The banlieues and the failure of the French policy of integration

Introduction

One of the good illustrations of French lacking integration policy is the phenomenon of the French banlieues or suburban, from where the French riots begin. By enforcing a policy of assimilation, France has been building ghettoised communities in these places. 
France, nation of great principles of brotherhood, liberty and equality, actually seems to be far from this ideal. Sons of immigrants mainly compose the population of banlieues, they are also the first targets of racial discriminations. “Maurice Glele-Ahanhanzo, the UN Special Rapporteur on Racism, in his special report on France, stated that the greatest discrimination in hiring was experienced by immigrants from Africa, followed by Turkish and Southeast Asian immigrants who remain marginalized from mainstream French life“
. These discriminations do not occur especially in workplace but in every field of the society. This tragedy in terms of integration and the vulgarization of the exclusion in banlieues have led to the events that occured in November. In our essay we’ll first describe the failure of french policy towards minorities , then we’ll show the importance of racism from a general point of view and how it is maintained by insitutions. In the last part we’ll focus especially on banlieues, on their history, the road they took to communautarism and the violence that resulted from the whole process.

The consequences of the failure of the French model of integration: 

We can use Anthony Birch
 patterns of integration, which distinguish social, economic and political integration, to have a general view of the French problem.

The economic integration of minorities is France is partial. If we pay attention to the latest reports concerning discrimination in the workplace we notice that “young people of Arab and African origin are up to five times more likely to be unemployed than the rest of the French population, while their chances of even achieving an interview are severely reduced as a result of their name and skin colour” 
.

Racial discrimination is a plague in the French labour market, for instance in 2001 officially no judgment was pronounced for this kind of cases in spite of great number of complaints. The French anti discriminatory measures are not applied, neither the 2000/78/CE European directive is. Whereas many associations and also politicians are fighting to eliminate discriminatory practices, the law almost never penalize these behaviours.

Even if some efforts has been made to solve the problem in the case of individual initiatives, no general measures has been taken to impose quotas in companies or at least to elaborate tools to evaluate the width of racial discriminations in these institutions. The main reason for that is a bit paradoxical as it lies in the great principles of the French Republic: “One of the biggest obstacles to any attempt to tackle the problem is France’s refusal to draw up official statistics based on racial origin, on the grounds that this is an infringement of the principle of equality“3 , “ Constitution and Penal Code prohibit the collection of data that distinguishes origin, race or religion “1 
The biggest obstacle in French policy is the distance that separates principles and reality, for instance,” Article 2 of the Constitution eliminates even the idea of particular minorities “3, we can ask ourselves how a country can resolve a problem if it considers that this problem does not exist. To be efficient in the struggle against racial discrimination France should be more pragmatic in its approach.

Concerning the political field, as a result of the policy of assimilation, we cannot say that a minority exists and can form a political group but one fact is obvious: French citizens from immigration are not represented in the institutions or if they are, this is merely symbolic and demagogic.

To cope with the under representation of this population and the many discriminatory practices that are tolerated in the economic field, successive governments have tried to take measures. The idea of the anonym curriculum vitae was tested but was not successful as discrimination occurred in the second step of recruitment, during the interview. However, this measure might put forward once again and surely improved as the latest riot told politicians that things must be done to end with racism in the workplace and in the whole society in general.

To fight against racial discriminations, measures has been taken previously and not only for employment. In 1999, the government of Jospin launched the 114, a free phone number for the victims of racial discrimination. In two years 86000 calls were received but 82% did not lead to any justice enquiries and for the few people that were judged the average sentence was a 305 euros fine, which is obviously not enough. 

During the Jospin era , the CODAC (regional commissions for the access to citizenship) were also created to “help youth from immigration to be integrated more easily in workplace and social life” but the results were not there once again. These were illusions of struggle better than real action.

