominant group’s
persons were placed at higher positions.” On the contrary,
mechanical engineer Mr. Sharma (#14) working in a multinational
company observed that French were open to “racial integration”
while racial intermixing was not popular in the Umted Kingdom
or for that matter in ltaly or in Germany.

Pradeep (# 4) a 45 years old male came to France in the year
1975 and worked in the French Government’s job. He was a special
case in the sense that he felt particularly unhappy in his present
job situation. His suggested adaptive strategy was marginalization
and it appeared to be linked to his job experiences, feeling of despair
grounded in the observation that foreigners cannot reach the top, -
and his failure to be in the profession of his choice. Pradeep said,
“You may be required to give up your values and become French.
If you can ask questions, if you do not feel inferior than this may
not be acceptable.” There was something about Pradeep’s general
elusiveness and unwillingness to elaborate what he said and perhaps,
one could see that there was fear of being punished (as 2 member
of the non-dominant group) for being honest and vocal.

Pradeep observed that at the lower levels in the office you could
get along well with the other colleagues and there was no problem.
At the higher levels, however, there could be discrimination. He
believed that being a person from another culture created hurdles
for reaching the top positions in a job and perceived this as some

form of discrimination against the outsiders. He nursed some hard

feelings and observed, “French want to be in the dominating
position, and even if you have the qualification and competence
they would like to put you dowr.”

The experiences of a small businessman Chlman Shah (# 8)
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gave some vivid account of the discrimination experienced by a
self-employed petty businessman due to the colour of his skin.
However, this was the lone case which perhaps cannot be
generalized. Chiman Shah was a 50 years old male who earned his
living by raising a stall at the local ‘marche’ for selling small plastic
articles and goods, toys and accessories used by women. He
generally dealt with Chinese traders for buying his goods in whole
sale and his relationship with the Chinese traders was more
~contractual but mutually respectful. Chiman Shah had limited
contact with French people but his impression was that French
first bought things from white skinned (French) businessman.

He observed, “Sometimes they would not like to acknowledge
your presence, respond to you or talk to you.” The white customers
and shopkeepers would push his cart with foot which he found
very disrespectful. He added that occasionally he got very angry
with the French and told them that they were “inhuman devils”.
He reiterated, “French are not helpful to the outsiders and reserved
their human touch for their own people. They do not like coloured
skin people and in general maintained distance.” Nevertheless, for
practical reasons Chiman Shah wanted to choose France if he had
to select a country to come back to.

A middle aged businessman Mr. Pankaj Patel (#15) believed
that if people perceived racism it was perhaps, at the higher levels.
That is, you or your children may not be able to get the highest
positions in the jobs and the French would have this privilege. At
the higher administrative levels you might be discriminated but
not openly or in general. Mr. Patel wanted to say that if there was
racism in France it was not obvious but quite “subtle”. Vasundhara
(# 7) a 39 years old non-working female shared something from
her husband’s experience at his job. Her husband worked with
French people and she tried to give vent to his feelings by saying,
“French people always kept a distance. They could make you feel
like a stranger. They are not racist people but could make you feel
small. They are subtle in their ways to suggest their racist attitude”.
At times her husband was in conflict with his co-workers or seniors.
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time and she felt close to her employer’s family. Businessman
Mr. Pankaj Patel (# 15) employed French people for running his
shop and found them helpful, cordial and nice.

Mr. Diwakar (# 10), however, wanted to point out thar since
hierarchy was prominent in France, therefore, French expected
homogeneity with little apprehension. Suneet (# 5) was in
UNESCO’s job and the nature of his job did not give much scope
for maintaining distance. Nevertheless, Suneet felt that one come
across some “strong personalities”. In company employee Aniket
Pundit’s (# 21) opinion, “You cannot put pressure on them (i.e.,
colleagues). You have to be careful about what you say. Labour
laws were strict in France.” Responding to the question ‘whether
co-workers and seniors maintained distance,” Aniket had to say
that “distance depends, and it is up to you. I can go out to them. It
could be different from person to person. If I want to talk to
somebody I can.” Similarly, Vineet a young job trainee found his -
French colleagues helpful and in fact more helpful and cordial
than the Indian co-workers. He added, however, that good co-
worker relationship also depended on the person concerned and
could differ from person to person.

Jasvinder Singh (# 2) a 39 years old male chef of an Indian
restaurant had arrived in Paris in 1983. Having moved little among
the French group his observations were limited. Nevertheless, he
~ had to say, “French people are not sacrificing, and they keep work
relationship this, however, is good in the sense that you do nort feel
the pressure on you from their side (boj# nabi parta). In sum, French
are not involved in you.”

4. Some Suggestions for Developing Understanding and
better Intercultural Relations

(a) Building on the Positive Perceptions

Efforts towards developing positive intercultural relations must
begin by building on the positive perceptions of the respective
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