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Negotiations on "culture' in immigrant families

Jocelyne Streiff-Fénart
CNRS/University of Nice Sophia-Antipolis

Introduction

In this article, I present ethnographic data collected during several field studies focused on
relationships within North African immigrant families in France (Streiff-Fénart 1985, 1993b).
At first glance, these relationships can be characterised by a clear tension between two
categories of persons, namely, those belonging to the first generation, proponents of cultural
standards in use in their country of origin, and those belonging to the second generation, born
and educated in the host country, with reference to a completely different system of values.
This tension between a traditional Muslim culture and a modern French culture is especially
obvious in views of marriage and family life. For immigrants of the first generation, a proper
marriage must fit within the matrimonial customs of the family line and is concluded according
to traditional procedures. In contrast, most members of the second generation regard marriage
as the result of an elective encounter between two individuals and as a personal matter
between them. Misunderstandings between these two categories of actors are therefore
generally imputed to differences of culture and to conflicts between "tradition' and “modernity.
I would like to develop the idea that, rather than being an obstacle to communication or a
motive for conflict, this tension between tradition and modernity -- with which the first and
second generation identify themselves -- is the very basis for identity negotiations that take

place in daily family life.



Cultural difference: a common resource for mutual understanding

In the discussion which follows between two girls whose parents originate from Tunisia, we
can see how the tension between the two views on marriage, characterised as modern and
traditional, is used as a means to render understandable the behaviours of both the first and

second generation.

Aicha: "Well concerning us it's true we're seeing, it's true we're mixing, but then some
Sfamilies still are rather closed in upon themselves. They say “Well look you're going to
marry your cousin,” because their daughter is a girl who goes home, school, home, who
never knew anyone, who's never been seeing anyone. She will think “It's him I'm gonna
marry, he'll be a nice guy, I've been told he is a nice guy, so I will get more freedom.”
To them marriage means freedom, and there's still a lot of girls like this. Not us,
because... it's not our personality...’
Souad: "Oh no... To marry someone I don't know... I just can't think of it.’
Aicha: "Well I mean for the parents, all they wish is that we marry a cousin. (...)
Possibly they see it like this, “He's someone of the family, we know him, we know his
parents,” so they already know whom they will give their daughter to, because to them
it's a safety, well... they more or less know, in their minds they will think, “She won't be
unhappy because we know him, it's inside the family, whatever happens inside their
marriage the day after, it will be a family business.” Well it's sure that tomorrow I will
marry a stranger. “We don't know his family,” they will think, “Well right, she's gone
with a stranger.” Even if I've got a problem tomorrow, they won't be able to intercede
because I will totally leave the family, and I will more or less get attached to another
Sfamily they don't know at all..."
Souad: "Right, right. To them, if we marry a stranger, that a problem can arise inside
our marriage, they won't be able to intercede, and then well... they can't even intercede,
they won't even intercede. Lven if they could do something, they won't do it because it
was us who made the choice and it was us who left, to go and live with the guy we

chose.’



The striking point in this passage is that no ideological stance is taken on the subject of
marriage; the interviewees regard it as a problem they have to face personally. Public opinion
in France however usually tends to idealise this topic, as can be seen, for instance, in the way
the mass media deal with "the tragedy of imposed marriages' distinguishing between
patriarchal violence and individual liberties, oppression and women's rights, and so on.

Here, free choice of spouse is not put forward as a claim of autonomy, but simply as
something unavoidable (you cannot do otherwise) that has to be negotiated as best as possible.
Thus, marriage appears as a special occasion to express one's identity, and it shows what kind
of person one is, in this case, a person who ‘just can't think of marrying someone she doesn't
know. However, this "unthinkable' is not assessed as a general norm, but is related to one's
personal experience ('we've been seeing'). At the same time, account is taken of the very
different frame of mind that others -- whether sisters or cousins -- may have, for they had a
different experience (" from school to home'). There is no tension here between two types of
marriage (traditional and modern), but rather between two types of behaviour (accepting a
marriage arranged by the families or opting for an individual marriage). These two types of
conduct are not really alternatives, in so far as each expresses a certain kind of social
experience: 'seeing people', which makes an arranged marriage unthinkable, or having to
remain at home which makes marriage desirable.

