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Abstract
The 2011 French blockbuster film Intouchables is based on a true story and depicts the friendship 
between Parisian Philippe, a white millionaire who is quadriplegic, and his carer Driss, a black man 
from the city’s banlieues. Whereas the film’s American reception focused on race and criticised the 
stereotypes imposed on the performing black body, French critics focused on class, and discussed 
the film’s easy depiction of economic domination. This article approaches this critical disparity 
through the lens of performance, and argues that the film’s contrasting receptions demonstrate 
the distinct legacies of American slavery and French colonialism in understanding contemporary 
iconographies of black performance. A further focus on the film’s source material, as well as the 
filmmakers’ adaptation of an Algerian character into a Senegalese one, reveals the continued role 
that the legacy of French colonialism plays in aesthetic representations of race and gender in 
contemporary France.
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The 2011 blockbuster film Intouchables depicts the friendship between Frenchman Philippe, a 
white millionaire who is quadriplegic, and Driss, his medical aide and carer, a black man of 
Senegalese origin from the banlieues of Paris. Directed by Olivier Nakache and Eric Tolédano, and 
featuring actors François Cluzet and Omar Sy, the film is based on the true story of Philippe Pozzo 
di Borgo, the scion of a wealthy family and former director of the Pommery champagne company, 
and Abdel Sellou, the Frenchman of Algerian origin whom he hired as his live-in carer. Drawing 
on the generic conventions of the buddy comedy (Pettersen, 2016; Kealhofer-Kemp, 2017), the 
film portrays the manner in which the two men negotiate their differences, the comedy that often 
results from this negotiation and the nourishment that both derive in the process. Hailed the 
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cultural phenomenon of 2011, Intouchables received a total of nine César nominations, and won 
Omar Sy a César for best actor.1 The film would go on to break box office records in a matter of 
months and soon became the second most financially successful French film of all time, as well as 
the most successful non-Anglophone film ever on the international film market (Libération, 2012).

Early in its international career, however, this record-breaking film hit a snag. One of the first 
critical voices to review Intouchables in the United States was trade daily Variety’s Jay Weissberg 
(2011), who noted that the film portrayed ‘the kind of Uncle Tom racism one hopes has perma-
nently exited American screens’. The critic would go on to note that the character of Driss ‘is 
treated as nothing but a performing monkey’, later adding, ‘it is painful to see Sy, a joyfully char-
ismatic performer, in a role barely removed from the jolly house slave of yore, entertaining the 
master while embodying all the usual stereotypes about class and race’. Weissberg’s criticism was 
echoed by a range of American reviewers: A. O. Scott of the New York Times (2012) noted that 
the film’s ‘conception of race [was] cartoonish’, Time Out’s Anna Smith (2012) concurred that the 
film ‘leaves itself wide open to criticism of racial stereotyping’, and the Washington Post’s 
Michael O’Sullivan (2012) labelled Driss a ‘racial cliché’ that came ‘dangerously close to what’s 
known as the “Magic Negro” syndrome’. References to race and racial caricature, in other words, 
were ubiquitous.

What was intriguing about the film’s American reception was that it stood in stark contrast to 
its French treatment. Influential newspapers and cultural sites in France were equally critical of 
the film’s easy sentimentality, but their assessment of the Philippe/Driss dyad focused on class 
rather than race. A trio of commentators in Libération noted that the film portrayed relationships 
of economic domination as a mere ‘series of incomprehensions’2 that came into clichéd focus 
when Driss and Philippe disagreed over the moral virtues of minimalist art or classical opera 
(Lefort et al., 2011), with a later commentator adding that ‘the poor and the rich cannot come 
together to invent a more egalitarian and less violent social order’ (Iacub, 2011).3 In pop culture 
weekly Les Inrockuptibles, Jean-Marc Lalanne (2012) noted that this ‘repulsive’4 film could not 
be more generous in its depiction of the material signs of Philippe’s extreme wealth. Meanwhile, 
both Le Monde’s Jacques Mandelbaum (2012) and Paris Match’s Yannick Vely (2011) read the 
duo’s friendship through an abiding duality of French cultural politics: ‘la vieille France’ v. ‘la 
banlieue’. Vely noted that the film symbolised the reconciliation of this duality, adding that ‘the 
public wants to believe in this [reconciliation]’,5 even when clothed in sentimental, feel-good 
genre conventions.

How to make sense of this disparity? At first glance, these widely divergent readings signal a 
question that has been key to critical race studies: what constitutes a racialised representation? On 
the one hand, these critical reactions would appear to exemplify the fact that despite a growing 
body of films addressing racial and ethnic difference in France (Rosello, 2017), class remains the 
country’s dominant vocabulary for understanding social difference. On the other hand, emerging 
scholarship on Intouchables has underlined the fraught relationship between race and transnation-
alism, arguing that despite the seemingly local paradigms at stake in the contrasting reactions to the 
film, Intouchables ultimately indexes the globalisation of certain racial signifiers. Commenting on 
Nakache and Tolédano’s blatant references to blackface minstrelsy for example, David Pettersen 
(2016) notes that in an international marketplace dominated by Hollywood cinema, these historical 
stereotypes hold commercial value as universal signifiers of racial hierarchy. The directors’ deci-
sion to ‘look outside France to the legacy of American racial representation’, Pettersen argues 
(2016: 55), reveals two dynamics: first, their awareness of international conventions for visualising 
blackness, and second, that ‘the universalist cast of France’s republican traditions has rendered it 
difficult to make race visible in French politics and policy’ (2016: 55), pushing filmmakers toward 
foreign racial tropes. Focusing on the industry debates surrounding the film, Charlie Michael 
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(2014) similarly argues that Intouchables indexes a series of ‘competing discourses on transnation-
alism and on the influence it is now exerting on contemporary French film culture’ (2014: 124).

