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BLENDING IN1 

 

 

Houses are not homes. Or, at least, not necessarily, not at first. At first, a house is 

nothing but walls and windows. But “nothing” does not sound quite right. Houses are full of 

promises and possibilities: the house can become a home. We hope it will. Once the 

foundations are set, the bricks are neatly piled up, the doors and the roofs are ready, it is up to 

those who inhabit it to make it a home. Democracy is not that different: first, it is a structure, 

a set of rules and institutions. Ideally, however, a democracy is also a place in which citizens 

share a political culture allowing them to develop informal bonds that cultivate a sense of 

community,2 a democratic home. If it is going to be meaningful, our belonging in democracies 

requires both. For some political scientists, nonetheless, it is in the structure that lies the core 

of a democratic regime. It might not be sufficient —as the many ventures trying to create 

democracies of the rubble of other regimes have taught us— but it is necessary. The setting 

makes a few things possible: it seeks to guarantee free and fair elections, it sets up the 

mechanisms for popular sovereignty, and it provides equal treatment for each and every 

citizen before the law. The legal provisions of democratic regimes also produce a definition, 

more or less straightforward, of who is and who is not a citizen.3 Torturing the metaphor, 

formal definitions of citizenship establish who gets past the door of the house. But a house is 

not a home. Sharing a house with others does not suffice to make one feel at home with them; 

we might feel awkwardly stuck together, fear one another, barely interact, or feel deeply 
                                                             

1 This is a working draft. Please do not cite or circulate (too much) without author’s permission. All 
comments are welcomed at yunablajer@uchicago.edu. Thank you for reading! 

2 By “community” here I refer to a group of individuals who share something in common (in this case, 
being citizens of a democracy), and not in the thicker communitarian sense. 

3 For instance, the 14th Amendment of the US Constitution states that "all persons born or naturalized in 
the United States, and subject to the jurisdiction thereof, are citizens of the United States and of the State 
wherein they reside," while the first article of the French Constitution of 1958 assures that all citizens are equal 
before the law, no matter their national origin, race or religion. Equality directly orchestrates the interactions 
that each citizen has with the state.   
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uneasy when we do.4 Despite its quaint sentimentality, I find the metaphor increasingly 

appropriate to think about the ways in which we belong to democratic regimes today. Until 

recently, most of the inhabitants of our democratic houses looked and thought more or less the 

same way we did, which made it possible to speak about “nation-states,” as we grew fond of 

doing throughout the 20th century.5 It also allowed us to make democratic homes out of our 

democratic houses relatively6 easily. But human migrations, globalization, the free market, 

supranational experiments and, overall, the myriad of connections and flows—swelling like 

fresh bread dough—have broken asunder the idea of a homogenous nation fitting neatly 

within the geographic borders of a state.7 As diversity increases in democracies, belonging 

becomes even more of a pressing challenge, in part because it makes us wonder how much 

diversity can a democracy shelter. Are there democratic frameworks that are more conducive 

to creating an environment of inclusion and equal treatment among its citizens, while 

guaranteeing democratic principles? Can difference be incorporated without being 

annihilated? Or simply put, how do we make of a house a home?  

To make and illustrate my argument, I differentiate between formal and informal 

inclusion (between the house and the home) and use data from empirical work in Paris and 

Mexico City —two cosmopolitan cities in democratic republics— in 2015 and 2016. I argue 

that in developed democracies with strong states (such as France), formal inclusion takes 

                                                             
4 Perhaps democracies should be more like apartments with multiple rooms and respectful roommates, 

sharing common spaces, sticking to one rack of the fridge, and keeping their own rooms private. That idea is, 
perhaps, closer to the liberal conception of what public interactions should look like. However, from a normative 
standpoint, I find the liberal conception of the public rather thin –not undesirable, but fragile. But moreover, 
when I speak of a home, I am not thinking that the comparison of the “family” should necessarily follow. One 
can make homes with others who are not part of our nuclear family. If pressed on the corollary of the family, 
however, I would say two things. The first one is that families can be made out of very disparate individuals: they 
do not all need to wear matching outfits, love Grandma’s casserole, and act as if they were the Brady Bunch. But 
second, the one thing about families that I would retain is the idea of caring for people one might not really like. 
Doing so requires some thoughtfulness on our part, which is demanding, but not necessarily in the realm of civic 
engagement, political activism or even sacrifice. On the topic of sacrifice in democratic politics, see Danielle 
Allen, Talking to Strangers Strangers. Anxieties of Citizenship since Brown v. Board of Education (Chicago: Chicago 
University Press, 2004). 

5 On how the source of sovereignty has moved back and forth from the state to the nation see Barkin, J. 
Samuel y Bruce Cronin, “The State and the Nation: Changing Norms and the Rules of Sovereignty in 
International Relations”, International Organization, 48 (1994): 107-130. 

6 I say relatively because the experiences of profound nationalistic and fascist violence of the 20th Century 
say otherwise. However, although our “normal” political lives are shaped in ways that make possible certain 
types of violence, I focus here on our quotidian political lives when they are considered unremarkable and not 
when they are slashed by war and genocide. 

7 Although the parties of the right and far right in developed democracies insist on claiming that they 
should and can go back to a “purer” or “greater” version of their nations. 
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preeminence over informal inclusion. Paradoxically, formal inclusion ends up being construed 

as a “good enough” substitute for informal inclusion. Namely, instead of reading formal 

inclusion as a signal, opening the door toward informal inclusion, some citizens behave as if 

the former obviated the need for the latter. Because of that, formal inclusion is both a 

necessary condition of possibility for blending in, while also being an obstacle for it. It is a 

sturdy house that cannot quite become a home. In younger democracies where the state is 

distrusted and the rule of law does not prevail—in weak states (such as Mexico)— informal 

inclusion takes preeminence, allowing for a smoother incorporation of individuals. This, 

however, is achieved at the cost of reproducing behaviors that deepen existing inequalities: 

behaviors that signal inclusion, but are costly for equality. In both cases, belonging is fraught, 

and the move towards greater democratic equality forestalled. 

 

In Conversation 

The relationship between formal and informal inclusion is germane to many literatures 

within political science. I will strive to carve out the space in which the contribution of this 

paper is located: somewhere between procedural and cultural understandings of democracies, 

and between concerns of nationalism and citizenship.  

As I suggested, for some political scientists, what makes a democracy one lies in its 

structures and procedures8: majority rule, the elections of representatives for political office, 

mechanisms for cooperation that can give rise to a civil society, and so on.  For those scholars, 

their focus on operative guidelines “contrasts with a highly persistent, but misleading theme in 

recent literature on democracy —namely the emphasis upon ‘civic culture.’ (…) The far more 

benevolent and ingrained norms of a civic culture are better thought of as a product and not 

as a producer of democracy.”9 Here, the not-so-implicit target is Almond and Verba’s work in 

The Civic Culture, where the authors argue that there is a specific set of attitudes —a civic 

culture— that sustains democratic regimes and that they associate with the United States and 

                                                             
8 For instance, and among others, Seymour Lipset, Political Man. The Social Bases of Politics (New York: 

Anchor Books, 1960); Robert Dahl, Polyarchy: Participation and Opposition (New Haven: Yale University Press, 
1971); R. Dahl, Who Governs? (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1974); Arend Lijphart, Democracy in Plural 
Societies (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1977); A. Lijphart, Patterns of Democracy (New Haven: Yale 
University Press, 1999); Philippe C. Schmitter and Terry Lynn Karl, “What Democracy Is. . . and Is Not,” 
Journal of Democracy ���2 (1991): 75-88. 

9 Schmitter and Frank, 110. 
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the United Kingdom.10 But Almond and Verba are not in as much of a disagreement with 

enthusiasts of procedural and institutional analysis as the latter seem to think, for they clearly 

state that they are interested in understanding what kind of political orientations will 

“maintain” democracies,11 not create them from thin air. In this paper, I suggest that although 

it is overall true that strong democratic structures create civic cultures, expecting that the 

“democracy” in those structures will trickle down into society and be appropriated as informal 

norms is not quite right. I do not mean to say that imposing a democratic structure does not 

seem to function (we know that), but that long-standing democracies, the “best” democracies 

we have around, suffer from shortcomings produced by the very strength of that structure.  

  Among the attitudes that Almond and Verba identified as strengthening a civic culture, 

two of them stand out for my purposes: the existence of cleavages as far as they are 

subordinate to an overall consensus about the democratic game and the importance of trust in 

each other. Both of those attitudes speak about a shared commonality between members of a 

democratic community. It is also in those two ideas that scholars of democracy, scholars of 

citizenship, and analyses of nationalism find common ground. Indeed, in his classic work, 

Imagined Communities, Benedict Anderson explains that the members of a nation share ties of 

comradeship, which –he suggests– makes us believe that we are moving in unison.12 Members 

of a nation have a common identity; they believe they share something with other individuals 

located in a bounded territory. When nationalism is closely connected with ethnicity, one 

tends to think of that something as being organically and culturally produced: a common 

descent, a shared language, traditions. But there is nothing in Anderson’s definition of the 

nation that presents that “something” as being necessarily tied to an ethnic conception of the 

nation, to an idea of bonds of blood. That “something” that citizens share might as well be a 

common inclusion into a state that champions democratic values and whose identity is 

strongly republican, as is the case of Mexico or France, both of which are republics. Here, 

Anderson and Almond & Verba are very much in line. Thinking about this commonality as 
                                                             

10 It might be worth thinking about the reasons why the approval of Brexit and the election of Donald 
Trump happened in exactly these two countries, which Almond and Verba championed as the bulwarks of civic 
culture. I do not think that Almond and Verba got civic culture wrong, but that those attitudes are more 
ephemeral than they believed, and thus, very fragile. Put otherwise, I think that maintaining a civic culture 
becomes more difficult --and not easier-- as democratic governments become stronger.  

11 Gabriel Almond and Sidney Verba, The Civic Culture: Political Attitudes and Democracy in Five Nations 
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1963), 34. 

12 Benedict Anderson, Imagined Communities (London: Verso, 1983), 145. 
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being politically constituted allows us to create a relatively solid space for conversation 

between scholars of nationalism and scholars of democracy. Or, at least, it begs the question 

of whether the sense of commonality formally articulated by the state decants and is 

appropriated by individuals as an informal sense of commonality, reproduced in everyday life. 

