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Social desirability bias is one of the most-
documented biases in attitude surveys. Poll-
sters and academics know quite well that re-
spondents are reluctant to declare certain opin-
ions or behaviors, such as abstention from
voting or votes for extreme right parties. This is
even more salient when prejudice is concerned
and particularly in recent years. As general lev-
els of education increase, so does the capacity
of respondents to decode what political scien-
tists are looking for when they administer tra-
ditional survey questions. Some critics of mass
surveys in France, following the path opened by
Bourdieu, argue that if college-educated re-
spondents appear to be more tolerant, it is only
because they are better able to provide the ac-
ceptable answer (Lehingue 2011).

These concerns are particularly salient in the
study of race relations. James Kulinski and his
colleagues (1997), for example, have demon-
strated how answers about racial equality in
the US cannot be taken at face value. Affirma-
tive action creates much more animosity among
the general public than what the traditional Q
and A design can capture. To prove it, their ex-
perimental design is simple and smart: re-
spondents are provided with two identical lists
of issues, but one version of this list includes an
“affirmative action” item. Respondents are ran-
domly assigned to one or the other version of
the list. They are then asked to count the num-
ber of issues that anger them. Evaluating the
real level of anger produced by affirmative ac-
tion is only a matter of subtraction.



This experimental design becomes particularly
effective in the context of the evolving debates
about immigration and integration in contem-
porary Europe. European polities are creating
their own version of symbolic (Kinder and
Sears 1981) or subtle racism (Pettigrew 1989),
particularly vis-a-vis Muslims. As in the US, the
time of biological racism is behind us. Since the
beginning of the 2000s, only 8 to 14 percent of
French believe that “some races are more gifted
than others”; and those that do belong to co-
horts born before the Second World War, at a
time when such prejudice was considered
common sense. But prejudice has not disap-
peared, it has mutated. First, racial hate has
taken a cultural disguise (Taguieff 1987), and is
now hidden behind mainstream values. A polit-
ical observer from the 1980s would be quite
surprised to see today extreme right parties
struggling for gender equality (rhetorically), the
freedom for women to dress as they want, or
the freedom of speech of a leftist satirical
newspaper such as Charlie Hebdo. These main-
stream (and in France these Republican) values
are frequently used to express and hide xeno-
phobia and prejudice in Europe, in much the
same way that opponents of affirmative action
argue for “equal chance among candidates” in
the US. Consequently, Islam becomes a very
convenient source of opposition, much like race
four decades ago and immigration more recent-

ly.

Overall, the normative mainstreaming of preju-
dice complicates the task of surveying public
opinion. This growing trend, and the increasing
capacity of respondents to decode survey ques-
tions, requires a more systematic use of exper-
imental design. In order to make my point, I will
present the results of two experiments. The
first will demonstrate how experiments are
superior to the traditional Q and A design in
measuring prejudice. The second will address

the interaction between mainstream principles
and prejudice.

Why experiments matter?

In November 2005, France experienced 21 days
of riots in deprived suburbs, resulting in the
declaration of the state of emergency by Presi-
dent Chirac, a constitutional disposition previ-
ously only used once in 1961 during the war in
Algeria. A month later, Sylvain Brouard and I
had the opportunity to conduct a poll to inves-
tigate the perceptions of these events among
the general population. These suburbs repre-
sented the accumulation of various disad-
vantages: urban relegation, social inequalities, a
high level of immigration (often seen as Muslim
immigration though this is more complex).
Were these events and the inhabitants of these
neighborhoods perceived through a social lens
(a revolt of the poor, of the outsiders)? Or were
they considered primarily as immigrants, and
therefore as non-French, non-Catholic, or non-
Like-us, resulting in “ethnic riots”? Some intel-
lectuals such as Alain Finkielkraut, clearly dis-
regarded the social reading of these events: he
declared that these riots were a “revolt with an
ethnic-religious characteristic’ (Ha'aretz, No-
vember 17, 2005).