The question of transnationalism is no doubt central to understanding the cultural work, cine-
matic traditions and financial success of Intouchables. In what follows, however, I contend that the 
sheer intensity of the contrasts characterising the film’s American and French receptions merits an 
additional critical lens, and specifically that of performance. Indeed, Intouchables is filled with a 
number of pivotal moments that portray Driss performing for Philippe, yet these moments also 
function as metonyms for Omar Sy’s broader performative engagement with the film’s audience, 
thereby transcending the boundaries of the filmic form. Whereas critical analyses of Intouchables 
have in fact looked beyond the film’s genre to identify ‘nineteenth and twentieth-century traditions 
of blackface and minstrelsy’ (Pettersen, 2016: 53), scholars have largely framed the film’s racial 
politics with reference to filmic genres like the comedy and the buddy film (Kealhofer-Kemp, 
2017). My argument is that a focus on black performance reveals the broader range of theatrical 
and performative traditions at work in Intouchables and helps explain the disparity between the 
American and French reactions to the film.

Two principal points guide my decision to focus on black performance. First, I argue that to 
understand the politics and stakes of racialised representations as they travel across the Atlantic, we 
need to consider the contrasting legacies of American slavery and French colonialism. Where ico-
nographies of race and performance are concerned, ideas of a global or transnational racial imagi-
nation risk obscuring distinctive genealogies of black performance. These genealogies have 
historically implied specific types of genre consciousness, like racial melodrama, whose unique 
representational conventions go some way towards explaining the film’s contrasting French and 
American receptions. At the same time, however, I will argue for the need to look beyond these 
critical contrasts and take note of what Intouchables reveals about the connection between racial 
thought and aesthetic representation in contemporary France. Second, I analyse the significance of 
the filmmakers’ decision to cast Omar Sy, a comedian of Senegalese and Mauritian descent, in the 
role of Philippe Pozzo di Borgo’s real-life carer Abdel Sellou, a Frenchman of Algerian origin. 
Whereas both journalistic and scholarly criticism of Intouchables has framed this alteration as an 
instance of colour-blind casting, I draw on Pozzo di Borgo’s memoir of the duo’s friendship, as 
well as Sellou’s own autobiographical account, to suggest that this choice is better framed as an 
instance of what has been called ‘conceptual casting’ (Catanese, 2011: 13) in theatrical perfor-
mance. Ultimately, my argument is that the relationship between the absent Algerian Arab body 
and the hyper-embodied black actor demonstrates the continued role that the legacy of French 
colonialism plays in representations of race and gender in contemporary France.

Black performance in transnational perspective

The question of performance is central to the narrative arc of Intouchables. To illustrate, let me 
begin with a focus on one of the film’s most memorable moments. Situated halfway through the 
film, this scene represents the growing affection that characterises the friendship between the pro-
tagonists, Philippe and Driss. Philippe’s birthday has occasioned an obligatory celebration, a dull 
gathering whose highlight is a private chamber music concert. At this point in the film, Driss has 
been employed by Philippe for some time and has established himself among the members of the 
millionaire’s household as a wisecracking yet lovable troublemaker. True to his reputation, Driss 
arrives mid-concert, re-shuffles the audience’s seating in an effort to place himself next to his love 
interest and proceeds to converse with the disgruntled audience member whom he has unseated. 
The filmmakers’ framing of this visual and aural commotion mirrors a series of earlier moments 
that signal Driss’s ambivalence with regards to his induction into high culture. Following the 



Fişek 193

guests’ departure, Philippe asks the musicians to perform a series of classical interludes that might 
trigger Driss’s artistic fancy, such as Antonio Vivaldi’s The Four Seasons. The millionaire’s efforts 
are met with the young man’s sly subversions, as Driss connects the familiar tunes to the soundtracks 
associated with cartoons and the ever-busy call centre for Assedic, the French agency that coordi-
nates insurance payments for the unemployed.

Soon, however, the young man retaliates. ‘We have listened to your classics, now we will listen 
to mine’, Driss declares, pulling up Earth, Wind and Fire’s ‘Boogie wonderland’ on his iPod. He 
begins to dance. His energy proves infectious and soon Philippe’s all-white staff join Driss on the 
dance floor, their awkward movements and occasional tumbles portrayed in direct contrast to 
Driss’s seemingly instinctual, graceful bodily beat. As the momentum builds and Driss’s dance 
grows ever more abandoned, it is clear that the performance is his birthday gift to Philippe, and that 
Driss’s animated screen presence is a direct index for the millionaire’s own, awakening spirit. If 
this scene reads as a rather caricatured instance of black entertainment from the minstrel tradition, 
however, what is equally interesting is the manner in which it has reverberated beyond the filmic 
frame: as Régis Dubois (2016) has chronicled, actor Omar Sy has been asked to dance to ‘Boogie 
wonderland’ during TV interviews and guest appearances, evolving the dance performance into an 
unanticipated marketing strategy (2016: 113–14). The performance of ‘Boogie wonderland’, I 
would argue, is not merely Driss’s gift to Philippe, it is a metonym for the broader entertainment 
presented to the film’s audience, pushing us to query the fraught premise of both offerings. The 
specific critical lens that this query will take, however, depends on the particular context from 
which one critiques the notion of performed blackness.

Melodrama and the American ‘race question’

It is not a coincidence that Weissberg’s criticism of Intouchables centres on the figure of Driss as 
entertainer/performer. As Harry J. Elam Jr. (2001) has noted, ‘the American ‘race question’ is 
inherently theatrical. From the arrival of the first African slaves on American soil, the discourse on 
race, the definitions and meanings of blackness, have been intricately linked to issues of theatre 
and performance’ (2001: 4). In Elam’s formulation, the reference to theatricality mobilises a series 
of structuring binaries, including ‘the relationship between the seen and the unseen, between the 
visibly marked and unmarked [and] between the “real” and the illusionary’ (2001: 4). Indeed, 
nineteenth-century American performance culture, from blackface minstrel shows featuring white 
performers impersonating black characters to transatlantic melodramas with plots centred on 
unveiling their protagonists’ ‘true’ racial identities, is premised on the hyper-visibility or in-visibil-
ity of blackness (Brooks, 2006). In developing the connection between blackness and theatricality, 
Brandi Wilkins Catanese (2011) extends the reach of Elam’s conceptual framework, arguing that 
the rubric of ‘performance’ also implicates the issue of labour: that is, the efficacy with which a 
task is fulfilled and the monitoring that evaluates its fulfilment. For Catanese, ‘the relationship 
between performance as aesthetic practice and performance as evaluative rubric of labor’ (2011: 2) 
is intimately linked to the legacy of American slavery (Hartman, 1997). When situated against the 
historical duality of aesthetics and labour, Driss’s performance of ‘Boogie wonderland’ appears to 
draw on a lengthy legacy of black entertainment.

