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ver the last decade and a half, sport has increasingly attracted the attention of 
serious scholars of modern France, many of whose interest was understandably 
sparked by the 1998 World Cup triumph of a famously multi-ethnic French 

national team that was widely—and as it turned out, prematurely—celebrated in 
France for symbolizing the nation’s embrace of its post-colonial racial, ethnic, and 
cultural diversity. At its best this new vein of scholarship not only explores the place of 
sport in French society, politics, and culture, but also uses sport as a lens through which 
to better understand broader developments in modern France. Prominent historians 
and sociologists have thus in recent years published important monographs, notably on 
French soccer, that generate thought-provoking insights into such complex and 
important subjects as the enduring and often toxic legacies of France’s colonial empire, 
the nation’s postwar immigration history, French debates over national identity, and 
the challenges of managing race relations in a purportedly color-blind republic. In the 
process these scholars inevitably, and rightly, address the plight of France’s dangerous, 
degraded suburban housing projects and neighborhoods—its cités and banlieues—
where those issues play themselves out most explosively, and in which many of the 
country’s best soccer players grow up.1 
 

                                                           
1 See, in particular, Laurent Dubois, Soccer Empire:  The World Cup and the Future of France 

(Berkeley: University of California Press, 2010); Hugh Dauncey and Geoff Hare (eds.), France and the 1998 
World Cup: The National Impact of a World Sporting Event (London and Portland, OR: Frank Cass, 1999), 41-
55; Albrecht Sonntag, Les identités du football européen (Grenoble: Presses Universitaires de Grenoble, 2008); 
Yvan Gastaut, Le métissage par le foot:  L’intégration, mais jusqu’où? (Paris: Ēditions Autrement, 2008); and 
Stéphane Beaud (with Philippe Guimard), Traîtres à la nation?  Un autre regard sur la grève des Bleus en 
Afrique du Sud (Paris: Ēditions La Découverte, 2011). 
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Lindsey Krasnoff’s contribution to this promising recent historiographical trend 
explores the political and institutional history over the past half-century or so of French 
soccer and, to a somewhat lesser extent, of French basketball, with a particular focus on 
the development of training programs in both sports for young male players, the best of 
whom can hope to play professionally. The book is organized chronologically into 
chapters devoted to periods of between eight and fifteen years that correspond to 
distinct phases in the evolution of those programs. Krasnoff begins her account with the 
French government’s recognition of intersecting sports and youth crises in the late 
1950s and 1960s. She then traces the creation and expansion of youth sports programs 
intended to resolve both crises. Those programs reached their triumphant climax at the 
turn of the millennium with the unprecedented successes of both the French national 
soccer and basketball teams: the former, in addition to the 1998 World Cup, won the 
2000 European Nations Championship; the latter, although on the whole far less 
successful, took the silver medal in the 2000 Olympics and has in recent years featured 
players forging successful careers in the world’s most competitive professional 
basketball league, the National Basketball Association (NBA). Krasnoff concludes her 
study by evoking the possible emergence of a new French sports crisis in the early 
twenty-first century. 
 
After offering some useful historical context about French sport going back to the 
nineteenth century, Krasnoff turns to two crises that emerged in the late 1950s and 
early 1960s: on the one hand, concerns about escalating juvenile delinquency and drug 
use; on the other, what Krasnoff refers to as France’s lack of a national “sports culture” 
(3) which was held by government officials, among others, to have been responsible for 
France’s embarrassing showing at the 1960 Rome Olympics. Such poor results by the 
nation’s athletic representatives were especially unacceptable to President Charles de 
Gaulle, whose overarching foreign policy objective was to find a way to re-establish 
France’s much-eroded grandeur. This was no small task for a nation that was coming off 
a divisive, often humiliating, World War experience, that had lost its colonial empire in 
part as a result of military defeats in Indochina and North Africa, and whose ability to 
project its power and influence abroad was constrained by the bipolar geopolitics of the 
Cold War. 
 