Can a common democratic identity be strong or successful enough to encompass diversity and 

difference? The immediate expectation that stems from the formal and even the substantive 

conceptions of our democracies is that the stronger our democratic structures, the more likely 

are we to be able to rally support around a democratic identity. This should even more so be 

the case when the state apparatus is effective and legitimate, to use the old categories 

suggested by Seymour Lipset in the 1960s.13 Namely, an effective and legitimate democratic 

state makes it more likely that a common democratic identity will bring citizens together 

despite their differences and possible conflicts, because —after all, democratic theorists 

expect— our particularities should be subordinate to the democratic identity and values 

trumpeted by the state. There is incredible richness in studies of democracy and nationalism, 

but the analytical tools they provide fall short when it comes to explaining the increasingly 

complicated ways in which we come to be part of our democracies today, as well as the 

exclusionary stumbles of our modern democracies. I think that it is in their shared concern 

about a common identity that exegetical possibilities lie.  

The emphasis on a political identity comes to the fore when we wonder how to think 

about our contemporary states, seeking to encompass diversity while remaining committed to 

democratic values imagined before the challenges of multiculturalism became as unavoidable 

as they are today. After all, in the 20th century, the difficulties posed by diversity within a 

nation-state were addressed through partition (Czechoslovakia or Yugoslavia, for instance), 

or —during darker years— violence and genocide. Both of those positions regarded the 

smooth homogeneity within the nation-state as the panacea for conflict and the goal of 

governance. But one cannot easily continue to break down states into smaller and smaller 

pieces, even less so when international flows and dynamics never cease to increase the 

diversity within a state. So, how are we to deal with that diversity? A few years ago, Stepan, 

Linz, and Yadav argued that the concept of the “nation-state” needed to be put on its head to 

better reflect our current moment. Thinking about state-nations (instead of nation-states), 

                                                             
13 Lipset, 22. 
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they explained, allows us to better reconcile democracy and diversity: “states are 

multicultural, and sometimes even have significant multinational components, which 

nonetheless still manage to engender strong identification and loyalty from their citizens, an 

identification and loyalty that proponents of homogeneous nation-states perceive that only 

nation-states can engender.”14 Although diversity may present difficulties for representativity 

and governance, it remains to be proven that it makes the job of democratic governance 

harder. Fish and Brooks,15 for instance, argued against the common-held belief that diversity 

hurts democracy and showed that there existed no significant correlation between diversity 

and democracy, at least not as long as democracy was measured through the institutional 

indicators of Freedom House: civil liberties, political rights, and freedom. But, in their 

analysis, Fish and Brooks thought about democracy as a set of procedures and guarantees, 

without looking into the quotidian experiences of those who live in these communities and 

experience democratic promises in their everyday ventures as either goals that can be 

glimpsed from the distance or cruel parodies of themselves. Put otherwise, Fish and Brooks 

see houses standing, but fail to peek in through the windows. I do not mean to imply that 

diversity hurts democracy, but I am interested in the ways in which that common democratic 

identity, which Almond and Verba hinted at, and that Stepan, Linz, and Yadav refined, is or 

fails to be translated into a sense of comradeship among citizens in the spaces in which it is not 

mainly up to the state, but to ordinary individuals to decide how they will come to police the 

boundaries of their democratic communities.  

To do so, I look at mechanisms nurturing the incongruities between a formal democratic 

identity articulated by the state and an informal democratic identity that takes form in 

interactions between citizens in the public space. Thus, I follow the lead of Erving Goffman 

and Michel de Certeau, who argue that socially-shared values and ideals can be adumbrated 

by behavior that would otherwise appear trite or perfunctory. “When the individual presents 

himself before others,” writes Goffman, “his performance will tend to incorporate and 

exemplify the officially accredited values of the society.”16  

 

                                                             
14 Alfred Stepan, Juan J. Linz and Yogendra Yadav, “The Rise of ‘State-Nations’,” The Journal of 

Democracy  21(2010): 52. 
15 Steven Fish and Robin S. Brooks, “Does Diversity Hurt Democracy?” Journal of Democracy 15 (2004): 

154-166. 
16 Erving Goffman, The Presentation of Self in Everyday Life (New York: Anchor Books, 1959), 35. 
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Mexico and France 

In this paper, I focus on the cases of citizens living in two modern democratic republics: 

Mexico and France, which share a discourse of civic nationalism. This type of nationalism is 

structured around shared political principles —exactly what Almond, Verba, Linz, Stepan, 

and Yadav were putting their finger on when they spoke about a common formal democratic 

identity— while the alternative (ethnic nationalism) stresses the importance of blood ties and 

descent.17  

In both Mexico and France, formal citizenship takes a prominent place in the shared 

imaginary. It proposes an inclusion articulated through the state that should trickle down to 

shape a nation. Although the mechanisms of the influence of the Enlightenment on the French 

Revolution are not crystalline,18 the depth of that influence is not open to debate: “The 

worship of reason [of the Revolution] was Voltarian,”19 while the embracement of the virtues 

of sovereignty, equality and liberty20 owed much to Rousseau’s writings. The narrative of the 

French state created after the Revolution was hence greatly influenced by the universal ideas 

of reason, equality, liberty, and secularism. Thus, the French state was only supposed to be 

French in that the transformation had begun in France, but it was a state that presented itself 

as being capable of rising above cultural differences.21 The French post-revolutionary state 

created an idea of the French citizen as the paradigm of the citoyen of any State that had 

overcome the despotism of the Middle Ages. Said citoyen was constructed as the embodiment 

of the ideal citizen, no matter her culture. The idea of assimilationism was thus born, writes 

Brubaker,22 presupposing “a political conception of membership and the belief, which France 

took over from the Roman tradition, that the state can turn strangers into citizens, peasants —
                                                             

17 Rogers Brubaker, Citizenship and Nationhood in France and Germany (Cambridge: Harvard University 
Press, 1992). 

18 See Henri Peyre, «Eighteenth-Century Ideas on the French Revolution,» in The Influence of the 
Enlightenment of the French Revolution. Henri Peyre argues that the importance of the Philosophes stems from the 
fact that they provided a theoretical explanation to what was happening in France in the years before the 
Revolution, tracing a pathway of possible action. 

19 Frederick B. Artz, The Enlightenment in France (Oberlin: The Kent State University Press, 1968), 152. 
20 McDonald, «The Revolutionary Cult of Rousseau», 1974, 136. 
21 Tocqueville, for instance, wrote in The Old Regime and the French Revolution (trans. Stuart Gilbert (New 

York: Anchor Books, 1955), 12-13): 
 It was because the [French] Revolution always harked back to the universal, not particular, values and to 

what was the most “natural” form of government and the most “natural” social system that it had so wide an 
appeal and could be imitated in so many places simultaneously. No previous political upheaval, however violent, 
had aroused such passionate enthusiasm, for the ideal the French Revolution set before it was not merely a change in the 
French social system, but nothing short of a regeneration of the whole human race. (…) It developed into a species of religion.  

22 Brubaker, 8. 
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or immigrants workers— into Frenchmen.” In fine, in France, the nation is imagined to be the 

product of the state and not the other way round.23 

Similarly, in Mexico, throughout the 19th and first-half of the 20th century, the state rose 

above factional divisions and religious feelings. Not only was the conception of the Mexican 

independent nation republican in that the power belonged to the people, but unlike older 

European states in which, chronologically speaking, republicanism was a project subsequent 

or coetaneous to the formation of the nation, in Mexico, “the state preceded the nation,”24 and 

was lionized as it protector, with the almost-mythical figure of Benito Juárez featuring 

prominently and defending the secularism of the state.25 In the Constitution of 1857, the 

government constituted by the liberal faction embraced the people as the bulwark of national 

sovereignty, as well as the republican, representative, and democratic form of government. 

Mexican republican nationalism was again reaffirmed during the Mexican Revolution of 

1910-192026 and enshrined in the ideology of the Partido Nacional Revolucionario (PNR), 

which soon after became the Partido Revolucionario Institucional (PRI), the hegemonic party 

that ruled Mexico for the rest of the 20th Century. 

Mexico and France have both conferred a particularly important place in their social 

imaginaries to the state, specifically to a republican state in charge of sustaining and 

strengthening democratic culture. One would expect that the onus in in the definition and 

reproduction of citizenship as a republican vocation —Frenchness or Mexicanness— is, thus, 

the state’s. And yet although all states might pretend to be equal, some are more equals than 

others. Despite sharing a mettlesome republican discourse of a strong state capable of 

encompassing the dissimilarities of its inhabitants and creating a conception of the French 

citoyen or the Mexican pueblo, the realities of the French and the Mexican states could not be 

more different. While the French state is strong, with the authority and capabilities to carry 

out its obligations, the Mexican state, in practice, is rather weak.27  

                                                             
23 Brubaker, 184. 
24 Josefina Zoraida Vázquez de Knauch, Nacionalismo y Educación en México (Mexico: El Colegio de 

México, 1970), 253. 
25 Ibid. 
26 B. R. Hamnett, A Concise History of Mexico (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1999), 3. 
27 The CIA World Factbook ranks Mexico economy in the 12th position when the economy is measured as 

GDP in purchasing power parity. However, the government is very inefficient, besides being famously corrupt 
and pays very high wages to its top officials. The state capability index of the Economist Intelligence Unit of 
2007 considers France to have a “high” state capability (comparable to the US or China’s), while Mexico is 
classified as a “low,” (similar to Libya or Russia’s). Central Intelligence Agency (CIA), The World Factbook 
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On one side, the French federal state is considered efficient and powerful, even by the 

provinces that resist it. Jonah Levy argues that the French state does “too much,”28 and that 

its strength has hindered the emergence of associational life and the strength of local 

governments. On the other hand, the stories of the might of the Mexican state are 

disconnected from its actual strength. In the words of Fernando Escalante:  

 

Through the force of our desires, we end up being persuaded [in Mexico] that we live under the 
shadow of Gulliver: the omnipotence of the Mexican state is an illusion that is almost 
unanimous, and that convinces insiders and outsiders. […] Based on what some assert, there 
should be reasons to believe that the post-revolutionary state is an incredibly efficient machine 
with overwhelming force. That is why stepping outside of one’s door is a strange experience, 
even disconcerting: the giant is not there and it seems unlikely that it has ever been. The 
contrast with the shared fantasy is violent and disorienting.29  
 

The narrative of the Mexican post-revolutionary state is strong enough that it has 

succeeded in sustaining Mexico as a viable nation-state, despite the violence of the past ten 

years and a government incapable of holding it in check. Mexico’s government is widely 

perceived to be corrupt30 and inefficient,31 with rates of impunity hitting 99%.32 Thus, 

although there is a discourse, widely shared and believed of a strong state capable of 

guaranteeing the republican principles of the nation and be at the forefront of the creation of a 

sense of belonging, in France the state rises to the occasion, while in Mexico the discourse 

moves between being aspirations and nostalgia, while the government falls very short of its 

                                                                                                                                                                                                    
http://tinyurl.com/3bwsma, and The state of the state,” The Economist- The World in 2011, November 22nd, 2010, 
http://tinyurl.com/hy2tv5z, accessed November 1st, 2016. 