The North American film critics quoted above are clearly aware of this history: the references 
to racial clichés, stereotypes and cartoons congeal around Weissberg’s specific allusion to Uncle 
Tom and the ‘jolly house slave of yore’. Referring to the resilient iconography that characterised 
Harriet Beecher Stowe’s anti-slavery classic Uncle Tom’s Cabin, Weissberg’s comments connect 
Driss’s wholehearted absorption of the role of Philippe’s caretaker/entertainer to the stereotype of 
unquestioning devotion associated with the figure of Uncle Tom. In turn, the reference to Uncle 
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Tom bears a series of connotations that perhaps exceed Weissberg’s intentions: the image of the 
‘jolly house slave’ hails from the racial stereotypes of blackface minstrelsy, yet this figure is equally 
central to how nineteenth-century melodramatic theatre connects the spectacle of black suffering 
to ideas of moral triumph. While one genre mocks the image of Uncle Tom, the other celebrates his 
moral fortitude. This nineteenth-century ‘contiguity of melodrama and minstrelsy’ (Brooks, 2006: 
30) is important to note, for it allows us to recognise the multiple ways in which Intouchables reso-
nates with legacies of racialised performance, and specifically that of racial melodrama.

A brief return to the context of the ‘Boogie wonderland’ performance will clarify the presence 
of melodramatic tropes. In many ways, ‘Boogie wonderland’ serves as the culmination of a sexual 
tension that pervades the first half of the film, as Driss and Philippe negotiate their physical prox-
imity by alternately mocking, appreciating and confirming each other’s heterosexual masculinity. 
Whereas the performance of ‘Boogie wonderland’ appears to register the queer undertones of Driss 
and Philippe’s connection, these dynamics are quickly dissolved in the swift editing that follows. 
As Driss affectionately tucks Philippe into bed, he offers his (second) birthday gift: unbeknownst 
to Philippe, he has escalated the millionaire’s ongoing epistolary romance, and asked his mysteri-
ous pen pal to send a photograph of herself. Driss now props the image of a white woman on 
Philippe’s bedside table. This plot twist gently dispels Driss and Philippe’s post-performance inti-
macy, yet establishes Driss as vital to the eventual consummation of heterosexual (white) desire 
and union. Where nineteenth-century racial melodrama is concerned, such tropes are anything but 
novel, resonating with figures like Zoe in Dion Boucicault’s The Octoroon, whose self-immolation 
secures the socially appropriate union of Southern white plantation owners. This dynamic is 
recalled once again in Intouchables’ final scene: as Driss and Philippe seemingly settle into an 
intimate meal with a seaside panorama, Driss quickly removes himself to make space for the mys-
terious pen pal. In the final shots that end the film’s narrative, Driss wanders off towards the sea, a 
solitary stroll that underlines the film’s own confusions regarding his future and his ability to 
maintain protagonist status when sundered from Philippe.

In drawing these parallels, my point is not to identify a direct connection between American 
legacies of racialised performance and Intouchables. American minstrel theatre and racial melo-
drama gave form to a particular and historically grounded set of representational conventions, yet 
they also instigated a series of racial scenarios that have since ‘unfolded globally, although with 
specific local variations’ (Auslander and Holt, 2003: 162). I will address the precise nature of these 
variations in a moment, but a quick return to the legacy of melodrama will help clarify the degree 
to which these performance conventions underline American critics’ reactions to the film. Linda 
Williams (2002) has argued that melodrama continues to serve as the exemplary genre convention 
underlying American racial politics. Whereas the term ‘melodrama’ frequently evokes nineteenth-
century stage conventions of excess emotionality, Williams has argued that melodrama’s continued 
relevance stems from the fact that it is ‘an evolving mode of storytelling crucial to the establish-
ment of moral good’ (2002: 12). Melodrama, in other words, is a genre that makes a particularly 
robust claim on viewers’ moral repertoires, often by reference to the absolute truth of victimhood, 
innocence and virtue.

The melodramatic mode’s perceived ability to transcend complications of plot and arrive at an 
unwavering moral good is visible in how most American critics, despite reservations regarding 
stereotypes, clichés and cartoons, insist on the film’s redemptive warmth. A. O. Scott (2012) notes 
that although he considers the film an ‘embarrassment … its clumsy heart is somehow in the right 
place’. In Time Out, Anna Smith (2012) concurs that ‘you can’t deny the film’s heart is in the right 
place’. In the LA Times, Sheri Linden (2012) notes that actors Omar Sy and François Cluzet, 
despite a tired script, ‘locate the emotional truth in their characters’ friendship’, whereas Michael 
O’Sullivan (2012), writing in the Washington Post, likewise credits the actors with generating ‘a 
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window onto the strange and touching friendship between two very different men’. I do not wish 
to suggest the reverse, that the film’s so-called ‘heart’ is in fact misplaced. Rather, my point is that 
the rhetorical formula that endows the film with a ‘heart’, in other words an overarching moral 
intentionality that transcends otherwise problematic representational conventions, locates the 
film’s racial politics firmly within the domain of melodrama. The French critics, as we shall see, 
are differently genre-conscious.

French universalism and the question of difference

If the history of slavery is central to American understandings of black performance, scholars iden-
tify the history of colonialism as the chief reference point for understanding the French context 
(Peabody and Stovall, 2003: 1–11). Neither end of this binary is exclusive, however; slavery played 
a crucial role in the French colonial endeavour, and questions of empire have been equally impor-
tant for the history of racialised representations in the United States. Yet where black identity is 
concerned, a comparative approach immediately yields the contrasts between the legally supported 
racial apartheid characterising the pre-Civil Rights American context and the historical absence of 
race as a legal category of discrimination in the French one. This is hardly a testament to the 
absence of biological or cultural strands of French racism and, indeed, scholars have shown how 
racial tensions have permeated the nation’s history (Camiscioli, 2009). However, mainstream pub-
lic discourse in France continues to subsume certain categories of social difference to the tradition 
of Republican universalism, a tradition that casts the state as (theoretically) neutral to questions of 
racial or ethnic identity and religious belief. In practical terms, this has meant that the French state 
does not gather ethno-racial statistics. In terms of political culture, identity-political movements 
that strive for race- or ethnicity-based recognition are often frowned upon as sceptres of American-
style multiculturalism or communautarisme, endangering the autonomy of abstract individuals as 
well as that of the universal state.