After the riots of November President Jacques Chirac said that affirmative action should be a priority of the policy for integration. He insisted in the fact of enabling of youngsters from banlieues to be integrated in the élite of the society thanks to a better information concerning the application to Grandes Ecoles for instance, which are the great machines of production of power. For example, today only one student from immigration origin in average is part of a superior school of journalism, a similar statement can be made for administrative and political sciences schools. 

Even if the will of the government is real we have to hope that the measures that will be taken won’t be just symbolic as the previous ones but efficient. France have to fight against racism because this is unbelievable that such discriminations be maintained in a country that have been and want to be a model for Equality.

The plague of racism in France :

A good sentence to illustrate racism in France is one from the Father of French sociology Emile Durkheim. During the era of anti-Semitism and especially when Dreyfus trial occurred he argued that:

“ When a society is suffering, this society needs to find someone to impute its pain, to take its revenge from its disappointments, and those who are naturally designated are the one that public opinion already consider in an unfavourable view. Pariahs are the expiatory victims.”

After different waves of immigration, racism crystallized on population that had very different life style, different languages and cultural practices from the Western one and that were weak in terms of economic power.

Malik Kenan stated: “The idea of race emerged not so much with reference to populations which were external to Western society, populations which were exotic or distant or physically distinct but rather in relation to social graduation within European society. The modern discourse of race developed through the racialisation of social and class differences, through the attribution of racial inferiority to the lower orders of society – the dangerous class. Such attribution of inferiority came not from some imputed need to posit an image of self in opposition to an Other, but as a way of making sense of social differences. The racial categories developed in relation to differences within European societies transposed to the non European ones
”. Immigration from Africa has been a juxtaposition of Western and Non-western groups within a same society and consequently these non-western populations have played the part of the scapegoat. The arguments of Malik Kenan also show the amalgam that is made in France between citizens from legal immigration and illegal immigrants. Racism is directed indistinctly to both categories. 

The results of an opinion polls released by the Human Rights documentation centre in 2001 show that :”The immigrants are blamed by a majority of French citizens for increases in unemployment, crime and decreasing educational standards. They are seen by nearly three-quarters of the population as more likely to commit crimes than the average French person is. Nearly 40% of the population supports forcible repatriation of unemployed immigrants, and 22% supports forcible repatriation of all immigrants”
. These opinions about immigrants are the same as the one for those who are citizens from immigration.

The link between economic performance and racism is also verified empirically “ Since the end of the 19th century, each period of economic crisis caused a growth of xenephobia […] the only way to solve the problem of integration is to resolve the one of social mobility, because the great majority of youngsters from immigrant origin are only sons of workers”
 put Beaud and Novel.

Another interesting fact to study is how this racism towards population of banlieues has been growing, especially by pointing the impact of media and politics in the economic and social context.

Media and racism:

Theorists declare that if racists’ attitudes towards Arabs especially exist in lower social classes, this is also due to the manipulation of more powerful communities. This reflects that the causes of racism are deeper and more widespread among the French population than we should think at first sight. Journalists and politicians are part of it. Media have been spreading stereotypes of ethnic and religious minorities, showing what they considered as the reality without being aware of the fact that it was just their view.

Building of the idea of the “Muslim community”

In his article released in Le Monde Diplomatique, Thomas Deltombe shows how French journalists have been contributed to exacerbate racism towards immigrants of Arab origin. He shows that the fear of Islamism started to be spread by journalists at the beginning of the Iranian Revolution in 1979 by drawing the first parallel between extremist Islam and French Muslim citizens. In 1989, the fatwa launched by Ruhollah Khomeiny against Salman Rushdie was the spark for the stigmatisation of Muslims in France. “Media built the expression Muslim community as if it was more an ethnic than a religious community”
. The first problem with the Islamic scarf occurred in the same year and was rapidly constructed by media and politics as a threat to principles of secularity and national identity. For instance, reports put forward that Muslim women that wear the scarf in France were moderated but in the same time they showed “liberated Muslim women” that live “out of the Muslim World” and that are a model of integration. During more than twenty years “Media has been insinuating that a parallel world existed in the France”8, a world out of control and based on religion that might be a danger one day if it became extremist. The banlieues were obviously the location for this world.