But these social experiences, together with the fact of being "a certain kind of person' (what
they call personality, namely, to like to go out, to go clubing, to see and mix with people, on
one side, or to be "closed in upon oneself' or "always with mum and dad' on the other side), do
not make these choices irreversible. People can shift from one to the other as did Aicha's sister
who, after a failed attempt at marriage arranged by the family, started at age thirty to join her
younger sister in going out, in the hope that she might find someone "to be seeing'.

The distance of the interviewees to family norms regarding marriage (that is, endogamy inside
the family) does not prevent them from restoring the meaning of their parent’s attitudes in
conversations with the researcher. Instead of resorting to the cliché of "the respect of
tradition", they try to bring to light the reasoning ("they see', ‘they know', "they will think', "to
them') of their parents' point of view -- that this type of marriage is the best possible one, not
only for the preservation of parental interests and values, but also in keeping with the

perception they have of the happiness of their daughter. Thus, the perceptions of everyone are



made understandable by linking them to different rationalities implying different moral
convictions. The fact that people refer to one or the other of these rationalities, means to them
different responsibilities. Individual choice, outside the family, goes counter to the very logic
of matrimonial exchange, with all the implications that go with it in terms of allocation of
constraints, of rights and of moral responsibility, as is underlined by the juxtaposition of "they
can't intercede' and 'it was us who made the choice'.

Consequently, distance to the norm is formulated as being one of the possible points of view
among a range of points of view one can take into account. The whole point is then, to
negotiate at best the compromises that will make it possible to reconcile the seemingly

opposing points of view.

Cultural arrangements

The case presented below provides an example of cultural negotiations within the family, in
which the ability of the actors to make use of different levels of interpretation allows the
negotiation of compromises satisfying to all. The marriage concerned in this account is what is
commonly called an "arranged' marriage. The suitor, a cousin of the young girl, was proposed
to her by her mother after an informal agreement with the mother of the man. At the time of
the story, as told by the older brother of the girl, the two families had already met several

times, and an organised meeting between the two youths caused hopes to rise.

I am officially in charge of this task. I am to be sitting at the table, to talk with the
husband-to-be, to welcome him and always be present. We're about the same age... we
know each other, we'll meet then and again at a party, we'll talk about this and that, we
know each other (...). My parents are considered as belonging to the generation before,
so they are not supposed to understand what's happening in France, they are not
supposed to... accept easily what's happening here, so they'd better, they'd rather
withdraw. [---] My parents went to Tunisia and his parents as well, so I was in charge
[---] here during the holidays, and I managed to play this role so that they could meet

(...). I tried not to betray my parents while being also, well I'm from France, so it was



done following rather tolerant practices, not like ‘I'm staying here, sitting in the middle
and I'm gonna wait to hear what they say.” I tried, I couldn't find my bearings, it was
very hard for me, so I had to do comings and goings. For me, in order not to betray my
parents, the main task of the role I had to play was to avoid any sexual intercourse
between the two partners. On this side, I couldn't do any other way. It was then up to me
to manage my comings and goings, the... watching of the couple, because this also is
part of what I was doing, right, it's obvious. I withdrew little by little and let's say that
during the last months of the summer, I left them alone for the whole evening, [ even left
them alone at my parents’ for the whole night without being there myself, I was master
of the situation. It comes from trust, you know, well I spelt it out to the lad, and then to

my sister, and then there was trust.’

In this story, the involvement of the narrator in the betrothal of his sister can only be
understood if it is linked with the obligations traditionally attached to the role of the older
brother. These obligations entail a particular and personal concern for the reputation of the
sister and the protection of her virginity. But what he is asked to do is not to assume a
traditional role, as a model of pre-established conduct, but to deal, as he says, with the
‘comings and goings' between two models of marriage, for he possesses the keys to both,
contrary to his parents.

The problem he has to deal with is that of permitting at the same time, two rival
interpretations of the role of "suitor' each of them embracing socially legitimised principles of
gender relations: one prescribes avoidance between engaged persons before marriage, while
the other can be summed up by the very term of "seeing'.