Two types of questions have been developed to
sort out this issue. The first was constructed
using the traditional Q and A design, the second
was an experiment. In the first, respondents
were asked successively whom to blame for
unemployment: the unemployed themselves
who do not put in enough effort to get a job, or
society which offers no work opportunity. The
same question in the same format was asked
regarding more specifically the unemployment
problem in the suburbs. In the second type of
question, support for three public policies in
support of specific groups was tested. For ex-
ample, respondents were asked whether they
will favor or oppose the state giving more mon-



ey to specific schools where some groups are
present. These groups were randomly identi-
fied as “poor families”, “migrant families” or
“suburban families” (the term “suburban” here
refers to the “banlieues”, a term that has grown
to describe disadvantaged and disenfranchised
immigrant or immigrant-heritage communities
on the outskirts of urban centers). A similar
approach was used to evaluate support for an
increase in welfare benefits for poor / migrant
/ suburban families and the allocation of social
housing to poor / migrant / suburban families.

Figure 1. Society is Responsible for Providing
Jobs (predicted probabilities)
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Source: Suburb crisis survey, 2005 (co-principal investiga-
tors: S. Brouard and V. Tiberj)

The traditional Q and A design points to a false
conclusion (see figure 1). The suburban unem-
ployed seem to be treated as if they were “regu-
lar” unemployed, no more no less. No one can
be accused of harboring a double-standard,
since the two answers are strongly correlated
(r= 0.56). Additionally, cultural conservative
respondents® consistently blame the unem-
ployed for their predicament, while cultural
progressive respondents blame society. But I
interpret this result as response bias. Even if

8 The level of cultural liberalism is measured with an atti-
tudinal scale based on questions regarding gender roles,
death penalty and authority and the number of immi-
grants. It ranges from 0 to 10; 0 means that the respond-
ents have given a conservative answer to all questions, 10
means they have given systematically liberal ones.

question order was randomized, respondents
are likely inclined to answer consistently across
questions, particularly if they want to hide their
prejudicial attitudes against suburbans. This
interpretation is validated thanks to the exper-
imental design (see figure 2). In what follows, |
present only the case of money for school, but
the results for the two other policies are con-
sistent.

Figure 2. Financial Support for School
(predicted probability)
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Source: Suburb crisis survey, 2005 (co-principal investiga-
tors: S. Brouard and V. Tiberj)

In addition to measuring public opinion toward
suburbans, the experiment aims to accomplish
several other objectives: how to frame social
public policy to increase acceptance from a
wider audience? To understand whether the
French oppose such policies no matter the tar-
get group? To evaluate whether the French are
ready to accept a French version of affirmative
action? Clearly, respondents favor giving more
money to schools in deprived areas (which is
not so common in the reality of the French edu-
cational system): overall, 86 percent of re-
spondents favor this in the “poor family” condi-
tion, 69 percent do in the “suburban family”
condition, and 64 percent do in the “migrant
family” condition. A strong majority of French
support helping out those who try to help
themselves.



But the experiment also provides us other con-
clusions. First, as is the case for the traditional
type of question, support for any of the three
policies depends on the respondent’s level of
cultural liberalism. Cultural progressives are
ready to help any disadvantaged group, where-
as cultural conservatives are less supportive.
Second, the level of support very much depends
on the targeted group. Sixty percent of cultural
conservatives are supportive when the targeted
group is the “poor family”. This drops precipi-
tously to 20 percent when the targeted group is
the “immigrant family”. This clearly demon-
strates that support for—or in this case opposi-
tion to—social public policy is fueled by racial
prejudice. What about suburbans? Are they
seen through a social or an ethnic lens?

Among cultural conservatives, variation in sup-
port for suburban families mirrors the pattern
observed for immigrant families. This experi-
ment reveals how the French perceive subur-
bans, a fact that would have been obscured by
traditional survey question design. For all three
policies, only the most cultural progressives
treat all three groups equally; cultural con-
servatives strongly distinguish between social
groups (the poor) and ethnic groups (immi-
grants and suburbans).

What lies behind the general principles

As | mentioned in the introduction, the debate
about immigration and integration in France
and Europe, has adopted a new disguise, nota-
bly the quasi-systematic reference to general
principles supposed to define Western norms
shared by entire host societies. The newcomers
are either suspect regarding their commitment
to these values or regularly asked to prove their
commitment to these principles (see among
others Joppke 2007). This can be with regard to
acceptance of homosexuality, gender equality
(for example in the Netherlands), or in France
laicité (secularization) or freedom of expres-

sion (though of a very different sort than in the
USA) and various other Republican principles
(for a presentation of their various implications
in this country see Chabal 2015).