28 Jonah Levy, Tocqueville’s Revenge. State, Society, and Economy in Contemporary France (Boston: Harvard 
University Press, 1999), 22. 

29 Fernando Escalante, Estampas de Liliput. Bosquejos para una sociología de México (Mexico: Fondo de Cultura 
Económica, 2004, 12. My translation. 

30 In the perception of corruption index of Transparency International, in 2015, Mexico boasted a pathetic 
score of 35 over 100, placing it much closer to Sudan (with a score of 12) than to France (with a score of 70). 
“Corruption Perception Index, 2015,” Transparency International, http://www.transparency.org/cpi2015#results-
table, accessed November 1st, 2016. 

31 In 2015, the INEGI (the National Institute for Statistics in Mexico) reported that 73.2% of the 
population considered their state to be insecure. INEGI, “Percepción sobre seguridad pública,” 
http://www.beta.inegi.org.mx/temas/percepcion/, accessed November 1st, 2016. 

32 There are a couple of recent analyses of impunity in Mexico. Of the crimes that are reported, less than 
5% end up being resolved in one way or the other. If one takes into consideration the number of crimes that are 
not reported because the state is considered to be inefficient and corrupt, that number plummets to 1%. See 
“Estados sufren de muy alta impunidad,” Animal Político, February 2016, 
http://www.animalpolitico.com/2016/02/de-alto-a-muy-alto-el-nivel-de-impunidad-en-25-estados-menos-del-1-de-
los-delitos-son-castigados-en-el-pais/, accessed November 1st, 2016. 



 10 

narrative. But the narratives of the state are, in both cases, deeply embedded in the shared 

imaginaries of the inhabitants of the two countries. 

Where citizenship is constructed around civic nationalism, democracies should be twice 

shielded against a discrepancy between formal and informal inclusion. Once, because as I 

argued above, they are modern democracies and, a second time, because their ideas of the 

nation are constructed around civic principles that all can potentially embrace. To stress this 

point the empirical work of this paper was carried out at the level of the city: a space of 

cosmopolitanism, and thus, arguably, one that is more tolerant to difference.33 If the 

incongruities between formal and informal inclusion exist even in these cases that are shielded 

multiple times against incongruities in patterns of inclusion (“hard cases”), they are likely to 

happen in other democracies as well, even more prominently.  Mexico City and Paris are good 

case studies for this. They are both rich and cosmopolitan cities that are important cultural, 

social, and political sites in their continents, and they are the most populous cities of their 

respective countries. They are also both important touristic destinations. In the fall of 2015, I 

carried out semi-structured interviews with fifty random strangers in Paris. I did the same 

thing in Mexico City in the summer of 2016, covering all the boroughs of the city. The length 

of the interviews varied —the shortest ones ran about ten minutes, while the longest one went 

over two and a half hours. Below, I discuss the patterns of inclusion that emerged from these 

conversations, especially insofar as they reflect these disparities between narratives and 

realities of the civic nationalism espoused by both republics.  

 

 

 

 

                                                             
33 Why focus on the city? Perhaps the beginning of an answer stems from the fact that urbanization and 

modernization have gone hand in hand since the Industrial Revolution of the 18th and 19th centuries: the city 
should thus be testament of modernity, industrialization, of their successes and failures. By focusing on the city, 
scholars of urban space have pushed us to realize that —even in the times of globalization — the local still 
matters, that it still shapes the ways in which macro-structural transformations happen. But, more importantly to 
my opinion, they remind us that "democracy," "the law," and even "the economy," are not agents in themselves. 
They do not think, govern, or police by themselves. They constitute procedures and norms that are then 
respected (or not) by citizens and agents of the state. And those citizens and agent of the state do not all share a 
smooth and homogenous relationship to macro-structural processes. Analyses of the city thus force us to rethink 
where we locate responsibility and agency in the production and re-production of inequalities. See, for instance, 
Saskia Sassen, The Global City: New York, London, Tokyo (Princeton-Oxford: Princeton University Press, 2001), 
332. 



 11 

Not quite there 

To approach the topic of inclusion in France and Mexico, let me begin with a general 

observation. There is a sentence that has become painfully familiar to many of us and that 

goes something like this: “I know that she is French, but she is not really French,” or “he is an 

American citizen, but he is not a real American,” and so forth. In a survey carried out in 2014 

commissioned by the École d’Hautes Études en Sciences Sociales (EHESS) and the 

Foundation for French Judaism, 24% of the respondents said that French Jewish citizens 

were “not French like other French citizens are.”34 Similarly, in 2013, a newly minted French 

bureaucrat in charge of the equality of French citizens from overseas territories explained that 

her policy revolved around making it sure that French citizens of the overseas territories who 

moved to France were indeed treated as being “French, just like everyone else.”35 And, of 

course, one of the members of the LePen family, Marion Maréchal-LePen who is also the 

youngest person ever elected as a member of parliament in France, opined that “Muslims 

could only be French under certain conditions.”36  In one way or the other, these sentences —

some more casually uttered than others— speak about suspect identities and an inclusion that 

is incomplete, creating fraught social exchanges between citizens of a democracy. Maybe one 

can productively think about it as being akin to passing: passing or not passing as equal 

democratic citizens. 

There are three points that I would like to make about this kind of sentences. First, the 

sentence is not exclusive to individuals of foreign descent, who are depicted as being incapable 

of “overcoming” their difference and truly integrate, no matter how many generations have 

gone by. In the United States, Republican Representative Mike Coffman declared that 

although he had confidence in President Obama’s citizenship, he remained unconvinced about 

how American he really was. “In his heart,” he said, “he’s not an American. He’s just not an 

                                                             
34 “Les juifs ne sont pas vraiment des français comme les autres.” Ipsos, “Perceptions et attentes de la 

population juive. Le rapport à l’autre et aux minorities,” 2015. 
http://www.ipsos.fr/sites/default/files/doc_associe/presentation_globale_enquete.pdf, accessed October 27th, 
2016. 

35 “Sophie Elizéon: Des français comme les autres,” ZInfos974, October 2013, 
http://www.zinfos974.com/Sophie-Elizeon-Nous-sommes-des-Francais-comme-tous-les-autres_a62322.html, 
accessed October 27th, 2016. 

36 For Le Pen those conditions were a respect of the mores of “christian origin” that exist in France and 
letting go of the desire to have mosques in France. “Les musulmans ne peuvent être français que sous condition, 
juge Marion Maréchal-Le Pen,” Le Point, December 2nd, 2015, http://www.lepoint.fr/politique/les-musulmans-ne-
peuvent-etre-francais-que-sous-condition-juge-marion-marechal-le-pen-01-12-2015-1986416_20.php, accessed 
October 27th, 2016. 
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American.”37 One could argue that African-Americans were forcibly brought to the United 

States and that they might be sharing something in common with Jewish or Muslim French 

citizens, but if that were the case, there are very few persons —except for Native Americans 

in the United States, 38 indigenous people in Mexico and so on — who would remain 

unscathed. Although the dynamic can hardly be explained without speaking about 

immigration, the latter falls short of being a sufficient explanation.  

Second, more than a foreign otherness that cannot be overcome, the sentences speak 

about a non-place. Although there are often underlying assumptions, it is not clear that “you 

are not a real French person” implies that this is so because the person is actually from 

Lebanon, Ethiopia, Thailand, or what have you. There is not an alternative national inclusion 

offered in exchange. Instead, those considered to fall short of the yardstick of normality —

what Laurent Berlant calls “okayness”39 – are left in a non-place of inclusion, neither here nor 

there, at the margins. And being relegated to a non-place fits poorly with human dignity. 

Third, it is a phenomenon that is not directly related to legal inequality (I will argue that 

it is even quite the contrary, a collateral damage of legal equality). Despite the recognition of 

legal citizenship and, thus, formal equality, the process of inclusion is incomplete. Those who 

are “French, but not really French” or “American, but not a real American,” do not quite 

belong in the same terms of the privileged majority.40 Despite their formal inclusion, they are 

not informally included in the terms everyone else is. That is, although it might stem from 

similar cleavages, informal inclusion is unlike the judicial inequalities that are faced, for 

instance, by Israeli citizens of Palestinian descent41 or by LGBTQ citizens who do not have 

                                                             
37 Obama, he clarified, did not share his belief on American exceptionalism, which, according to Coffman, 

somehow lessened his Americanness. 
38 In speaking about the United States, Michael Walzer writes that they are an archetypical immigrant 

society. In those societies, he explains, the state is neutral among groups and tolerant of all of them. In a way, 
Walzer explains everyone has a hyphenated identity in the United States. Michael Walzer, On Toleration (New 
Haven: Yale University Press, 1997), 30-35. Scholars who focus on the racial biases of the state, in particular of 
the United States, of course disagree with Walzer and argue that the state is far from neutral. See, for instance, 
Michael Omi and Howard Winant, Racial Formation in the United States (New York: Routledge, 1986) and David 
T. Goldberg, The Racial (New York: Wiley-Blackwell, 2001). 

39 Lauren Berlant, The Female Complaint: The Unfinished Business of Sentimentality in American Culture (Duke 
University Press, 2008), 9. 

40 I do not think the “privileged majority” is here a single group nor that it is fixed. 
41 See, for example, Yousef Mounayyer opinion piece in the New York Times, “Not All Israeli Citizens are 

Equal,” The New York Times, May 23rd, 2012, http://tinyurl.com/c9gw665 or Sammy Smooha, “The model of 
democracy: Israel as a Jewish and Democratic State,” Nations and Nationalism 8 (2002): 475-503. 
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the right to marry.42 Unlike the latter cases, I take the legal equality guaranteed by the law as 

the point of departure. Of course, I do not mean to imply that legal equality has been 

altogether achieved, that is certainly not the case and the disparities are more painful in some 

places than others, but I am more interested here in the exclusions that survive beyond the 

direct interactions with the state43 and despite —or because of?—legal equality. 