His position of older brother especially inclines him to play this role of "cultural broker'
between tradition and modernity: his status inside the traditional kinship system designates him
as a potential substitute for the parents in the task of protecting his sister's virginity, while his
knowledge of modern norms in love relationships, of which his parents are deprived, enables
him to distinguish the limit between what can be accepted and what is forbidden.

The difficulty of his task is to appreciate how far he can go in furthering the romance (" so that
they could meet') while vouching for the preservation of his sister's virginity. To manage this
task, he is not only to ‘understand what is happening in France', as he says, but also to be able

to "accept it easily', that is, to be able to witness without shame intimate moments between the



two engaged persons (from which the parents are disqualified). He also has to maintain the
prohibition on sexual relations as a constraint of the situation, though it is not part of his own
standards ("on this side, I couldn't do any other way').

In order to "be master of the situation', as he says himself, the narrator has to display great skill
in interpreting a role he is inventing at the same time. He can reach this goal by transposing the
task traditionally allotted to the older brother, that he himself defined as “watching' over, into a
contractual relationship between different parties, based on mutual trust. This kind of cultural
arrangement can only work when all the actors (himself, his parents and the fiancés) cooperate
so as to avoid exposing a contradiction between two views of marriage and of gender relations

that are totally conflicting -- that of the "traditional' and that of the ‘'modern'.

Tradition and modernity: ideal-typical tension and its practical use

As we saw in the examples above, the possibility of negotiating a recasting of family roles
depends on the preliminary acknowledgement of a cultural discrepancy between parents and
children which is accepted by all those concerned.

The contrast between tradition and modernity is routinely used by family members to evaluate
their behaviour and that of others, to expound their disagreements and justify their own point
of view. For instance: *We did not wish to have a traditional marriage, we rather had a
modern one', "My parents are very respectful of fradition; but, we prefer to behave like French
do;' "I received a modern ring, not like the jewels they make over there', and so on.

It is no use underlining with a scholarly comment the ideal-typical opposition, offered by the
actors spontaneously to the observer as an explanation for their behaviour. We should rather
examine how this division of the social world between traditional and modern, or between
what is done over there, and what is done here, becomes manifest in interactions between the
generations.

First and foremost, we notice that this principle of division is shared by the two generations.
Thus, they are at least united in a common view on their own division. Everyone agrees that
parents are supposed to be traditional and the youth, modern. Any non-acceptance of this view

is usually noted and commented upon: "She is a genuine homeland girl'; " As for her, it is



different, her parents are more modern'.

Secondly, we observe that, though readily admitted, and often referred to in conversations,
this opposition between tradition and modernity is not always strictly and automatically
relevant to behaviour or actions identified as such; rather, it serves as a possible interpretation,
always at hand, but applied differently according to circumstances and actors.

For instance, two models of marriage can be differentiated out of this ideal-typical opposition:
the Arabic as performed in the original society, and the modern marriage, "as the French do'".
Traditional marriage is characterised by a certain number of features (lack of individual choice
of spouse, payment of a dowry, rite of purification in the hammam, recitation of the fatiha,
ritual deflowering of the bride, partition of men and women and absence of alcohol during the
feast) that all actors more or less agree are characteristic of traditional Arabic marriage. But
very few are able to agree on which precise marriage belongs to the modern or traditional
type. This is not only because most marriages concluded in France combine traditional and
modern aspects, but because the aspects chosen to characterise a marriage as modern or
traditional, will be selected according to the features that one wishes to make predominant.
When an immigrant says: 'We had the traditional marriage', it does not mean that all the parts
characteristic of the traditional matrimonial rite have been respected, but rather that among all
the elements of the wedding, some can be used to confirm tradition, underplaying those
aspects (the free choice of spouse, the honeymoon) which enable the newly-married to
consider themselves as a modern couple, married in the European way.

The same applies to the choice of a spouse. Here again, whatever opinion they may hold on
the question, all actors agree on calling a marriage traditional when the choice of spouse is
arranged by the families, while defining a marriage as modern when spouses freely choose
each other.