As Krasnoff insightfully argues, the French government soon identified a solution that 
would resolve both crises: carefully designed sports programs (notably in team sports) 
that channeled the energy of French youth into athletic activities would teach them 
discipline, respect for authority, civic values, and self-sacrifice for the greater good of 
their team (standing in for the nation and the French republic), while strengthening 
their bodies and moral character. Moreover, such programs would allow French sports 
officials to identify gifted young athletes early on and provide them with the coaching, 
medical supervision, equipment, infrastructure, and funding that were required to 
develop fully their athletic potential. The best of those athletes, it was hoped, would go 
on to represent France in international competitions, accumulating medals and titles, 
and thereby erase the humiliating memories of the 1960 Olympics. In a world in which 
deploying French ‘hard power’ was proving counterproductive—as confirmed by 
military debacles in southeast Asia, Suez, and Algeria—sporting excellence provided 



France with a ‘soft power’ option that would allow it to project a positive image, notably 
to its former colonies with which it wished to develop strong relations. 
 
Krasnoff’s greatest contribution is her detailed tracing of the creation and development 
of several important youth sports programs, notably the Sports-Study Sections and the 
Youth Sports Academies, especially the Youth Soccer Academies. Mining a variety of 
archival sources from sports federations, clubs, and the state, as well as information 
gleaned from some two dozen interviews with key figures, Krasnoff weaves a 
compelling story that is rightly focused on crucial turning points and their long-term 
impact. Such sources allow her to provide both a comprehensive overview and the 
more in-depth examination made possible by well-selected case studies. 
 
After the actual recognition of a dual sports-and-youth crisis, the first major turning 
point was the passage of the so-called Mazeaud Law in 1975, which “provided official 
funding for elite athletes for the first time, as well as a state commitment to the pursuit 
and practice of sports at all levels” (10). Sports and physical education, long 
marginalized in the French educational system, would henceforth “be treated like any 
other academic discipline within the educational institutions of the nation” (56). This 
was a major step, for state involvement in youth sports programs had been discredited 
in the immediate postwar period by the collaborationist Vichy regime’s attempt to use 
such programs during the war to advance its hyper-conservative, anti-democratic, 
xenophobic, and anti-Semitic ‘National Revolution.’ Other legislative initiatives followed 
in the wake of the Mazeaud Law as a succession of French administrations sought to 
refine, re-focus, or expand the state’s involvement in sport. Thus, in 1984, a second 
wave of sports-related legislation was passed, some of it centered on elite sport, and 
some on promoting sport throughout the population as part of the government’s public-
health mandate. 
 
Among Krasnoff’s interesting findings is the fact that the French initially looked to the 
now-infamous East German sports program as a model, although they were careful to 
reject its totalitarian and dehumanizing features, most obviously the sophisticated 
doping regimes imposed on East German athletes from a very young age. Indeed, an 
enduring concern of French officials was to prevent their young elite athletes from 
succumbing to the temptation of illicit performance-enhancing drugs. From their 
creation in the mid-1970s, therefore, the French Sports Studies sections were a “hybrid” 
(66), drawing inspiration from both the scientific, specialized, and highly structured 
East German approach and the utterly different American model, in which sports were 
integrated throughout the education system, up to and including the university level. 
Krasnoff also rightly notes the important role played by ever-expanding television 
coverage in promoting sport as a significant and increasingly accepted feature of French 
mass culture. 
 
Arguably the most distinctive feature of French youth sports programs has been the 
emphasis on combining academic with athletic preparation. French officials recognized, 