Whereas the Republic’s legacy of universalist thought can deny the lived experience of anti-
black racism, it has also meant that anti-racist civic actors can marshal this legacy to distinguish 
French racial formations from American or British ones. Leora Auslander and Thomas Holt’s 
(2003) inquiry into French consumer goods that reference the racial imagery of American black-
face reveal just such a tendency. When the historians inquire into the casual presence of this ico-
nography, their initial conversations reference a putative distance between American and French 
perceptions of racism, a distance connected, their interlocutors note, to the absence of a history of 
metropolitan slavery. Auslander and Holt do not discount the variability or historicity of percep-
tion; they instead take such conversations as emblematic of the ‘necessary intertextual relation’ 
(2003: 151) between local iconographies of race and global historical prototypes. This approach 
sheds light on the varied reactions surrounding Intouchables’ French release, including the appre-
ciation registered by public intellectuals like Patrick Lozès (slate.fr, 2011), founder of the Conseil 
Représentatif des Associations Noires. As Fred Constant notes, ‘internal complexities within black 
French identity politics’ (2012: 130) reveal a range of approaches to anti-racist activism.

Recognising this intertextuality is especially important in the French context, for whereas ques-
tions of performance and entertainment are equally central to French representations of blackness, 
they nonetheless depart from the American model. For example, although nineteenth-century spec-
tacles éthniques proliferated on both sides of the Atlantic, Nicolas Bancel (2012) notes that their 
European variety (including anthropological exhibitions, universal expositions and human zoos) 
belied a pseudo-scientific interest in racial taxonomy, cranial study and biological hierarchy – ‘the 
[positivist] necessity of creating a repertoire, classifying and displaying’ (2012: 323).6 In the United 
States, conversely, ‘the first ethnic shows [of the kind associated with P. T. Barnum] were premised 
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on circus numbers and freak shows and were marked by the spectacular and popular character of 
these two manifestations’ (2012: 329).7 The question of spectacular alterity was evident in both 
genealogies, but what was unique to the French context was that the experience of co-habitation 
and proximity only impacted metropolitan perceptions of blackness during the First World War 
(Ndiaye, 2009: 102–3). International fairs like the Colonial Exposition of 1931, experiments in 
modernist primitivism, and the emergence of commercial trademarks like the Banania tirailleur 
(the still ubiquitous image of the grinning Senegalese soldier used to sell a brand of banana and 
chocolate flavoured breakfast mix) all contributed to sharpening the contrast between the civilised 
and non-civilised, marking France’s colonial subjects in Africa variously as children, soldiers, 
entertainers or labourers (Hale, 2003).

Importantly, although the stereotypes of blackface minstrelsy and an image like the Banania 
tirailleur partake of a shared iconography, the French legacy has typically marked blackness as a 
colonial and thus foreign phenomenon, far removed from vernacular references to a ‘true’ France. 
Additionally, whereas the connection between race and performance was central to the consolida-
tion of a white, male, working-class identity in the antebellum south (Lott, 1993), the ‘whitening’ 
of the French working class is a more recent phenomenon, particularly related to the North African 
labour migrations of the post-war period. This, along with the protracted experience of the Algerian 
War (1954–62) accounts for the fact that North Africans continue to emerge as the central targets 
of racism in France. Finally, the sustained interventions of what E. Patrick Johnson (2006) has 
called ‘black performance studies’ have been fundamental to delineating the dual significance of 
aesthetics/labour with regards to black performance in the United States. Theatre and performance 
studies in France, conversely, boast a growing yet relatively new interest in race and ethnicity.8

Connecting race, class and culture

Where then do these contrasting traditions of performed blackness leave us with respect to 
Intouchables? The disparity between the American and French reactions to the film can be 
explained in part by the distinctive types of genre consciousness associated with these traditions: 
whereas American critics referenced the historical connection between melodrama and racialisa-
tion, French critics quibbled over the relationship between class struggle and the varying ‘social’ 
authorities of filmic genres.9 At the same time, however, I am aware that recognising these distinc-
tions comes at the cost of solidifying race and class into irreconcilable, binary analytic frame-
works. Such an approach not only obscures the intersectionality of these formations, but also 
overlooks the manner in which Intouchables indexes changing understandings of race in early 
twenty-first-century France.

Indeed, a closer look at Intouchables will reveal that the film is an exemplary record of how 
racial, class and cultural signifiers overlap and intersect to produce distinct perceptions of social 
alterity in contemporary France. French critics’ reactions to the film often embed these intersec-
tions, even as they remain unvoiced. For example, L’Humanité’s Vincent Ostria (2011) frames the 
film as an encounter between ‘racaille de banlieue’ and ‘grande bourgeoisie’. Referencing the 
events of 2005, when multi-ethnic youths in metropolitan suburbs across France took to the streets 
in protest against police violence, widespread unemployment and the lack of recognition surround-
ing minority experience, the term racaille was one employed by minister of the interior Nicolas 
Sarkozy. When placed in opposition to the bourgeoisie, the racaille appears to function as a class 
category regarding the ownership of economic and cultural capital. Yet the term is an excellent 
indicator of the fact that, in France, economic peripheries are racialised spaces.

The contemporary stigmatisation of the banlieue is part of a broader transformation: although the 
tradition of Republican universalism has privileged colour-blindness, rendering social difference 
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commensurate with the question of class, France is witnessing renewed forms of racialisation. Key 
events like the 2005 uprisings have been met with a variety of racially tinged criticisms and xeno-
phobic reactions, revealing the undeniable link between what Didier and Eric Fassin (2006) have 
called ‘la question sociale’ and ‘la question raciale’. At the same time, umbrella organisations for 
racial advocacy like the Conseil Représentatif des Associations Noires and Indigènes de la 
République have called explicit attention to racialised identities and linked them to the history of 
French slavery and colonisation. Meanwhile, Pap Ndiaye notes that the discourses of cultural differ-
ence that frame mainstream representations of immigration (often through reference to practices 
like polygamy) offer thinly veiled mixtures of biological and culturalist racisms (2009: 243). In such 
a context, terms like the earlier-mentioned racaille index racial tensions as well as economic ones, 
if not the thorny question of ‘culture’.