What is fascinating about this painfully familiar sentence is that as much as it makes 

immediate sense to any passerby in France (or the United States, England,44 and even 

Scandinavian countries), in Mexico, it is completely nonsensical. When asking ordinary 

people in Mexico City in which context the sentence “I know he is Mexican, but he is not 

really Mexican”45 would make sense, the question was received with confused silence, brief 

disconcerted frowns, and a few offended exclamations. In Coyoacán, in the center of one of 

the most picturesque colonial neighborhoods in Mexico City, a man in his sixties, wearing 

blue jeans and a light blue shirt over a red t-shirt and who had made a point at explaining the 

etymologies of every word I uttered, stopped blank and stared at me: “I would say that the 

statement is senseless and that the person does not understand logic. They just said that 

someone is Mexican and then that he is not —it makes no sense.”46 A few days later, a woman 

in her twenties, sitting and waiting for the bus facing a park in the Benito Juárez borough —a 

central area of the city, densely populated, and with one of the highest standards of living of 

                                                             
42 On the topic of unequal legal citizenship or “semi-citizenship,” see Elizabeth Cohen’s book, Semi-

Citizenship in Democratic Politics (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2014). 
43 There is a wealth of literature on the unequal application of the law by the agents of the state. See, for 

instance, Daniel Brinks, The Judicial Response to Police Killings in Latin America. Inequality and the Rule of Law 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2008); Daniel M. Brinks and Varun Gauri (eds.), Courting Social 
Justice: Judicial Enforcement of Social and Economic Rights in the Developing World, (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 2010); Michelle Alexander, The New Jim Crow: Mass Incarceration in the Age of Colorblindness (New York: The 
New Press, 2010), or William J. Stuntz, The Collapse of American Criminal Justice (Cambridge-London: Harvard 
University Press, 2011). 

44 After the approval of Brexit, cards reading “no more Polish vermin” were left on cars in 
Cambridgeshire; in an elementary school, fellow classmates asked an Asian-British girl, “when are you going 
home? Harriet Agerholm, "Brexit: Wave of hate crime and racial abuse reported following EU referendum," The 
Independent, June 26th, 2016, http://tinyurl.com/hq4la32, accessed September 19th, 2016. 

45 Specifically, I asked interviewees to explain to me in which context the sentence could be uttered. I 
explicitly worded the question so that I was not implying that they would cast someone as falling short. The 
sentence, in Spanish, was worded as follows: “Yo sé que Fulanito es mexicano, pero, no es realmente mexicano.” 

46  Interview 3. Delegación Coyoacán. July 4th, 2016. All names have been changed and all translations 
are mine. For the interviews in Mexico City, I note the borough in which they took place. In Paris, I use the 
closest subway station. 
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the city47— looked at me and shook her head. She laughed in a quick and nervous chuckle. 

“No, ha, I don’t understand. How?” I repeated the question. “Mhh, well, I don’t know…” she 

stopped for a second, “Mhh, maybe if he is lazy? Because we Mexicans are not lazy people.”48 

Another woman, sitting on a bench with her small daughter told me, after pausing for a 

second. “I don’t know. Mhh…maybe if…mhh… maybe someone that is not, how to say it, 

that is not a good citizen?” she raises her eyebrows and shoulders, “someone that does not 

respect the laws and the norms? maybe?”49 Yet another person, frowning: “I mean, if I am 

Mexican, how is it anybody else’s business to be giving his opinion about me? I mean, I am 

Mexican and that is that,”50 and another one exclaimed “That’s treason!” For why wouldn’t 

you want to be Mexican? he added.51 While the sentence makes immediate sense to any 

French person, it is simply nonsensical in Mexico. I am not intending to say that in one place 

people agree with the sentence and in another one they do not, but simply that in one place it 

makes sense while in the other it does not; it carries no logical meaning. Is this symptomatic of 

two different pathways towards inclusion? I argue that it is and that it can pave the way to a 

more solid understanding of how democratic inclusion works. 

One striking difference between Mexico and France is immigration, as well as their 

colonial pasts, one as a colonizer and the other as the colonized. At this point, I want to pause 

for a moment and explain why bother writing this paper in the first place given that the 

differences in the patterns of integration between France and Mexico might simply be related 

to different histories of immigration and disparate colonial pasts. Perhaps “Frenchness” is a 

more refined concept than “Mexicannes” simply because the former has been specified and 

challenged by waves of immigration from former colonies.52 I am not arguing that immigration 

                                                             
47 The delegación Benito Juárez is the one with the least problems of poverty in Mexico City, no matter 

which measure of poverty is used. Centro de Estudios de las Finanzas Públicas, “Perfil Socio-Económico del 
Distrito Federal,” Cámara de Diputados, México, 2009, http://tinyurl.com/zcptmtx, accessed October 31st, 2016. 

48 Interview 8. Delegación Benito Juárez, July 12th, 2016.  
49 Interview 4. Delegación Coyoacán. July 4th, 2016. 
50 Interview 23. Delegación Iztacalco. August 10th, 2016. 
51 All of these answers, of which I have a small collection, came after a discussion about being born versus 

being made Mexican and whether someone could become a Mexican if they hadn’t been born one. These replies 
came after a discussion of citizenship, integration, and belonging, with which I wish to suggest that the 
connection could have been made very easily. 

52 The population of foreign descent (born in another country) in Mexico was close to one million in 2010, 
twice as much as ten years before. In France, in 2008, approximately five million of the inhabitants had been 
born in a foreign country. Of those, roughly two million were born in other European countries, two million 
were of African origin, and one million was of Asian descent. Instituto Nacional de Estadística y Geografía 
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is not one of the main –if not the main— explanatory story. Thinking that it is a sufficient and 

altogether satisfactory story, however, is –I think—a dangerous stance to take. Of course the 

colonial experience plays an important role in explaining the discriminatory tendencies in 

France, but not all individuals of former French colonies are equally discriminated against. 

Asian immigrants are, for instance, considered a “model minority.” Christine Mollner says that 

this is because they constitute a recent and numerically small immigration,53 which makes it 

easier for them to keep a discrete profile and become almost invisible to the eye of the French 

French.54 But, for instance, immigrants from former colonies in East, West, and Equatorial 

Africa, are not as harshly discriminated against as those coming from Northern Africa:55 polls 

in France show that public opinion condones discriminatory treatment against Arabs more 

easily than against blacks.56 So, at the very least, the story is not very simply about the colonial 

past. Nonetheless, I believe that the most important reason to push beyond an explanation 

that limits itself to the remnants of colonialism is to resist quietism. If the broken patterns of 

integration in France were simply the result of their colonial experience, it would seem 

reasonable to expect that that colonial dynamics would eventually fade out, as the 1960s get 

further and further away in historical memory. Arguing that it is simply about colonialism 

makes it very easy for us to simply wait for the discrimination to die out, like the last 

incandescent carbons of an old fire. Thinking that colonialism and immigration make for a 

sufficient story cloaks the phenomenon under the discourse of a passing problem, a question 

of temporary adaptation that will eventually settle down. If the problem goes back to the 

normal dose of racism that we have grown accustomed to, it becomes a glitch in the normal 

works of democratic systems, the “normal” dose of ugliness or horror that comes with any 

process that cannot be eliminated, but solely managed.57 But I find the coincidence of patterns 

                                                                                                                                                                                                    
(INEGI), “Migración,” http://tinyurl.com/h5wfvmy and Institut National de la Statistique et des Études 
Économiques (INSEE), “Population étrangère,” http://tinyurl.com/zzcflxj, both accessed November 2nd, 2016. 

53 About 0.3 million of the persons born in a foreign country living in France in 2008. 
54 Christine Mollner, «L'immigration sud-asiatique en France: discrète et exemplaire?,» Département des 

Statistiques, des Études et de la Documentation, Ministère de l'Immigration, de l'Intégration, de l'Identité 
Nationale et du Développement Solidaire (Paris, 2009), 1.  

55 Immigrants from Northern Africa made for 1.6 million of the persons of foreign descent coming from 
Africa living in France. Immigrants from other African countries made for 0.6 million, ibid. 

56 There is still a discriminatory treatment against blacks when it comes to renting real-estate, finding a 
job, or marrying a non-black French, but it is about 10 percentage points smaller than against Arabs. BVA 
Enquêtes, «Les Français et les préjugés. Les Français et l'avenir de la Halde,» BVA Enquêtes (2010), 6. 

57 Of course, I am thinking here about Foucault’s biopower. See, for instance, Michel Foucault, Securité 
Territoire, Population. Cours au Collège de France, 1977-1978 (Paris: Gallimard-Seuil, 1994). Foucault writes on page 
21, “the point is simply to maximize the positive elements, that we manage to circulate in the best possible way, 
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of discrimination and distrust in our oldest and most developed democracies (the UK, France, 

the US, the Scandinavian countries…) deeply troubling and symptomatic of what might be a 

fundamental flaw in the ways in which we think democratic inclusion operates. For, when we 

come to think about it, modern democracies are a relatively recent experiment of a couple 

hundreds of years, making us poorly prepared to deal or identify the potential aches they 

might suffer from, as they grow older. In The Republic, Plato wrote that all regimes eventually 

decay, and that democracies run the risk of becoming tyrannies.58 Ascribing the faulty lines of 

inclusion of an advanced democracy such as France to the residues of a colonial experience 

precludes us from thinking deeper about the symptoms, whose underlying causes might not be 

so temporary—and even more so—might not be ebbing and dying out, but becoming 

increasingly pressing. It also makes it easier for us to sit down and wait for it to pass, to 

embrace political passivity and inaction. I write this in a hope that is “not hopeless, but 

unhopeful”59 that our historical experiences are not bound to always be a footnote to Plato. 

 

Paris –formal bonds 

A bust of the Marianne, an allegory of reason, liberty, and the Republic, crowns public 

schools and mairies alike in Paris. The Marianne is a beloved symbol, decorating French 

postage stamp since the liberation of France from German occupation in 1944.60 There is also 

an iconic photograph of the student protests of 1968 that has been dubbed “the Marianne of 

68.’” A crowd is gathered in the square of the Place de la République; a blond woman with 

short hair is sitting on the shoulders of another person, waving a flag. She seems poised and 

dignified. Next to her, someone else raises a closed fist in protest. The ubiquity of the 

Marianne is shared by the motto “Liberty, Equality, and Fraternity,” words written in large 

letters at the entrance of every single public school in Paris, usually next to a small plate in 

memory of the Jewish children that died “innocent victims of the Nazi barbarism, with the 

complicity of the government of Vichy.” The state, appointed bulwark of the revolutionary 

values, takes care of including citizens and providing paperwork for new-comers. In his long 
                                                                                                                                                                                                    
and to minimize whatever might, on the contrary, be risky and inconvenient, such as theft, diseases, while being 
perfectly aware of the fact that it will never be possible to eliminate them altogether […]. Given that they cannot 
be eliminated, let us work with the probabilities.”  