Advocating for or referring to general princi-
ples (even on pure rhetorical grounds) is in
itself perfectly legitimate. But do ordinary citi-
zens and politicians really reason as philoso-
phers? Do they actually judge and opine using
general principles or do they rely on these
types of concepts to hide other motivations,
such as prejudice? Do they apply the same rule
of thumb to comparable situations or do they
rationalize their positions in order to act in a
more socially acceptable way? This is particu-
larly important with regard to xenophobia. It is
possible that behind the same denunciation of
I[slam as a gender conservative religion you can
find either a cultural progressive genuinely
concerned about gender equality or a cultural
conservative who uses gender equality as a
guise for their racist attitudes. The work of Sul-
livan, Marcus and Pierson (1982) on political
tolerance has shown that Americans may seem
committed to this principle in the abstract, but
apply it selectively following their like or dislike
of various political groups; they will deny the
right to rally for an extreme-right group but will
support this right for a group closer to their
political leanings for example. Sniderman and
Jackman (2002) have found the same in France
regarding the right to rally, and I have discov-
ered a comparable mechanism regarding free-
dom of expression. This experiment was in the
field in 2006 (Tiberj 2008) but remains particu-
larly relevant today in France, in the post-
Charlie Hebdo world.

It tells the (fictional) story of a high school art
teacher. He is presented to the respondent ran-
domly as “French”, “Maghrebi” or “Black”. This
teacher has drawn in class a caricature of Ma-
ghrebis or Blacks if he was French, of Blacks or



French if he was Maghrebi, or of Maghrebi or
French if he was Black. The school headmaster
has suspended the teacher. Respondents are
asked if they support the teacher or the head-
master. This experiment is a “test of principles”:
attachment to the freedom of expression (or to
the neutrality of the school) is supposed to re-
main constant, whatever the characteristics of
the teacher or the targeted group.

This not the case: the origins of the teacher
weight a lot on the support he receives (where-
as the caricatured group has only a marginal
influence on the response). Overall, the teacher
is supported by 49 percent of the respondents if
he is French, 60 percent if he is Maghrebi and
78 percent if he is Black. Clearly, respondents
are quite supportive of freedom of expression,
even in schools. But this support is conditional
on the ethnic description of the teacher. Addi-
tionally, the experiment tells a more interesting
story when the level of cultural liberalism is
taken into account (see figure 3).

Figure 3. Support of the Teacher
(predicted probability)
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Source: BZUS survey, 2006 (co-principal investigators: S.
Brouard and V. Tiberj)

A neutral case appears: the Black Teacher is
treated equally by cultural progressives and
cultural conservatives (which shows, among
other things, that the situation of Blacks differs
significantly in the United States and France).

The pattern for the two other cases, however,
diverges. Support for the French teacher de-
creases with the level of cultural liberalism
(from 61 percent among cultural conservatives
to 44 percent among cultural progressives). But
when the teacher is Maghrebi, we see the oppo-
site phenomenon: support increases with cul-
tural liberalism (from 47 to 67 percent). Com-
mitment to this general principle of freedom of
expression is undoubtedly situational. Clearly
xenophobic prejudice fuels rejection of the Ma-
ghrebi teacher and support for the French
teacher among cultural conservatives. But this
double standard is also present among cultural
liberals. They probably suspect the French
teacher to be racist, and therefore condemn his
behavior; on the other hand, they are highly
supportive of the Maghrebi (and the Black)
teacher, as if he were immune to racist motives.

Concluding remarks

Experimental designs have opened large ave-
nues of research in mass surveys in the last two
decades. Furthermore, experiments provide us
with a dynamic explanation of prejudice, which
are typically considered to be stable. They pro-
vide a better understanding of how frames re-
veal racial prejudice, and by doing so, they may
provide insights into how to fight prejudice. For
example, an experiment about the crisis in Syria
can test the degree of acceptability of immi-
grants as compared to refugees. Combined with
other forms of experiments, such as the ones
proposed by game theory or field experiments,
survey experiments give us a better under-
standing of the conditions under which minori-
ties are accepted by host societies. Neverthe-
less, as experimental methods have
proliferated, so have their fragmented and
sometimes-contradictory set of results. Cumu-
lation and comparability may be the next objec-
tives of this research.
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