Intouchables’ representation of the banlieue is premised on these overlapping categories of 
social alterity. As Michael (2014) notes, contrasting urban landscapes are emphasised by ‘bipo-
lar’ cinematography: ‘muted grey tones that accentuate the dreariness’ of the banlieue v. ‘sharp, 
clean corners, delicate patterns, golden trim and, above all, plenty of space’ (2014: 132) in 
Philippe’s mansion. Spaces characterised by intimate domesticity are key to this contrast. In 
Philippe’s home, Driss’s bathroom is an open space filled with natural light, featuring a soft 
colour palette and organised around an antique bath. In contrast, the bathroom in his family’s 
apartment is lined with white tiles, lit by fluorescent tubes and features a tiny bath that can barely 
house his large frame. In the comic scene that features his frustrated attempts at showering in 
private, three children run around and a young woman who appears to be their older sister takes 
care of another small child in her arms as Driss entreats her to exit. The spatial comedy solidifies 
the filmmaker’s point: Driss’s desire for space is frustrated by a life of limited means. In fact, 
Pettersen argues that such depictions of banlieue life are ‘vague enough to evoke the impover-
ished urban areas attached to all major metropolises throughout the world’ (2016: 57). Yet I 
would argue that this scene, one shot to highlight the contrast between two very different social 
landscapes, bears traces of representational conventions that blur the boundaries between class, 
race and culture: Driss’s home is teeming with children that, we soon find out, are from his 
mother’s various marriages, and his ‘mother’ is in fact his aunt, to whom he was given by his 
birth parents in Senegal, to be raised in France. This adoption is based on Abdel Sellou’s life 
history, but the six siblings are a plot element devised by the film’s scriptwriters. The image of 
the overcrowded immigrant apartment, however, is more than a plot detail, as it plays on main-
stream representations of ‘othered’ domesticities, framing Driss’s working-class surroundings 
through explicit reference to an imagined series of cultural differences: the transfer of children, 
the permeability of the nuclear family and the absence of a father figure. In scenes such as these, 
signifiers of la banlieue, class identity and cultural difference are blended into one another such 
that disaggregating their effects becomes impossible.

At the same time, the conventions of anti-black racism that evoke the image of the ‘child-like’ 
tirailleur are embedded in the comic nature of the shower scene. In fact, Driss is associated with 
juvenile habits throughout the film, exemplified in scenes where he munches through a bag of 
M&Ms, laughs out loud at the opera or pours scalding water over Philippe’s legs. The filmmakers 
repeatedly portray Driss as an uncultivated child, yet visually emphasise Sy’s larger, imposing 
frame (Dubois, 2016: 112). Resonating with what Ndiaye calls the twin repertoires of the infant-
like tirailleur and the dangerous savage (2009: 253–4), these historical caricatures date from an era 
that negotiated the seeming remoteness of the colonial world with the proximity brought about by 
the migrations that accompanied the world wars. In Intouchables, Driss’s depiction captures the 
permutation of these historical stereotypes and their renewed role in contemporary representations 
of immigration in France.
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Colour-blind casting? Transforming race, adapting performance

If Intouchables is an exemplary film for considering contemporary patterns of racialisation in 
France, it is equally useful for identifying the historical underpinnings of French racial politics. 
Given the extraordinary amount of media coverage devoted to Intouchables, it is striking to note 
that few outlets comment on the film’s adaptation of its real-life source material: Omar Sy, the 
French-born comedian of Senegalese and Mauritian descent portrays Philippe Pozzo di Borgo’s 
real life carer, the Algerian-born Frenchman Abdel Sellou. Sellou is thus transformed into Driss, a 
young man of Senegalese origin who (like Sellou) arrives in France to be placed in the care of his 
Paris-based aunt and uncle. Intouchables’ frame narrative both signals and disguises this substitu-
tion. The film begins with the self-authorising signal that it is ‘based on a true story’ but the final 
diegetic shots dissolve into shots of the ‘real’ Pozzo di Borgo and Sellou, indicating that the film-
makers have taken significant liberties with the ‘true story’ in question. The emerging scholarship 
on Intouchables has either framed this alteration as a professional decision (Michael, 2014: 132) or 
underlined commercial concerns, namely that Sy’s casting had ‘an important strategic function in 
visualising multiculturalism for international audiences … [creating] a simplified, quasi-abstract, 
black–white binary that viewers can attach to longstanding visualisations of racial hierarchy found 
in Hollywood cinema’ (Pettersen, 2016: 56). As Leslie Kealhofer-Kemp has argued, however, the 
racial interchangeability of Abdel/Driss ‘points to a telling blind spot in the film’ (2017: 166), pro-
voking the question: what might we learn from the absence of the Algerian Arab body?

In many ways, both scholarly and journalistic attempts to make sense of the filmmakers’ adapta-
tion implicitly engage the dynamics of colour-blind casting, which refers to the practice of casting 
actors without regard for their race or ethnicity, gender or physical capacities. As scholars like 
Brandi Catanese (2011), Josephine Lee (2003) and Angela Pao (2010) have shown, however, non-
white actors’ experience of racial invisibility is often contingent on the prior acknowledgement of 
their racial particularity. Whereas this dynamic allows the scholars to connect colour-blind casting 
to American liberal multiculturalism, a related reading is possible in the context of France: casting 
Sy in the role of Abdel Sellou might be similarly read as Republican universalism for actors. In a 
nation with a legal language of colour-blindness, adapting Sellou into Driss amounts to an admis-
sion that one does not see race: in the words of director Tolédano, ‘race is simply not the way to 
view it’ (Moore, 2013). Yet if Sy’s casting is premised on racial effacement, it nonetheless weighs 
the respective commodity values of two racial categories against one another, over-determining 
their content. Put differently, it is precisely by ‘viewing’ Sellou’s racial identity that adaptation can 
conceptualise its erasure. Abdel/Driss is thus better framed as an example of what has been called 
‘conceptual casting’ in the theatre, a practice whereby non-white actors are cast in roles in order to 
endow a play with ‘greater resonance’ (Catanese, 2011: 13). Exhibiting what Catanese identifies as 
‘simultaneous reliance upon and denial of the significance of race’ (2011: 13), conceptual casting 
deems Abdel Sellou’s Arab identity insignificant to Intouchables’ core narrative of fraternity. By 
placing a black man in the role of Sellou, however, conceptual casting both denies and reaffirms 
the meanings associated with both racial categories. A brief glance at the film’s source texts will 
help elucidate these meanings, as well as their historical contexts.10