58 Plato, The Republic, book VIII, especially 562a-568e. 
59 W. E. B Du Bois, “The Passing of the First-Born,” Souls of Black Folk, ed. by David Blight and Robert 

Gooding-Williams (Boston-New York: Bedford, 1997), 160. 
60 “Marianne,” L’Élysée, http://www.elysee.fr/la-presidence/marianne/, accessed November 15th, 2016. 
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study on the legal debates around French nationality, Patrick Weil writes, “today, all French 

people are equal, while all Germans, for instance, are not.”61 The Haut Conseil à L’Intégration 

—the office in charge of the integration of immigrants— writes in its report of 1992, “through 

schooling, the children of immigrants enter into what continues to be one of the strongest 

mechanisms of integration to French society.”62 Education and, importantly, language63 

become mechanisms and proofs of integration into society, a direct access into the republican 

promise of equal inclusion and assimilation. One would thus think that all second-generation 

immigrants, schooled in France and perfectly fluent in French should not face problems of 

informal inclusion. It is, of course, not the case. 

The importance of formal inclusion and the republican values espoused by the state was 

echoed in the responses of many interviewees in Paris. When I asked them what does “being 

French” meant to them, the “values of the Republic” were brought up once and again, with 

“liberty” featuring prominently. “France is a country that channels values that are universal. 

We do have something that other countries do not have. It is something of a leadership about 

values of liberty, of equality,”64 a man in his thirties tells me. His hair is thinning and grey on 

the sides, he has light blue eyes and pale skin. He wears a suit in which he seems comfortable: 

he has been working in the government for some years, after attending an elite administrative 

school in Paris. Republican values were brought up in most of the interviews I carried out, 

and sometimes language is also mentioned —in particular, “properly spoken French,” I am 

told by an older lady who lingered a little longer on the “properly.” 65 Alongside the Republic 

and language, paperwork (les papiers) features prominently as a shorthand for citizenship.66  

Being French is mainly about the papers. When I ask to a man in his late thirties, who has 

                                                             
61 Patrick Weil, Qu'est-ce qu'un Français ?: Histoire de la nationalité française depuis la Révolution. (Paris: Poche, 

2005), 412. 
62 Haut Conseil à l’intégration, “Conditions juridiques et culturelles de l’intégration, rapport au premier 

ministre,” 03/1992. 
63 Article 69 of the Code of Nationality states that “nobody can be naturalized if they do not justify their 

assimilation into the French community, particularly through a sufficient knowledge, depending on their 
condition, of French.” 

64 Interview 38. Métro Rue du Bac. December 2nd, 2015. 
65 I speak fluent French, which I learned as a child. More than once I was assumed to be French because, 

as one person told me, I was speaking “the language of Molière.” Another interviewee assumed that I was 
French, even after I mentioned I was Mexican and Polish: “it must be very hard to deal with three nationalities: 
French, Mexican, and Polish,” he exclaimed. 

66 Unlike the United States where being “undocumented” implies that one is not in conformity with a legal 
status, “les papiers,” in France, refers specifically to nationality. For instance, a residency permit (carte de séjour) is 
not usually referred to as “the paperwork.” 
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lived his whole life in France although he was born in Morocco, if he feels French, he replies 

in a poised French, “No, not in the least. I cannot feel French. I am not. I do not have French 

citizenship.” 67 Or take for instance Olga.68 She has very dark skin and her hair is braided in a 

ponytail. I approached her as she walked with the tired pace of someone returning from work, 

dragging her feet without losing speed. She tells me her parents were from Central Africa, but 

she had grown up in France. “I speak French fluently and I don’t have an accent,” she 

explained. She can understand the social context and social implications of a word, she adds, 

which makes her more relatable to others. “Even if they don’t [think I am French], it is on the 

papers!”69 She smiles when she says this to me. In France, the democratic house is very 

sturdy, formal inclusion is recognized and championed as the entry way to becoming part of 

the community. 

But for many French citizens, formal inclusion —those papers— does not always lead to 

informal inclusion. Two discourses are constantly intertwined in this incomplete process. 

First, that those who have become French have “taken enough” by receiving formal 

citizenship. And second, that their identities are constantly suspect because something about 

who they are or what they do hinders their ability to achieve complete belonging, to be fully 

French. The first discourse is, in great part, the product of economic struggles in France, or 

perhaps even more so, of the perception of economic struggles. The perceived scarcity of 

resources,70 particularly the limited jobs offer, makes immigrants an easy target of discourses 

of the right. Marc, who has been homeless since he returned to Paris after years living in 

Morocco, tells me that although he is not a supporter of the xenophobic language of Le Pen, 

he is convinced that order is necessary and that immigration flows are no longer under 

control. “Those foreigners —they arrive here and receive everything, while there are French 

people who live in the streets, homeless people, people with disabilities that have nothing 

left.”71 In his words, there is an implicit division between those who have arrived —“those 

foreigners”— and “French people.” It seems that the former cannot quite be the latter. Marc 

                                                             
67 Interview 34. Métro Nation. November 25th, 2015. 
68 All first names are changed. 
69 Interview 3. Métro Gare Saint-Lazare. October 13th, 2015, 6pm.  
70 Unemployment had been consistently diminishing in metropolitan France since 1995, with a temporary 

increase around 2002. The beginning of a sharp increase in unemployment can be clearly pinpointed to the global 
recession that started in 2008.  

http://stmt.pole-emploi.org/publication 
71 Interview 2. We met again on November 28th. Métro Gare Saint-Lazare. 
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sits on the same bench of one of the major transportation hubs, every day, and I wave at him 

or sit and talk for a brief moment when I see him. He has the air of a movie star from the 

seventies, his gaze lost amidst the waves of passerby. Marie-Françoise was sitting on a bench 

of the Parc Monceau, a well-off and beautiful area of the north-west of Paris a Monday 

evening. She is in her eighties and she tells me she feels alone. She has lived all over the world, 

and has only been back in France for the last ten years. In France, foreigners are welcomed, 

she explains. “And that is completely normal,”72 she observes, lifting her eyebrows and 

shaking her head quickly and almost imperceptibly, “but there is too much tolerance.” French 

people, born in France, are relegated to the second place, she explains.73 Her son, for instance, 

is currently unemployed and she thinks that taxes are too high. Another woman, who has 

been expounding on the gravity of the waves of racism in France, stops for a second when I 

ask if one can become French. After a brief pause, she tells me that her husband works in 

projects of public housing. Sometimes, she tells me, he has mentioned that families of 

immigrants make fires in the middle of the apartments. “I don’t know if they are French or not 

French, but I know they were not born here,” she adds. She goes on to tell me that, for her, 

this is a failure of integration because that is not the way in which things are done in France. 

“I mean, you have been given public housing and you don’t take care of it. In the meantime, 

there are so many persons without a place to live or who sleep in the streets. I think that is 

terrible. There are even people who work and who are still homeless.” I ask her if she would 

feel the same way if these persons were living in a private residence. “No, no,” she replies, 

shaking her head, “if they are at their place [chez eux], they can do as they please.”74 The use of 

“chez eux” is telling, it is the translation of being at home. Despite her adamant condemnation 

of overt racism and xenophobia, there is something about her language that is revealing: 

although immigrants might have French nationality, they should not feel too much as if they 

were in their own homes, because, after all, they are not. They should not be using public 

goods the way other French people do. It seems as if she were convinced that there is some 

ingratitude in their behavior. In the language of those who say that France does too much for 

                                                             
72 “Normal” in this context implies that it is a reasonable expectation, it is no big deal. “C’est normal” is an 

answer than someone might give when you thank them for doing something for you. 
73 Interview 11. Métro Monceau. October 19th, 2015. 
74 Interview 26. Métro Les Halles. November 17th, 2015. 
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these persons, the language of sufficiency comes to the fore. It is enough, they seem to say –we 

do not owe them anything more, certainly not more than the papers. 

On the receiving end of this are the experiences of anxiety and uneasiness of those of 

foreign descent, no matter how many years or generations they have spent in France. “Even if 

I had French nationality,” a man born in Morocco who speaks a delightful French tells me, “I 

would not feel French. You cannot. It goes in both directions, you know? We are now at the 

fourth generation of immigrants from Morocco, but for the others, we will always be 

foreigners.”75 The sentiment does not go away for those who do have French citizenship, 

“Well, I mean, yes, you might have the papers, but a French person is white” one man of 

Congolese descent tells me, while another one, olive-skinned explains in a half smile, “I would 

very much like to feel French, but I don’t [even if I have French citizenship]. […] Today, 

people are racist but they won’t say it out loud. They even smile to you. A tiny smile, but deep 

down you know that they don’t like you too much.” I ask if he can tell genuine smiles from 

those that aren’t; “you always know,” he tells me slowly.76 A woman in a red coat tells me, “I 

am Polish. I mean, I have had French nationality and lived here since the seventies, but I am 

not French.”77 

The inability to make of their house a home is not for a lack of trying and is even 

recognized by those who otherwise distrust immigrants. “You know, there are [people of 

foreign origin] that are more French than the French French, even though they were not born 

here,”78 a man who them warns me about immigrants tells me. A young man who lives in the 

outskirts of Paris puts it simply to me:  

 

What is paradoxical in France is that immigrants who come to France who want to be 
integrated and who follow all the rules, those who want to become French and are proud of 
being French, we treat them as foreigners. While French French, well, they are often not 
proud of being French in the least.79  

 
Thus, although French civic nationalism stresses the fact that what French citizens share 

is a political identity and thus, that in order to belong, one ought to abide by the premises of 

                                                             
75 Interview 34. Métro Nation. November 25th, 2015. 
76 Interview 32. Métro Pont de Levallois. November 24th, 2015. 
77 Interview 14. Métro Porte de Bagnolet. October 21st, 2015. 
78 Interview 40. Métro Jean Jaurès. December 7th, 2015. 
79 Interview 43. Métro Gare de l’Est. December 12th, 2015. 
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that identity, in practice, it is unclear how should one really behave to become someone who 

belongs, or if it is altogether possible. I find that the category of “immigrants” obscures more 

than it illuminates. For, who are the immigrants? How many generations of living in France, 

of being schooled in France, are needed to be integrated? A man born to Polish parents in 

Paris feels entitled to talk freely to me about “those immigrants,” cracking racist jokes under 

his breath, and hurrying to assuage my fears by saying he is joking.80 Another white man, the 

same one that told me that some immigrants are more French than the French French, even 

tells me that it is the children of immigrants that have to be watched closely –even more 

closely than their parents— because it was often there that resentfulness lies.81 When the 

second generation of immigrants can be constructed as being more suspect than the first, the 

promise of assimilation is not only illusory but counterproductive. Perhaps the question is 

about the kind of foreignness that cannot be overcome, but also the creation of a liminal 

category of citizens who are neither here nor there. It is unclear, however, if it is about the 

color of skin in France, about religion, about Republican values and “culture,” or a 

combination of those characteristics, forming something of a Venn diagram of inclusion. 