This dichotomy is also used by sociologists studying the transformation of family structure
during the immigration process. As indicational tools for analysing the process of acculturation
and assimilation of immigrants in the host society, these ideal types are problematical. The
question whether children from immigrant families freely choose their spouse or if the spouse
is chosen by the families, is in fact too polarised and therefore impossible to answer. In reality,
it is not how the problem is actually posed.

Of course, one can, on the one hand, identify cases of marriage in which individual

submissiveness to parental authority has clearly been imposed by both physical and



psychological constraints; on the other hand, one can identify cases in which the formation of
the matrimonial tie depends only on the subject's individual will and not in the least on family
constraints; this is particularly the case in mixed marriages.

Between these two extremes, however, most marriages are concluded on the basis of
compromise which allows love and family interest to pair with each other, while allowing each
party to believe that it is one or the other ideal which makes a happy pair. Sometimes love
appears as a rationalisation of a choice based on completely different criteria; much more
frequently than believed, young girls claim to have married their cousin out of love, or even
out of love at first sight. Sometimes, families have to endure the amorous choice of the young;
now and then, they even think that they made the choice themselves. The role of the mother is
fundamental here as she is very often the one to bring about an understanding between the
traditional idea of marriage and the modern aspirations of the young. She organises for
instance, without the knowledge of the father, romantic encounters between the two intended,
or she recommends a candidate as if she had found him herself, whereas in fact the marriage
has already been decided on by the couple themselves.

Even the dowry, one of the features along with deflowering most often alluded to as
synonymous with tradition, is open to a manipulation of meaning. It is, at the same time, the
very example of an apparently complete cultural tension between the two generations. For the
parents, fathers as well as mothers, givers as well as receivers, the dowry brought by the
family of the bridegroom represents the price of the union; it means that this is an alliance
based on price. It is the sign that the groups who are joining are persons who do things as they
should be done. Whereas the father considers the value of his daughter on the matrimonial
market as proof of the honour of his lineage, the daughter generally sees only the infamy of
having been sold as a piece of cattle. As for boys, they simply regard the dowry as an indirect
way to get money and as payment for a kind of right of access to the girl. When one collects
the opinions of two generations on this question, it is striking that one is dealing with two
different worlds -- one in which people refer to the dowry in terms of a symbolic exchange
economy, and the other in which the dowry is referred to in the terms of a merchant economy;
that is where girls are bought and sold. There is a complete cultural contradiction here: for the
first group, not to give or to receive a dowry is a breach of honour; for the other group, to pay
or to be paid a dowry is to show venality or contempt of a human person.

But the interesting point is to see how this contradiction in viewpoints is resolved in practice.



In most cases, it does not imply a confrontation between parents and children any more than it
requires that the one gives up his or her own convictions in favour of the other. The
contradiction is neither confronted nor cleared up, it is turned around by stratagems which
permit each party to feel that things have been done as they should. Family delegations who
meet before the marriage always discuss the question of the dowry, acknowledging its
importance as a basic element of marriage. But in practice, negotiations are generally
concluded, according to a scenario set beforehand by informal intermediaries, with an
agreement whereby the family of the bride allocates the sum of money received to cover the
furnishing expenses of the newly married couple. So, instead of saying: "I have been sold', the
girl can say: "My parents offered us the bedroom.' Everyone can accept this and conclude, on
the basis of their views, that there has or has not been a dowry, that one acted according to
tradition or modern ideals.

Depending on circumstances and actors, the same choice or the same behaviour will appear to
conform with Muslim traditions or with modern ideals, the essential point being, not that the
rules or standards which one upholds are applied literally, but to make it possible to invoke
these standards in order to confirm one's identity. Far from leading to intergenerational
confrontation or to a dialogue between deaf parties, the cultural difference between parents
and children is managed under the guise of an organised misunderstanding, which leaves space
open for compromise and negotiation between the two generations.

It should be underlined that this proficient managing of cultural ideal-types is of a completely
different nature than that within the context of fundamentalist ideologies. Contrary to religious
or cultural essentialist views which regard identity as a fetish and promote worship of
authenticity, members of immigrant families maintain via their own culture an oblique relation
with each other in which traditions are all the more useful if they are not followed to the letter

and if they make it possible to remain oneself while being different.
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