of course, that only a few of the young boys2 who entered such programs would actually 
make it as professional athletes. As Krasnoff convincingly demonstrates, rather than 
cynically ignore that reality, officials consistently endeavored to give the boys a 
balanced preparation for adulthood, by integrating traditional schoolwork with athletic 
training. In that way, the youth who were ultimately not able to make a living as 
professional soccer or basketball players had legitimate academic credentials to fall 
back on—in many cases the baccalaureate examination, which opens the door to French 
higher education. Thus, so the thinking went, the very best young athletes would help 
address France’s sports crisis, while the others would translate their education into 
stable, gainful employment outside of sport, and thus help defuse the youth crisis. 
Interestingly, a number of officials claimed that the emphasis on academics, rather than 
detracting from the quality of the athletic preparation in French youth training centers, 
actually contributed to sportive excellence by developing the intellectual qualities 
required for success in team sports especially. Krasnoff describes the young athletes’ 
experiences at the elite youth-sports centers, including the care with which they were 
mentored and supervised by the program staff, the involvement—sometimes 
constructive, sometimes less so—of their parents, and the extent to which many young 
athletes felt estranged from and ostracized by their ‘regular’ schoolmates, who were not 
enrolled in elite sports programs.  
 
Drawing on history, sociology, and political science, The Making of Les Bleus covers 
quite a lot of ground for a study of this length. At times, one would have liked to learn a 
bit more about some of the issues addressed. For example, to what extent was the ‘soft-
power’ objective of projecting a positive image of France abroad through its athletic 
excellence achieved? And by what specific metrics of foreign ‘audience reception,’ if any, 
did French officials hope to evaluate the success of this approach to deploying French 
influence internationally? After all, the programs required sustained athletic success—a 
challenge for a country the size of France—not to mention impeccable conduct by its 
athletes in order to have an enduring positive impact on France’s public image abroad. 
Yet, as Krasnoff notes in her concluding sections, the triumphant turn of the millennium 
was soon followed by the national soccer team’s rapid exit from the 2002 World Cup, 
the expulsion of its iconic player, Zinédine Zidane, from the 2006 World Cup Final for 
head-butting an Italian defender, and the infamous players’ ‘strike’ during the 2010 
World Cup. Those widely covered debacles lead Krasnoff to speculate in her conclusion 
about whether a second sports crisis is looming in France, one no longer associated 
with the juvenile delinquency and rebellions of the 1950s and 1960s, but rather with 
the ongoing and arguably deepening challenge of integrating increasingly alienated 
youth of North African and sub-Saharan African descent—most of them French 
citizens—into mainstream French society. 
 
It is unfortunate that a work that makes a number of original contributions to the 
burgeoning scholarship on French sport is so plagued by careless errors, incorrect 
                                                           

2 Krasnoff briefly notes that she focuses on boys because of the lack of press coverage of, and a 
scholarly literature devoted to, female sports in France (7).   



vocabulary choices, awkward and at times ungrammatical phrases, and clumsy 
translations.3 The Making of Les Bleus deserved better proof-reading by both its author 
and the press that published it. Readers able to disregard those flaws will gain valuable 
insights into the French state’s involvement in youth sports programs over the past 
half-century, the evolution of those programs especially since the 1970s, and the 
broader impact that French politicians, civil servants, and sports officials hoped youth 
athletic training programs would have both domestically and internationally. 
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3 The YMCA, the Young Men’s Christian Association, is misidentified as the Young Men’s Christian 

Academy (7); FIBA, the international basketball federation, is misidentified as the Fédération Mondiale—
rather than Internationale—de Basketball Amateur (8); French youth sports centres de formation are 
continually referred to as “formation centers” rather than “training centers”; the French exploded their first 
atomic bomb in the Sahara at Reggane not Reggare (21); “diffuse” should be “defuse” (55); “sports 
management” is curiously translated as “sport direction” (66); the number of Sports-Study sections in 1974-
75 is identified first as 54 then as 55 two lines later in a table (67); the French word “Statut” is misspelled as 
“Statute” (74); the French National Olympic Committee is rendered as “the National Committee of French 
Olympics” (81); “adapt” should be “adopt” (83); the famous multi-ethnic French national soccer team is 
misidentified as the “blanc-black-beur” team as opposed to its correct nickname, “black-blanc-beur” (109); 
“flare” should be “flair” (110, 115); “complimented” should be “complemented” (112)—these are but some of 
the errors that would have been eliminated by more careful proofreading. 
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