Another theory dealing with the role of Media in the building of fear and anger among the population and consequently the creation of racism has been the competition that occurred between TV channels. All channels have participated to “the great show of information”
 where media have to show the images that are supposed to shock the audience and catch it. Banlieues have been a big source for violent images showing violence, drugs and poverty, in a nutshell all the negative aspects of the society. 

Media have also broadcasted some examples of successful integration of French citizens of banlieues but these reports are exceptional and almost exclusively dealing with success in sport or music. The result is not so much to put forward the will for integration of minorities but as Mathieu Rigouste argues, “a way of reassuring the “French population” of its superiority and legitimising the French model of Integration.”

In addition to media and using media, focus on the troubles that occur in banlieues are used by politicians and also contribute to building of racism.

Another theory from Stéphane Beaud, sociologist and teacher in Nantes University and Gérard Noirel, historian and teacher in EHESS (Ecoles de Hautes Etudes en Sciences Sociales) puts forward the utilization of racism to the benefit of political achievements. One aspect of their theory is that this is not restricted to the classical extremist and racist parties such as Front National but includes also practices in the right hand party that is currently ruling the country.

They argues that “ The problem of integration seems to be voluntarily maintained because it is the central mechanism for the right hand and conservative party to benefit from the media machine”, actually this party has used the threat of identity crisis to gain voters. “Social insecurity” is a very important thing in this view, it has been the main argument for UMP during the last elections, their will to solve problems of violence, unemployment and especially in banlieues where the lowest classes live, implicitly saying that the population of banlieues are the problem.

As we have already said, those areas are inhabited mostly by foreign people and in majority people from Africa, very poor and in a way isolated from the rest of the society. Isolated socially because of the French failed integration, but isolated also geographically. Indeed these banlieues are far from the centre, often cut from it by highways or railways and sometimes the buses do not deserve these areas. It is therefore often far from the economical centre, in some deserted places, where violence and drug dealing reign.
Thus it will be important to define the banlieues, explain their evolution, and show how they have become a place of marginalization, of rejection and of society fear. Why violence?

History of the French “Banlieues”
The word banlieue dates back to the Middle Ages and comes from two words: the Germanic word bann (authority) and the Latin word leuca (league, which means approximately 4 km). The banlieue was initially an area one league outside, around the fortified wall of a city and which was subject to it. It is important to notice that there were many aristocratic banlieues (Versailles, Sceaux, Saint-Germain-en-Laye, Saint-Cloud) which emerged at the end of the seventeenth century and which remain prestigious districts today. But interesting is also to note that banlieues today, only possesses this bad connotation. The banlieues really began to grow in the nineteenth century. With France's developing industrialisation and the increasing economic importance of main cities like Paris, Lyon, Lille (…), banlieues too began to grow, expanding in rhythm with the cities they surrounded. A development central to the expansion of the banlieues was the migration of large numbers of Frenchmen and women from rural to urban. Furthermore, urban developments like Haussmanization, the modernization of Paris under the reign of Napoleon III, accelerated the growth of the banlieues parisiennes by moving working class communities from the city centre to the eastern arrondissements or to the banlieues. Already in the nineteenth century, the idea of the banlieues inhabited by working class population is mostly widespread. 

The first “wave” of large numbers of immigrant workers arriving in France, mainly from European countries like Italy, Spain, Portugal and Poland, accelerated the growth process of banlieues. Many of these industrial working class communities lived in the banlieues.                         The years between the two world wars (1920s and 1930s) saw the emergence of banlieues rouges (red, in reference to working-class communities). The image of the banlieues rouges was in a way quite close to the present-day one, the place who afraid the city middle classes. The place were poor, uneducated and violent people were leaving and from where the red revolution could come. However the struggling communities were engaged in a collective fight to improve their living conditions, which is sharp different from today. 