Overall, however, formal inclusion is considered to be a sufficient substitute to informal 

inclusion. Although the rhetoric requires immigrants to “assimilate” and “integrate” into the 

model, their efforts and genuine affection for Republican values are vain. Instead of moving 

from a formal inclusion towards informal inclusion, the house never becomes a home. Formal 

inclusion is a necessary condition for belonging, for without “the papers” not even those who 

have been in France for decades feel truly French. The problem is that formal inclusion is also 

seen as being “sufficient.” Formal inclusion is a powerful category, but it does not suffice to 

create a common political identity that brings democratic citizens together. Informal inclusion 

is still needed and it seems to be hindered by the strength and efficacy of formal inclusion. The 

strength of the French state, with its ability to orchestrate social interactions, naturalize 

citizens and support them with social benefits, turns against itself. It is both the entry port to 

the promise of Frenchness and almost a guarantee that full Frenchness will never be achieved. 

“He is French, but not really French,” is a symptom of an incongruity between formal and 

informal inclusion, a severed link between the state and the nation, between the members of 

the community politically articulated, and the members of the community socially understood. 
                                                             

80 Interview 30. Métro Gare du Nord. November 11th, 2015. 
81 Interview 40. Métro Jean Jaurès. December 7th, 2015. 
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But this incongruence seems to exist because and not despite of legal equality. In the might of the 

republican model, in its success, lies as well its biggest weakness.  

 

Mexico City –informal bonds 

Mexico’s civic nationalism and its republican discourse are not unlike France’s. As a 

matter of fact, the national project of Mexico in the 19th century borrowed more than a few 

ideas from the French revolutionary experience.82 Very explicitly, the state decided to shape a 

Mexican nation, a republic, and, to do so, it focused on public education as the privileged 

means. In her classic book on nationalism and education in Mexico, Josefina Vázquez 

explains that the factions that had participated in the fight for independence were able to put 

their differences aside to agree that the only way to satisfy their desire to catch up with the 

American, the British, or the French was through education.83 Vázquez adds that this desire 

has been a recurrent theme of Mexican history: it had a very special place in the reform of 

1859 led by Benito Juárez,84 and again in the Revolution of the 1910. Plutarco Elías Calles, 

one of Mexico’s presidents and the founder of the PRI, continued to declare in 1934: 

The revolution is not over… We ought to enter a new revolutionary period, which I would call 
the psychological revolutionary period: we must come inside and appropriate the consciousness 
of the children, the consciousness of our youth, because they are and they must belong to the 
revolution… We cannot put the future of the fatherland and the future of the revolution in 
enemy hands. Trying to trick us, some reactionaries say that a child belongs to their home and a 
young person belongs to their family; this is a selfish doctrine, because the children and the 
youth belong to the community and the collectivity, and consciousness is the unavoidable 
concern of the revolution, in order to ban prejudices and form a new national soul.85 
 

The republican narrative of the Mexican state, with its revolutionary rhetoric and its 

dreams of community and unity, is quite similar to its French counterpart. In particular, both 

give a very special place to secularism (laïcité, in France). In Mexico, the separation between 

Church and state is remarkable. On once side, the Virgin of Guadalupe is beloved, one of the 

earliest symbols of Mexican unity86 and the image venerated in the Basílica of Guadalupe, one 

                                                             
82 Josefina Zoraida Vázquez de Knauch, Nacionalismo y Educación en México (Mexico: El Colegio de 

México, 1970), 253. 
83 Vázquez, 20. 
84 Vázquez, 40. 
85 Calles in 1934, quoted in Vázquez, 153. 
86 Famously, José Miguel Hidalgo y Costilla, a priest considered to be the father of the patria, started the 

war for Independence in 1810. Famously, he affixed an image of the Virgin of Guadalupe to a lancet to use as a 
symbol of the fight. 
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of the most visited Catholic pilgrimage sites of the world. And then, of course, the sheer 

percentage of Mexicans who are Catholic would make one think that it is unavoidable that 

religion would souse public debate and politics.87 But perhaps the only figure that can 

compete in the national imaginaries of Mexicans with the Virgin of Guadalupe is Benito 

Juárez. Among other things, President Juárez spearheaded the separation of Church and 

State enshrined in the Reform Laws of 1859, establishing civil marriages, civil cemeteries, free 

religious beliefs, and secular education.  

As mentioned, the current government seems bothersome, inefficient, and pusillanimous 

in front of the great narrative of the republican state. It is also deeply distrusted. In 

Iztapalapa, the borough with the largest population in Mexico City88 and also one that is 

avoided by most inhabitants from middle and high socio-economic strata,89 a man in his sixties 

—whose work consists in dealing every day with the office of the borough ( “la 

delegación,”)— advised me, “don’t even get close to the delegación because corruption might be 

contagious. For instance, when they hire cleaning staff, they don’t even pay them. The head of 

the delegación jinetea90 the money. I was just told that they [the cleaning staff] haven’t been paid 

since January.”91 A few weeks later, a kindergarten teacher in one of the wealthiest 

neighborhoods of Mexico City explained to me “we have to learn to be empathetic and help 

each other out because with the politicians we have, well, you cannot really count on them. 

                                                             
87 The percentage of individuals who consider themselves Catholic has been very slowly, but steadily, 

declining since the 1950s. From a population that was over 98% Catholic in 1950, it is now down to 
approximately 89.3%. INEGI, “Características culturales de la población de 1950 a 2010”, 
http://tinyurl.com/jfgtvpw, accessed November 13th, 2016. 

88 Iztapalapa alone has almost two million inhabitants.  
89 Criminal statistics make Iztapalapa one of the most dangerous boroughs of the city. In 2015, the data of 

the PGJDF (the office of the Attorney of Mexico City) placed Iztapalapa, Gustavo A. Madero, and Venustiano 
Carranza —in that order— as the three boroughs with most violent crime. The data is unlikely to be an accurate 
representation of the absolute number of crimes because crimes are sorely underreported in Mexico (in part 
because they are basically never solved). However, although the data is biased, one would think that people in 
poorer boroughs are less likely to report crimes, given the widespread perception that the rare occurrences in 
which the police investigate and do their job is when the victim is well-known, or economically, or politically 
powerful. “Informe Estadístico Delictivo en el Distrito Federal,” Procuraduría General de Justicia del Distrito Federal 
(PGJDF), January to December 2015, http://tinyurl.com/jfd3qut, accessed November 13th, 2016. 

A friend of mine asked me, jokingly, if my mother wasn’t making me take two showers when I came back 
to my mother’s home after interviewing passerby in Iztapalapa, and my dentist could not help but tell me that she 
had heard from my aunt that I was going to Iztapalapa and she really wish I did not (her sister had gotten shot 
there). 

90 The expression means “to jockey,” and refers to holding on to money for longer than legally allowed in 
order to reap a financial benefit. 

91 Interview 15. Delegación Iztapalapa. July 21st, 2016. 



 24 

They are all corrupt.”92 Sitting in the middle of a park in the north of the city, a man rolls a 

joint while he talks to me. He is watching over his two small sons who run and tumble in the 

park, climbing a statue of Francisco I. Madero —a revolutionary hero— and laughing. The 

father used to be in the army and is very proud of it; the army provided an income, which 

although small, helped him get by. He lost a leg when he was robbed a few blocks from where 

we were sitting and he then spent time in jail for stabbing someone who mocked him. “I feel 

very Mexican,” he tells me, “very Mexican, my little friend. I would die for Mexico. I love 

Mexico, but the government has us in very poor shape. […] We are poor and the government 

does not help in the least. The government has destroyed our Mexico, but I still feel very 

proud of being Mexican,” he tells me, smiling.93  

And yet, despite the disappointment with the government and a generalized inability to 

pinpoint the moment in which they veered course, the force of the discourse of the virtuous 

state survives as a way of articulating public life in Mexico. In particular, it comes back once 

and again in the ways in which individuals think about the rules which should orchestrate 

public space,94 about what kind of values should be reproduced in interactions with others, 

and, in particular, about the role of religion in this public morality. The same man whose 

words I quoted just above calls one of his sons two or three times during our conversation. 

The boy, who cannot be more than eight years old, runs to us. “What do you want to tell the 

señorita?” his father asks him. The boy looks at me, standing upright and, very solemnly, 

blesses me quickly — he says the entire prayer in a single breath, smiles, and runs away. I ask 

his father if Catholicism is important for Mexicanness. “No, I don’t, my friend, I don’t think it 

is a necessary part of it.”95 The amalgam between the ubiquity of religion and its explicit 

dismissal from public morality was straightforward in another interview in Iztapalapa. I asked 

my interviewee if Mexico would still be Mexico if the population were no longer Catholic, 

“Well, of course! No? I mean, why wouldn’t it?” I nod in agreement and ask him, immediately 

                                                             
92 Interview 36. Delegación Miguel Hidalgo. August 29th, 2016. 
93 Interview 27. Delegación Venustiano Carranza, August 23rd. 
94 Michel de Certeau, in his book on quotidian practices, writes that there is great wealth on the practices 

that are followed by individuals in their everyday lives, even when they are not explicitly aware of the terms of 
their knowledge. He writes, “And thus, isn’t it about the acquisition or the learning (visible phenomena) but 
about what has been already acquired (l’aquis), habitus, that plays here a central role: it supports a society’s 
explanation through structures. (…) But to assume a support for such a stability, it must be invisible and 
incontrollable.” Michel de Certeau, L’invention du quotidien. I, Arts de faire, ed. by Luce Giard (Paris: Gallimard-
Folio, 1990), 92. 