Autobiography, adaptation, performance

Philippe Pozzo di Borgo’s story first attracted national attention through a television documentary 
prepared by Mireille Dumas, À la vie, à la mort (2003). Dumas herself had been inspired by Pozzo 
di Borgo’s 2001 memoire, Le Seconde Souffle, an autobiographical narrative centred on the domi-
nant influences on Pozzo di Borgo’s adult life, including his spouse Béatrice’s protracted struggle 
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with cancer and his own fateful paragliding accident, which resulted in his losing all sensation 
from the neck down. Whereas Le Seconde Souffle is permeated by detailed descriptions of Béatrice’s 
and Philippe’s experiences of physical pain, it is also a narrative of redemption and recovery, 
reflected through the companionship of Abdel Sellou. Pozzo di Borgo and Sellou’s relationship is 
expanded in Le Diable gardien, a companion memoir published in the wake of Intouchables. In the 
memoir, Pozzo di Borgo’s descriptions of Sellou are simultaneously exalting and candid:

He is unbearable, vain, arrogant, brutal, inconstant, human. Without him, I would be dead from 
decomposing. Abdel cared for me without a break as if I were an infant. Attentive to the smallest sign, 
present during all of my absences, he released me when I was a prisoner, protected me when I was weak. 
He made me laugh when I was falling apart. He is my guardian devil. (2011: 131–2)11

The associations introduced in this brief excerpt permeate Pozzo di Borgo’s portrait of Sellou. He 
is ‘inconstant’, a fleeting presence in the spaces that Pozzo di Borgo occupies, an ephemerality that 
is meant to recall Sellou’s former life as a petty thief on the streets of Paris. Yet this evasiveness is 
countered by Sellou’s corporeal presence in moments where Pozzo di Borgo’s physical pain and 
feeling of being overwhelmed are depicted as an exit from bodily life, where his inability to 
acknowledge his own corporeality is contrasted with his carer’s evocative physicality. In fact, 
Sellou’s materiality is at stake throughout the memoir, as descriptions of Sellou tearing at a piece 
of meat, laughing with his body or exuding a sexual energy that seems ever-present are ubiquitous. 
If such descriptions call to mind a series of historically informed stereotypes of Arab masculinity 
(a point to which I will return), these resonances are employed wholeheartedly and without 
reservation.

Abdel Sellou’s own memoir, Tu as changé ma vie (2012) follows on the heels of the release of 
Intouchables and is framed as a counter-narrative. Sellou declares that he has ‘nothing to do with 
the untouchables, the real ones’,12 referring to the Indian caste system to which the film’s title 
vaguely alludes, and adds that if he is ‘a member of a caste, it is that of the uncontrollables, of 
whom I am the uncontested leader’ (2012: 17–18). In Sellou’s narrative, the image of an unre-
strained personality is indelibly linked with coming of age in a society that imposes a variety of 
restraints on young men of North African descent. Growing up in Beaugrenelle, he notes ‘it was us, 
the savages, against the civilised people of France’ (2012: 47).13 Sellou’s reference to a racist dis-
course derived from colonialism is not a coincidence, for France’s colonial history in North Africa 
permeates the memoir. As Sellou narrates outrunning police officers along the Seine, he glances 
down at the body of water where ‘dozens of Algerians’ (2012: 18)14 floated a decade before his 
birth, a reference to the massacre of Algerian protestors in Paris during the Algerian War. 
‘Youssouph, Mohamed, Yacine, Ryan, Nassim, Mouloud’ (2012: 71) are among the many friends 
from Beaugrenelle who are surveyed by a juvenile court. As Sellou narrates the ‘headscarf affair’ 
of 1989 or how the Algerian Civil War impacts France’s North African populations in the 1990s, 
he illustrates the impossibility of a colour-blind France.

Reading the two memoirs in unison demonstrates the disparate ways in which Pozzo di Borgo 
and Sellou narrate the same anecdotes, as well as the original contours of events adapted by 
Nakache and Tolédano’s script. Driss’s ‘Boogie wonderland’ performance has no corresponding 
scene in Le Diable gardien, but an instance that comes uncannily close is that of a belly dance 
performance that Sellou organises for the eighteenth birthday of Pozzo di Borgo’s American god-
son, John. Both interludes feature a performance-offered-as-birthday-gift and both performances 
are depicted as enticing and improper, straddling their respective thresholds of social propriety. 
Pozzo di Borgo recalls:
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[Abdel] launched oriental music. A high priest, he opened the two panels leading to the next room. Nothing 
emerged; he raised the volume. Arriving in a whirlwind was not a belly dancer but a sumptuous creature, 
certainly oriental, entirely nude. Stupefaction and crises of horror in the room, they are paralyzed. The 
naiad goes around, prances about in front of the crimson coloured faces. John, seated next to me, looks at 
me furiously; ‘Uncle, you haven’t done this?’

The creature suddenly appeared in front of me, neither hot nor cold, I don’t even have the desire to laugh. 
She had understood that I was the boss and wriggled her hips front to back. I informed her that it was the 
birthday of my neighbour. She sat herself on his knees, he resisted for thirty seconds and then leapt up from 
his seat while shoving her off with a series of American insults. (2011: 256–7)15

That this anecdote was adapted for Intouchables is perhaps not a coincidence, as the scene is 
remarkable in its cinematic qualities. Pozzo di Borgo’s narrative attention is focused yet fuzzy, and 
the contours of the central ‘creature’ never quite attain clarity, hovering over the broad geographic 
and temporal imaginary signalled by the term orientale. The dancer is both absent from the field of 
representation and viscerally present in her nudity, thus joining a broader narrative strand that 
seeks to establish Sellou’s crude sexual and cultural sensibilities. Ultimately, this verbal condem-
nation is deflected to the young American, relegating the Frenchman’s sexual experience to the 
private realm beyond the narrative camera’s lens.