The key years of suburban growth in France however, occurred during les trente glorieuses, years of huge economic development. This coincided with rapid growth of les banlieues with some 3 million council properties built between 1955 and 1975 to help France's housing needs. Both the “baby boom” of the 1950s and 1960s and increasing numbers of immigrants (this time mainly from north and sub-Saharan Africa) aggravated this housing deficiency. These years then, are the so-called années de béton
 (“concrete years”), the years in which bulldozers and cement mixers worked overtime to clear France's slums and to produce clean, modern homes, situated in suburbs districts. These new homes were called Habitations á Loyer Modéré (“council flat”) and the large estates known as grands ensembles
. 

Consequences of the massive immigration and of the economic recession in the banlieues
The golden age of clean and modern homes didn't last long. The economic recession, caused by the oil crisis of 1973, marked the end of the boom years. Factory closures and, of course, increasing unemployment began to have a dramatic impact on the social cohesion and living conditions of the banlieues.                                                                                                                                                                     On top of the negative effects causes by the economic recession, the higher-income families living in the banlieues began moving away to private suburban estates. As they became the proprietor, they left behind them low incomes communities. Those residents who could not afford to move out stayed in these rapidly deteriorating housing with less and less opportunities offered to them. The feeling of isolation created by the geographical isolation of the banlieues from the city - most are cut off by various communications arteries (motorways, railway lines...) - were increased by the decline in living conditions and many residents came to feel themselves captives in hostile social desert. Hervé Vieillard-Baron, in his book, Les banlieues presents this phenomenon of marginalization of the banlieues, and therefore of their inhabitants, isolated from the dynamic and rich centre of the town
.

Problematic was also the second negative process of migration in these banlieues or cités. Stéphane Beaud, French sociologist, shows that a part of the racial French population living there, and also some old European immigrant begin to be afraid of increasing of African population in “their” suburban and decided to move to other residential area
. Thus lead to a phenomenon of communautarization of the French banlieues. 

But it would be false to present the French banlieues as American ghettoes, it means mono-ethnic or dominated by one ethnic. French banlieues are multy ethnic. A study of Sarcelles (banlieue near Paris) in 1990 showed a mix heterogeneous population from 80 nationalities
. Nevertheless, if the second or third generation of immigrants have mix, having in common the same generation, the same socio-economical status, the same Afro-American culture (…), first generation of immigrants tends to stay in their ethnic group, because of language barrier, common culture too and homesickness. The film La Haine (the hate) by Matthieu Kassovitz seems to be an excellent illustration of this idea. Indeed it presents the everyday life of three young banlieue inhabitants “falling in the empty-space until the crash.”
 The three main characters are from three different ethnic origins: one “black” with sub-Saharan origins, the second “blanc”, white European, and the third “beur”, from North Africa. All three are from totally different ethnic-culture, but seem really close, in their behaviours. All three receptive to so-called “hip-hop” culture or afro-American culture, rap, tags, particular mode of expression to differentiate from the other.

Social violence toward French society

However, the three main characters of this film seem to be moved by violent behaviours consequent to their lack of opportunities. Lack driving them to a real hate of the society, which excluding them and is traduce in some violent behaviours. We could there quote from Ian Hancock´s text about the Roma population, and phenomenon of racism and violence. Speaking from the United States and comparing the black people there to the Roma in Europe, he says:

The long-term consequence of racism directed at the black American people has resulted in a deep-rooted bitterness within that population, a sense to having been cheated, a resentment and an anger which has robbed the present generation of any sense of hope or self-worth. This manifest itself in many ways above all anger, and in a desire to strike out at anybody and anything.

 Therefore it is easy to reply to some analysis, which try to find some violent behaviour in North African or sub-Saharan culture, explaining that French European culture could not mix with Africa culture and therefore that we head for a clash. Violence is not cultural it is social. It is not an ethnic characteristic, but a social heritage. Violence is in banlieue, not in the genes. And this makes also really understandable what happened in France during the November month.