95 Interview 27. Delegación Venustiano Carranza, August 23rd, 2016. 
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after, when or where he feels most Mexican, “You know when?  In September, during the 

celebrations [of the Independence], and then, well on December 12th [the day of the Virgin of 

Guadalupe]. Oh there. Yes. The moment that I hear the mañanitas [the Mexican version of 

Happy Birthday] being sung to her and all that, I get overwhelmed with emotion, my eyes fill 

with tears, and my throat closes.”96 Another young woman who just started college tells me, “I 

think religion and Catholicism are two things that are separate. For starters, well, a country 

must be secular, and I think we should respect what others do and think,”97 and a woman in 

her forties, sitting right outside of a Church and waiting to go to mass explains, “I mean, the 

church and beliefs and all that, well, they are a separate thing, but I don’t think at all that they 

define [Mexicanness].”98 

But perhaps beyond the discussion about religion, the idea of a common idea articulated 

through the state that should set the terms of our interactions with others in the public space 

appeared more interestingly when interviewees brought up LGBTQ populations, when I 

asked if there was discrimination in Mexico. Andrea, who is in her fifties and works cleaning a 

house in a bourgeois neighborhood of southern Mexico City explains to me, 

 

 Yes, I think so [there is discrimination]. Take people that are born in another sex [sic]— I 
mean, that are of another sexual preference, if one may say so, there are times when people treat 
them as if they were less or they point at them for being who they are. I mean, I don’t like seeing 
couples of two men or two women kissing, not too much, right? but that is only my point of view 
and I respect them even if I don’t personally like it.99  
 
Yet another woman, in her way out of work and in her twenties parses it out for me: 

“Yes, I think there is discrimination. For example, in the subway, when there are two women 

kissing or two men kissing, well people, myself included, see that and they think that that is 

not natural.” She blushes and smiles with her lips tightly pressed against each other. “Well, I 

mean, it is more and more normal today, we see it more and more frequently. Before —I 

mean, there has always been lesbians and gays, that’s what they call them, no? But I guess 

that before they hid and they don’t anymore. Now they can even get married!” She smiles and 

shrugs, seeming a little uncomfortable. I ask her what does she think about their right to 

                                                             
96 Interview 15. Delegación Iztapalapa. July 21st, 2016. 
97 Interview 42. Delegación Álvaro Obregón. September 7th, 2016. 
98 Interview 16. Delegación Iztapalapa. July 23rd, 2016. 
99 Interview 13. Delegación Xochimilco. July 19th, 2016. 
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marry. Suddenly, her voice is enthusiastic and louder, “Good!!” she exclaims, “If they love 

each other, they should love each other! no?”100 Although not articulated in the terms of 

republican discourse and the neutrality of the public space, the inhabitants of Mexico City 

frequently separate their personal predilections or religious beliefs from the public arena, and 

seek to interact with others through a common morality imbued with the revolutionary and 

republican discourse of the state, despite the governments’ visible shortcomings.101   

The distrust of the state and its inability to rise up to the revolutionary or republican 

narrative make formal inclusion an unlikely path to belonging. Unlike France, the Mexican 

government seems incapable of championing equal rights and keeping afloat the revolutionary 

discourses of freedom and equality. For most Mexicans, the government is nothing but 

disappointment. Listening to the opinions of Mexico City’s inhabitants, it seems that the 

republican narrative survives despite of the government and not because of it. In front of the 

shortcomings of the government —or perhaps because the government has never gotten to the 

point where it can be relied on to be the privileged channel for inclusion— informal bonds 

take preeminence. Going back to my initial metaphor, Mexico’s democratic house looks 

nothing like it was imagined (although the dream is not forgotten). The home must be 

construed despite or even because of the shakiness of the house. But the question is whether a 

home in a shaky house could possibly be a better home than one in an upright and steady 

construction.102 

In Mexico City, the preeminence of informal inclusion over formal inclusion can be 

glimpsed when asking individuals whether one is born or if one is made into a Mexican.103 “I 

think one is made Mexican. Maybe one is also born, but, for me, it is about falling in love with 

                                                             
100 Interview 8. Delegación Benito Juárez. July 12th, 2016. “Si se quieren, pues que se quieran, ¿no?” 
101 In Mexico, members of lower socio-economic strata tend to be much more progressive in their political 

values than their richer counterparts. Secularism, for instance, is much more clearly articulated in the words of 
individuals who have little money than among individuals who live in the wealthiest neighborhoods in Mexico 
City. This is, in part, due to the fact that wealthier Mexicans can afford private schools, which, since the 1990s, 
are allowed to provide religious instruction. Poorer Mexicans are schooled in public schools, meant to be a place 
for a secular education, which also champions liberty, equality, and republicanism (and that is provided at no 
cost). For a discussion on middle classes and the Catholic opposition to the secular government, see Soledad 
Loaeza, Clases Medias y Políticas en México. La Querella Escolar (Mexico: El Colegio de México, 1988). Chapter six 
is particularly on point, especially pages 316-323. 

102 Pushing this further, Lisa Wedeen shows in Peripheral Visions how democratic practices can exist within 
authoritarian regimes, Peripheral Visions: Politics, Power, and Performance in Yemen (Chicago: University of Chicago 
Press, 2008). 

103 In Spanish the dichotomy was “¿nace o se hace?” 
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Mexico,” a young professional with foreign parents tells me.104 Most interviewees emphasized 

the constructed aspect of Mexicanness in similar way, explaining that there was “no worth” in 

being born there if one did not appreciate Mexico105 or if one would not be willing to “set a 

good example for others”; that one had to “decide” to learn about the country and to become 

truly Mexican106; and that “independently of whether you are born Mexican or not, one is 

made into a Mexican, one grows roots as one grows older, learning about traditions, getting to 

love them.”107 Sitting in the park of the Alameda Central, right in the middle of downtown 

Mexico City, a man in his twenties who studies ethnomusicology tells me, “I believe one is 

made into a Mexican, no? For instance, a friend of mine from New Zealand moved to Mexico 

recently and, darn! She is more Mexican than I am, you see? Very much so. I think that 

Mexicans are made.”108 A few persons109 spoke to me about naturalization, but the large 

majority of my interviewees explained that Mexicanness was something that one grew into 

and, thus, something that one could easily become, no matter the origins. Right after asking if 

Mexicanness was something one was born into or constructed, I asked interviewees if 

someone could become Mexican if that person had not been born in Mexico. The 

overwhelming answer was positive. Notice the examples below, quoted at length:  

 

“Of course yes! I have seen it happen many times. I have seen it a lot around here. For instance, 
one of my aunts is from Holland, and she is Dutch, obviously. But she came here and she loved 
it so much that she decided to stay. I would say that she is more Mexican than mole now.”110 
 
“Yes! By loving the land. Loving the country and being with us.”111 
 
“Well, I think so. I think you can. As a matter of fact I have many friends that are Argentinian, 
German, and all that and they love the country, they feel they belong more to Mexico now, and 
when you see them, when I see them, I even tell them “hey, you are now more Mexican than I 

                                                             
104 Interview 2. Delegación Benito Juárez. June 28th, 2016. 
105 Interview 6, Delegación Cuauhtémoc, July 6th, 2016 and also interview 21, Delegación Iztacalco, 

August 27th. 
106 Interview 12. Delegación Azcapotzalco. July 17th, 2016. 
107 Interview 15. Delegación Iztapalapa. July 21st, 2016. 
108 Interview 10. Delegación Cuauthémoc. July 14th, 2016. 
109 I have gone through notes from 43 interviews of 50 (I am still working on my fieldnotes), and right 

now, there are 7 persons who brought up naturalization, in one way or the other. Of them, four thought that one 
could be naturalized Mexican, but would never quite become Mexican. One of them asked me why would one 
want to become Mexican given the current problems of violence, “might as well keep your other nationality!,” 
she exclaimed. The other 36 respondents emphasized that one became and was not only born Mexican. 

110 Interview 33. Delegación Milpa Alta. August 27th, 2016. 
111 Interview 40. Delegación Iztapalapa. September 7th, 2016. 
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am!” Yes, I think you can become Mexican. […] It is people who came here to learn and to love 
the city, not only to tourist around.”112 
 
“Yes, I think one can become Mexican. I think that one of the characteristics of Mexicans is that 
you can become one. It is a country that welcomes foreigners. It is true that there is a lot of 
resentment towards Spaniards, and, yes, there is a lot of resentment towards Americans 
[gringos]. But the country with the largest population of American ex-pats is Mexico. I mean, 
there are 600,000 gringos living in Mexico permanently. […] Yes, I think that Mexico is a 
country that absorbs foreigners. No matter if you come from France, or— I mean, there are 
Hindus [sic]! There is a now a population of Hindus in Mexico City who came here because, 
well, in part because Europeans are no longer coming because they think it is too dangerous. 
And so, now Hindus are coming, and people from Haiti as well. And these dudes are in love with 
Mexico, enamored. […] Yes, I do think one can become Mexican. But to do so, you must fall in 
love with the country.”113  
 
Perhaps the most prominent commonality in these responses is the discourse about 

“loving the country.” Being Mexican is about developing a bond with the country, an affective 

bond that makes it possible, just like one of my interviewees said, to be both very proud of the 

country, while also being deeply critical of the government and the current situation of the 

country. Notice as well that most interviewees do not even speak about the necessity to 

acquire paperwork to become Mexican. The formality is almost of another realm, and 

Mexicanness is proved through loyalty and a know-how of the ways in which everyday life is 

navigated in Mexico, not first and foremost through formal inclusion, and seals of approval 

granted by the state. Tellingly, the exam to apply for Mexican nationality has a surprising 

number of questions about everyday life that would be short of impossible to answer if one did 

not live in the country, walked the streets, interacted with others, and had learned the proper 

way to order food.114 If you come from France and order “unos chilaquiles,” one of my 

interviewees explains, faking a very strong French accent, the waiters will probably mumble 

“you damn Frenchie”; however, he continues, you will get a completely different reply if you 

say —he clears his throat before saying with an equally heavy French accent— “¡unos pinches 

chilaquiles!” (“¡goddamn chilaquiles!”). Then, he tells me, it is clear that you feel Mexican and 
                                                             

112 Interview 5. Delegación Benito Juárez. July 5th, 2016. 
113 Interview 2. Delegación Benito Juárez. June 28th, 2016. 
114 Several questions in the Mexican exam ask for popular expressions, such as the meaning of “chaparro” 

(which means “shorty”), or when is it appropriate to call someone “marchante” (which means seller, but is used 
for both sellers and buyers in Mexico); it also asks for the informal name of the places where cabs congregate 
(which is commonly called “un sitio”) or what kind of things are sold in a “tlapalería.” “Guía de Estudio para 
Examen de Historia y Cultura de México para el Proceso de Naturalización,” SRE, http://tinyurl.com/h5slp83, 
accessed September 20th, 2016. 
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others will mimic that feeling and probably reply “¡salen, güero!” (“they will be right out, white 

guy!”).115 In Mexico City, if you know how to behave, you can become someone who belongs.  