Nakache and Tolédano’s adaptation of this scene edits the intensity of the ‘crimson’ faces 
characterising Philippe’s guests but retains the spontaneous event of performance. In Le Diable 
gardien, the orientalist caricature is meant to excite the passions of the teenage John and mark 
an unfamiliar, exotic, yet ultimately transitory rite of passage into ‘proper’ adult masculinity. In 
Intouchables, she is replaced by the Senegalese banlieue youth whose unhindered embodiment 
is meant to excite the newly awakened passions of the quadriplegic Philippe, and mark an equally 
ambivalent passage into ‘proper’ white, heterosexual union. ‘Boogie wonderland’, in other 
words, is the colour-blind adaptation of the ‘oriental’ belly dance. The racial and gendered adap-
tations that underlie Intouchables’ climactic scene are far from coincidental, recalling the his-
torical legacies of French colonialism in North Africa while indexing contemporary anxieties 
regarding Arab sexuality.

Belly dancing and colonial anxiety

Spanning the colonial and postcolonial eras, the belly dancer is an iconic figure. A syncretic genre 
associated with a wide range of performance conventions from the Middle East and North Africa, 
belly dancing was central to the colonial archetype of the oriental harem. At the same time, it has 
been equally significant to the re-fashioning of New Age spirituality since the 1970s. In the United 
States in particular, belly dancing is often positioned as ‘a form of personal expression rooted in a 
kind of liberal humanist feminism’ (Dox, 2006: 55) if not a site for the negotiation of ‘imperial 
feelings’, reconciling participants’ ambivalence with regards to American foreign policy with a 
‘liberal, multicultural vision of the nation’ (Maira, 2008: 319). The French context is slightly more 
complex, yet retains similarly coded dynamics of sexual freedom, tourist fantasy and imperial 
violence. In the nineteenth century, the relationship between colonial expansion and sexual tourism 
was particularly wedded to images of the Nailiyat: women who belonged to several tribes from the 
Ouled Nail region of Algeria. As Marnia Lazreg (1994) has argued, Ouled Nail women enjoyed a 
degree of what might be termed sexual freedom, as they could typically leave their rural homelands 
to entertain men with song and dance performances in urban centres (1994: 29–35). Peter Bloom 
(2008) has shown that in the second half of the nineteenth century, the French tourist bureau in 
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colonial Algeria would demand that the Nailiyat women dance nude, a commercial strategy that 
later led to the women’s classification as prostitutes (2008: 80). By the interwar period, Bloom 
argues, the image of nude, belly-dancing women was part and parcel of ‘an emerging colonial tour-
ist fantasy’ (2008: 81) that wed belly dancing to shifting signifiers of cultural alterity, free sensual-
ity and racialised sex work.

The Orientalist construction of North African women as ‘other’ oversaw a spectrum of associa-
tions, however; if the belly-dancing Nailiyats’ assertive sensuality served as one end, the image of 
cloistered women enclosed by harem walls and veils was another. Indeed, the twinned image of the 
assertive/secluded North African woman has permeated cultural representation in twentieth-cen-
tury France, ranging from Frantz Fanon’s (1994) psychoanalytic work on the significance of the 
veil in the French colonial imagination to the sensationalisation of veiled terrorists during the 
Algerian War (as portrayed in Gillo Pontecorvo’s The Battle of Algiers (2013 [1966]) to the late 
twentieth-century affaire du foulard and its framing of headscarf-wearing women as oppressed yet 
menacing (Tevanian, 2008). As the expression of a French colonial vision of North Africa that 
remains anxious, ever evolving and unresolved (Bancel, 2013), this dual image of Arab femininity 
is further linked to that of Arab masculinity.

In his memoir, Pozzo di Borgo recalls that when he confronted Sellou over the performer he 
hired for John’s birthday, Sellou’s reply was that she was not a prostitute (2011: 258). This retort 
rejects the colonial legacy of belly-dancing-as-prostitution yet it also refuses Sellou’s own identi-
fication as prostitution’s vehicle. This fleeting anecdote resonates with a tendency that Nacira 
Guénif-Souilamas and Eric Macé (2004) have shown to be endemic to contemporary French 
feminism: the construction of young Arab men as embodiments of patriarchal oppression and 
sexual exploitation. ‘Whether in the form of an uncivilised racaille that gives free rein to his 
macho and ethnic urges’, the scholars write, ‘or in the even more pernicious form of Islamic neo-
communitarianism, the young Arab man (garçon arabe) is constructed as a body that is triply 
removed from modernity’ (2004: 11).16 These colonially inflected racial and gender politics linger 
between the lines of Pozzo di Borgo’s anecdote, such that ‘Abdel’ and ‘the belly dancer’ are two 
sides of the same coin.

In its climactic scene, Intouchables thus belies a doubly conceptualised casting choice. On 
the one hand, the filmmakers tiptoe away from the volatile, anxiety-ridden image of the orien-
tale belly dancer and enact a gendered transformation. On the other, they transport the figure of 
the carer towards another node in the map of racialised masculinity inherited from French 
colonialism. Thus, the figure of the sexually exploitative Arab male transforms into the equally 
well-worn trope of the Senegalese performer. Whereas these choices might result in a series of 
somewhat differently arranged racial and gendered hierarchies, the directors further distance 
themselves from domestic cultural tropes by choosing to have Driss perform to ‘Boogie won-
derland’. The 1979 hit single associated with the heyday of the American disco age dissolves 
the image of the Senegalese banlieue youth into a transnational black idiom. As I emphasise 
these dynamics, I recognise Pettersen’s argument that the casting of Omar Sy is primarily com-
mercial, ‘[representing] an explicit attempt to insert the character and the film into the transat-
lantic lineage of Eddie Murphy and other American black actors and comedians’ (2016: 66). 
My point, however, is that such transnational ‘insertions’ are contingent on their local enmesh-
ments, indicating the dynamics of their national source texts as much as those of the target 
marketplace. As profitable as Nakache and Tolédano’s choices prove to be, they back the film-
makers into new terrains of fraught representational conventions, avoiding domestic ambiva-
lence only to be confronted with the ‘necessary intertextual relations’ of global patterns of 
racialisation.
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Conclusion

In this article, my goal has been to consider Intouchables as a cultural artefact produced during a 
specific historical moment, and to think through the ways in which its critical reactions, aesthetic 
strategies, and casting and adaptation decisions both reflect and ultimately contribute to our under-
standing of the relationship between race and performance in early twenty-first-century France. 
The contrasting French and American receptions of the film both resonate with calls for a transna-
tional approach to the study of race, and underline the different representational conventions and 
types of genre consciousness that can, at times, impede the globalisation of racial signifiers. At the 
same time, I have suggested that a focus on the relationship between black identity and perfor-
mance illustrates the limits of singular analytic categories like race and class. Indeed, whereas 
some critics have argued that recent French comedies tend to address either racial or class differ-
ence (Kealhofer-Kemp, 2017: 167), my suggestion is that Intouchables can be read as an (unin-
tended) testament to the mutual imbrication of these categories of social alterity.