Furthermore, Nicolas Sarkozy, French minister of interior (son of Hungarian immigrants) has (deliberately?) provoked the banlieues, by calling them “racaille” (rabble) that must be “cleaned out”, and threatened to eject non-French young persons condemn to jail for rioting. Nevertheless, police sources indicate that only 6% to 8% of rioters are foreign
; the violence comes from second or third generation youth, dispirited, unemployed, French citizens who can’t be expulsed. But it is then really easy for politicians to sway on the fear of Islamic extremism even if the protests have far less to do with religion than with social revolt expressed with an anarchist rage against a society that has no place for them. Indeed, it could be read in the press, that the riots in the French suburbs are the fact primarily of young Moslems who wish to carry out their personnel Jihad against the symbols of the laic Republic. In fact, many young people involved in these riots have Arabian origin, but there is no bond with the Islamic religion. Violence started by social and non-by religious motivations as we already say.

 These young people “Racailles”, are mostly desperate for a lot of reasons, because it is very complicated for them to find a job, because they always lived in this poverty climate, because they feel a deep economical and social injustice, because they neither feel themselves French in France or Moroccans in Morocco for example… They feel discriminated and therefore reject the French society and it symbols. This rejection is expressed in daily verbal aggression, stealing, or sometimes hit “white French” citizen seen as the incarnation of the French nation. This French Citizen are all seen and called Gaulois in reference to French history. This shows two important points, first that they want to emphasize their difference to this historical inhabitant of France, that they appears as a new branch of the French population, the rest are the Gaulois (even if some of them are issued of different waves of immigration like Portuguese or Polish). Secondly they also want to stress the French society as obsolete and living in the past. This word appears really strong and stresses a deep critic toward the French society.

Myth of the banlieues

Thus banlieue is marginalized, and reply with violence, it created a kind of myth, evoking by the media. Dramatically title to describe it, or always reference to drugs, delinquency or civil disorder. Indeed if banlieue afraid middle-class citizen, the journalist are like attracted by those areas, but showing the young people there like dangerous animals that they should not approach from to near. Therefore appears the impression for many there, to be like in a zoo, the attraction of someone, what reinforce their feeling of exclusion and marginalization. 

However all this little delinquency is directed without any valid reason and gives the feeling to most of the people, something can permanently happen. Even if the delinquency does not grow since the sixties, the feeling of insecurity grows in France, because of this lack of reason in using the violence. Indeed in the sixties, the “blousons noirs” (black jacket), also revolting against the social injustice, were playing the role played today by the young from suburban, with the same violence and delinquency. But the sociologist Laurent Mucchielli, stresses the fact that delinquency in the sixties was not seen as so strong, cause point on the “bourgeois”, or rich-French conservative. Today even if there is still social fight, this fight is no more pointing on any social class
. Proof is that the first cars, which burned, were inside these banlieues and then belonging to people living in the same suburban, touch too by poverty and social trouble. Their violence is then socially understandable, but not understood by the society. This is one reason of arising of the extreme right party the National Front (FN) in the eighties in France. Violence committed by “black”, “beur”, “race-different” people has strengthen the fear of these considered as non-French people and has amplify the FN talk. 

Conclusion

French integration and ethnic policy failed. Even if some French politics pretend the violence is originally in the banlieues, they make a profound mistake. France, egalitarian obsolete Republic is the only cause of this perceptive violence. French integration system failed and has to be reconsidered. Events of November are now finished; cars do not burn anymore in France and the government congratulates himself on having resolved the crisis. However the real deep problem is still present and will inevitably reappear. As says the French Cour des Comptes on the failures of French integration: “The situation of a large part of the people who came in the latest wave of immigration is more than disturbing… it is the origin of serious social and racial tensions which are heavy with menace for the future”
.

Some solutions have to be found to avoid these tensions in France and in the first place, the French egalitarian system inherited from the French revolution has to be reconsidered.
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