It thus seems that informal inclusion allows for a smoother incorporation of foreigners 

and perhaps of difference altogether. The emphasis of informal inclusion allows foreigners to 

blend-in more easily into Mexico City’s society. Whereas, in Paris, formal inclusion is so 

prominent that it seems to obviate the necessity of informal bonds, the latter seems to be the 

only pathway towards inclusion in Mexico City, where formal inclusion ends up being 

relegated to a bureaucratic formality. In that sense, the weakness of the democratic state 

works in favor of an incorporation of difference.  

There is, however, one large caveat to the process. Becoming Mexican is about “loving 

the country,” but also about learning the ways in which individuals interact in the public 

arena –learning to behave— and those ways are, in Mexico, deeply classist ways. Learning to 

be Mexican is thus also about partaking and reproducing the deep class cleavages that 

fracture public life in Mexico. When I asked about discrimination in Mexico, the responses 

quickly circled to class inequalities. One interviewee told me that one could truly see 

discrimination at work in everyday life, even at parties. She was eighteen years old and 

studying the last year of high-school. She tells me that when she goes to a party, very quickly, 

everyone there can tell if you attend a private or a public school, just by looking at the clothes 

you are wearing. “I think racism in Mexico has to do with things like that,” she adds. Another 

young woman observed that the categories that we use to classify people in Mexico City speak 

about class more than they do about race.116 Race of course, is at work in Mexico City, just as 

it is at work in Paris, but the work that it does is different. While in France, race might be 

used as a proxy for religion and colonialism, in Mexico race is usually used as a proxy for 

class.117 Despite how rosy inclusion into Mexico seems, the emphasis on informal inclusion 

puts the onus of the proof of belonging into the knowledge of unwritten social norms and 

urban practical knowledge, and thus into the reproduction of classist behaviors. The classist 

                                                             
115 Interview 14. Delegación Coyoacán. July 19th, 2016. 
116 Interview 12. Delegación Azcapotzalco. July 17th, 2016. “Fresa” or “naco,” for instance, are categories 

about class and not race, she observed. 
117 There is fantastic work on this topic. In particular, see the Project on Ethnicity and Race in Latin 

America (PERLA). https://perla.princeton.edu The biggest exceptions are, of course, indigenous people who are 
severely discriminated against in Mexico, and who also live in deep poverty. See, for instance, the 2008 report of 
the National Commission for the Development of Indigenous People (CDI) by Federico Navarrete, “Los 
pueblos indígenas,” CDI,  http://tinyurl.com/jxfjlsy. 
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undertones of Mexico’s society might even suggest that the one thing that precludes someone 

from becoming Mexican would be a low socio-economic class. The problem is far from new. 

In his study of Mexico City, Mauricio Tenorio writes tellingly about the end of the 19th 

century: 

In Mexico City, however, it was equally difficult, and equally simple, depending on the 
circumstances, to become a full citizen of the city as of the nation. Becoming part of the city’s 
“gente decente” (respectable peoples), which by the 1890s included the lower middle classes, the 
skilled working class, and bureaucrats, was the way to acquire Mexico’s version of national 
citizenship. And it was easier to become gente decente in Mexico City than in the countryside, in 
small towns, and in provincial capitals.118  
 
An obvious question is what happens when one does not act according to the socially-

prescribed class cleavages in Mexico? I fear to be incurring into navel-gazing in illustrating 

this point, but I hope it might be helpful. I am a white woman who is not often read as 

Mexican, although born and raised in Mexico City. I am taller and whiter than most 

Mexicans. However, when I stroll in wealthy neighborhoods in Mexico, I easily blend right 

in, for I am occupying the space in which people expect to find someone who looks like me. 

For instance, one early morning walking in a southern bourgeois neighborhood in Mexico 

City, I turned into a random street, trying to find my way. I walked past a security guard who 

I had never seen before. He was slightly shorter than I am and had darker skin. I wished him 

a good morning, smiling, “¡Buenos días!” to which he smiled back and replied “¡Buenos días, 

patrona!” “Patrona” can be translated as “boss” but it also has a deep feudal ring to it. 

Although he had never met me before, the security guard read into my paleness a mark of 

socio-economic status, but he did not seem to doubt I was Mexican. On the other side, when I 

walked in areas of the city in which people who look like me typically do not go, I was 

immediately read as a foreigner. In poorer areas of the city, the first question that people 

asked me after an interview was where was I from, even though I had been speaking in fluent 

Spanish with them. Walking around the Basílica of the Virgin of Guadalupe, a man saw me 

and exclaimed “Bonjour!” Another young man in his twenties approached me, in a hurried 

pace, right after I had finished an interview. He asked me if I would mind if he said something 

to me and then told me that he had seen me talking with someone “of a different status”; he 

added that he appreciated that I was open to talking to people of different status and break 

                                                             
118 Mauricio Tenorio Trillo, I Speak of the City (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2013), 56. 
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stereotypes, and that he had even written a poem about it. He reads it out loud to me, smiles, 

wishes me luck and walks away.  

In fine, although the emphasis on informal inclusion opens the door to a smooth 

incorporation of foreigners and difference, it is also a conditional inclusion. One is included 

and welcomed with open arms as long as one learns social norms and reproduces them. Doing 

so does make one belong, but it does so at the cost of the reproduction of classist behaviors 

that weaken the illusory promise of democratic inclusion as well.  

 

Conclusion 

Quite a lot of faith has been put into democratic structures. That faith, of course, is 

neither unbound nor naïve. But both proponents of procedural analyses of democracies and 

those who focus on their substantive side see in a strong democratic structure our best bet. 

And, in many ways, it is. Developed and strong democracies are those that have the most 

refined civic culture, the greatest ability to foster a democratic political identity—one that 

outweighs subordinate cleavages—and the best capacity to maintain trusting informal bonds 

between citizens. The power of a democratic state to mold a nation after its own image 

depends, in part, on its strength, but a civic nationalism and a republican discourse also come 

in handy. Democratic states with a republican narrative should be particularly well placed to 

create a state-nation, in the terms set by Stepan, Linz, and Yadav. Theoretically, democracies 

with a republican discourse should be the sturdiest houses to create democratic homes in. 

Moreover, the stronger the republican and democratic state becomes, the more successful one 

would expect it to be in producing informal democratic bonds. Of course, informal inclusion 

always falls short of formal inclusion. That is hardly unexpected, for we always fall short of 

our ideal conceptions. But what is surprising is that the weakness of informal inclusion seems 

to be a problem shared by developed democracies.  

What I have sought to argue here is that there seems to be something of an inverted 

relationship between the strength of a state and its ability to promote democratic inclusion: 

stronger democratic and republican states do not foster stronger informal ties. On the 

contrary: they replace them. Although formal inclusion in equal terms guaranteed by the state 

is a necessary condition for informal inclusion, in a place like Paris, it also ends up precluding 

those formally included from being informally included. Formal inclusion might take someone 
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ninety-nine out of a hundred steps towards informal inclusion, but it makes the last step 

unlikely. The result is a group of citizens deemed to be “French, but not really French.” 

Notice that beyond creating deep lived inequalities, these incongruities jeopardize the 

republican conception of Frenchness itself. On the other hand, in a place like Mexico City, the 

democratic house shakes and wobbles. Informal inclusion takes preeminence, welcoming 

difference. But that kind of inclusion, when it is not coupled with strong formal ties, comes at 

the cost of the reproduction of class inequalities. The group that is affected is not the same, 

but here as well, some are systematically relegated to a secondary position. 

Both cases fall short of a democratic home that includes all members on equal terms. 

This is so not only because of the lived inequalities, but also because of the ways in which 

these dynamics will circle back and weaken the terms of formal inclusion itself. In Paris, an 

incomplete informal inclusion has repercussions that are tangible beyond mere anxieties. For 

starters, patterns of incomplete informal inclusion create a public space rife with distrust; they 

make a group of individuals feel ostracized and incapable of partaking in the democratic 

dialogue119; and they legitimize the claims of right-wing parties that speak about differential 

treatment for disparate groups. In the case of Mexico City, economic inequalities shape the 

experiences of individuals with the agents of the state. The treatment received by the state 

depends heavily on how one is read and the social class that one seems to be part of. As an 

interviewee explained to me, “showing up to the delegación without being properly dressed 

implies that your case will be directly put in one of the backburner folders, whereas if you 

have nice clothes and behave in a certain way,” she pauses, sits upright and puffs her chest, 

“you will be helped immediately.”120  

                                                             
119 In Paris in the fall of 2016, I attended neighborhood meetings for three months. These meetings, called 

conseils de quartier, are championed as the most basic level of democratic participation. They not only provide a 
space to perform democratic dialogue, but they also make budgetary decisions. Although the meetings are public 
and anyone living in the neighborhood can partake in the discussion, unwritten informal rules abound as well as 
informal ways of policing who participates and who does not: they are usually held in the evenings at the mairies, 
which are governmental offices that close in the late afternoon. Getting in requires walking past the security 
guards of the entrance who close the way to passerby unless once restates that one is looking for a specific conseil 
de quartier; I was even once asked if I had been added to “the list” as if it were a private club (and although the 
meetings are public); and more than once I had to wait outside because I did not know who to call or where to 
knock to enter the building. Navigating these “very basic levels of democratic participation” requires knowledge 
of informal rules and is much easier when one is not considered systematically suspect. Moreover, the language 
used in these meetings is of such a high registry that, in practice, it precludes anyone who only has a formal 
instruction in French to partake in it, which is reminiscent of Bourdieu’s argument in La Distinction. Critique 
Sociale du Jugement (Paris: Les Éditions de Minuit, 1979). 
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In Paris, formal inclusion in paper not only weakens informal inclusion but also the ways 

in which the former operates in practice. In Mexico City, successful informal inclusion comes 

at the cost of the reproduction of classism and inequalities that also weaken formal inclusion in 

practice. We seem thus stuck between Scylla and Charybdis when it comes to thinking about 

ways to create and sustain democracies.  

Perhaps, it is in a more thoughtful engagement with the public arena and with each 

other than an answer lies, a way of partaking into democratic society that reproduces 

democratic norms even when they seem unwise, unnatural or contrary to our predilections. 

Perhaps we should not think about a democracy that is built from the bottom up or one 

planned from the top down, but, instead, explore the ways in which these processes might be 

in tension, without assuming they will complement each other harmoniously. We must 

perhaps imagine new democratic houses, while remembering that although a democratic 

house is needed, it certainly does not suffice to make a home. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