Where intent is concerned, I am aware that framing Omar Sy’s casting through the represen-
tational legacies of French colonialism risks wandering into the murky waters of authorial inten-
tionality. Here again, however, my goal is not to suggest that directors Olivier Nakache and Eric 
Tolédano conceptualised their casting choices with reference to these historical elisions or anxi-
eties on purpose. Rather, my point is that the directors made a series of choices concerning the 
cinematic adaptation of the story of Pozzo di Borgo and Sellou, and that these choices negotiated 
a larger legacy of representational conventions within or against which they necessarily had to 
position Intouchables. The result is a powerful yet ambiguous film that exemplifies the stakes of 
colour-blind discourse in contemporary France, illustrating its possibilities, while signalling its 
limitations.
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Notes

 1. In a survey conducted by FNAC, one of the largest retail chains in France, Intouchables was voted ‘the 
cultural event’ of 2011 by 52 per cent of participants.

 2. ‘Le plaisir collectif pris à ce type de fiction, c’est sans doute que le conflit global entre mondes sociaux 
(le thème de la domination) est ramené à une série d’incompréhensions factuelles et faciles à surmonter.’

 3. ‘Le pauvre et le riche ne peuvent pas inventer ensemble un ordre social plus égalitaire et moins violent.’
 4. ‘Un canevas de soap TF1 épicé d’humour Canal, c’est donc la formule, formatée jusqu’au délire, de ce 

film assez repoussant.’
 5. ‘De Stéphane Hessel (“Indignez-vous”) à François Cluzet, il y a peut-être une correspondance inconsci-

ente d’autant que le film propose la réconciliation entre la vieille France et la banlieue. Utopique? Oui, 
mais le public a envie d’y croire.’

 6. ‘On constate donc qu’en Europe, les exhibitions ethniques se situent au croisement de plusieurs proces-
sus: inclinaison taxinomique parcourant les sciences du vivant et la raciologie et que l’on retrouve dans 
la disposition des premières exhibitions ethniques; antériorité des formes de monstration de l’ailleurs et 
de l’étrange des cabinets de curiosités et des zoos animaliers, et qui témoignent de la nécessité de réper-
torier, classer et montrer; épisode prophétique de la Vénus hottentote.’

 7. ‘Aux États-Unis, les espaces mêmes où se tinrent les premiers ethnic shows étaient dédiés à des numéros 
de cirque et aux freak shows, et se trouvaient marqués par le caractère spectaculaire et populaire de ces 
deux manifestations.’
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 8. Here, Sylvie Chalaye’s work is vital, in particular Du noir au nègre (1998), as well as numer-
ous works on Francophone African and diaspora playwrights. Yet questions pertaining to race and 
ethnicity in French theatre and performance studies have generally been shaped in the broader 
context of class-based militant theatre (Neveux, 2007; Neveux and Biet, 2007) or the question of 
interculturalism.

 9. For a particularly heightened exchange around these themes, see Sylvie Granotier’s (2011) response to 
an earlier Libération review (Lefort et al., 2011).

10. It is important to note here that whereas the figure of Abdel/Driss is characterised by racial interchange-
ability, the same cannot be said for the character of Philippe: in Intouchables, Pozzo di Borgo’s whiteness 
remains a neutral diegetic fact that remains beyond the reach of adaptation.

11. ‘Il est insupportable, vaniteux, orgueilleux, brutal, inconstant, humain. Sans lui, je serais mort de décom-
position. Abdel m’a soigné sans discontinuité comme si j’étais un nourrisson. Attentif au moindre signe, 
présent pendant toutes mes absences, il m’a délivré quand j’étais prisonnier, protégé quand j’étais faible. 
Il m’a fait rire quand je craquais. Il est mon diable gardien.’

12. ‘Je n’ai rien à voir avec les Intouchables, les vrais… Si je fais partie d’une caste, c’est celle des incon-
trôlables, et j’en suis le leader incontesté.’

13. ‘C’était nous, les sauvages, contre le peuple civilisé de France.’
14. ‘J’ignorais aussi que de bons Français, dix ans tout ronds avant ma naissance, avaient jeté là des dizaines 

d’Algériens à la flotte.’
15. Celui-ci lance une musique orientale. Grande prêtre, il ouvre les deux battants du salon voisin. Rien ne 

se produit; il augmente le volume. Arrive en coup de vent, non pas une danseuse du ventre, mais une 
somptueuse créature, certes orientale, entièrement nue. Stupéfaction, cris d’horreur dans la salle; ils 
sont tétanisés; la naïade fait le tour, se dandine devant les visages cramoisis. John, assis à mes côtés, me 
regarde furieux: ‘Uncle, t’as pas fait ça?
La créature surgit devant moi; ni chaud ni froid; même pas envie de rire. Elle a compris que j’étais le 
patron et se déhanche recto verso. Je lui signifie que c’est l’anniversaire de mon voisin. Elle s’assoit 
sur ses genoux; il résiste trente secondes puis bondit de son siège en l’éjectant d’une bordée d’injures 
américaines.

16. Que ce soit en effet la forme d’une racaille incivilisable laissant libre cours à ses pulsions machistes et 
ethniques, ou sous la forme encore plus pernicieuse d’un néocommunautarisme islamique, le “garçon 
arabe” est construit comme un corps triplement étranger à la modernité: étranger à la modernité laïque, 
individualiste et rationnelle; étranger à la modernité républicaine et jacobine et à l’éthnicité française; 
étranger à la modernité féministe égalitariste et à la féminité postféministe.
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