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Introduction

In past years, the debate on social discrimination has been more and more important, sometimes mixing itself with ethnic issues, in particular concerning the "second-generation immigrants", who are French citizens born to foreigners.

 France has exhibited a high rate of immigration from Europe, Africa and Asia throughout the 20th century, explaining that a large minority of the French population has various ethnic ascendancies. We estimate that around 3 million come from the Maghreb and that 23% of French citizens have at least one immigrant parent or grandparent. 

This diversity of French society is become a real social and political issue in the last decades and the recent events in suburbs prove the dramatic situation in France for these immigrants.

 Discrimination and racism are increasing years after years and we can wonder why there is an increasing discrimination of France against North African people and why the French government is not able for the moment to tackle with this important issue?

I – The situation of French North African origin people in France

1) Living conditions


As the recent riots have demonstrated, African and Asian communities in France have been housed in dreary council estates in the suburbs. With a few notable exceptions, suburbs are, more often than not, dull and isolated places where unemployment can reach 40%. Scattered through the towns themselves are the ubiquitous post-war apartment blocks - rather ugly edifices, whether they be council or privately owned. 

In the more leafy areas there are pavillons, houses owned largely by white families. And then there are the council estates. The first of these were thrown up in the 1960s to house poor whites, including les pieds-noirs, the French colonials who fled northern Africa after the Algerian War of Independence.

 When France needed manual labor unrgently in the 60’s, the country encouraged North African people to come to France (Considering the past of colonies, those countries have a specific relation with France). It is on and around these council estates that the recent uprisings took place. 

The living conditions are generally poor, North African families are very numerous in a small space. This situation may be an explanation of why, during the disturbances, people who are living in council estates were not stopped to destroy their own neighborhoods, schools or gymnasiums. 

The French suburbs are the most affected by precariousness, unemployment and economic problems such as delocalization, computerization; because there are not high qualified work force. These areas concentrate all the pains whose French popular classes suffer from.

The suburbs were the first victims of the budget cuts(established because of the European stability pact). Those one concerned social helps, jobs, associations. Instead of that  the money was given proprietarily to the police.
      2) Under-representation of the North-African minority

It is clear that in France, ethnic minorities are severely under-represented among the country's civil servants and functionaries. And, as for ethnic minority representation in political life, it is virtually non-existent, concerning the country’s powerful trade union, it is the same problem. Even political parties which struggle against discrimination have only few politicians from ethnic minorities. Graduated people from immigration in media, administration, companies, in magistracy are not visible; minorities don’t feel represented in political life even in local elections, that’s why they don’t feel and don’t want to be involved in political life.

Also in media, the television is far from being representative of the diversity of France. Even if colored journalists or hosts are more and more numerous in French television, they don’t present shows or news when the audience is high. 

In the police the proportion is more respected. This measure was first for fight against discriminations and to stop prejudges but we can also say that it could be a way for the police to be more respected by minorities and to better control them…

3) Inequalities of chances in education and in work

a) at school, scholar system

The schools and high schools in the suburbs have most of the time a bad level compared to the schools in France: those schools are classified in a category called”ZEP” priority education zone. The criteria for a school to be a ZEP is the number of redoublement, number of immigrant pupils, age, social differences gaps…

These schools receive more money from state than all other public schools but the level is very low. Teachers are very reluctant to teach there because of the violence, the disinterest of pupil for school. There are particularly not motivated to be successful at school because they are convinced they will not find a job any way. There is a high level of young people who don’t go to school anymore (from 30% to 40% of unskilled people in theses areas).
b) French of North African origin face job discrimination 

Unemployment is a big issue in France: its rate is around 5% for the graduated French natives and 20% for people from Maghreb countries with the same diploma. These figures show the real job discrimination for French of North African origin.

In France, the better way to have a job and to be accepted in the society isn’t to made the differences accepted but to behave like all French people. The “integrated people“ is the one who has achieved to correspond to the “stock French“ myth.

Racial discrimination is banned in France. But a quick look at the people working in any shop or office suggests the practice is widespread. The impression is confirmed by official statistics. Unemployment among people of French origin is 9.2%. Among those of foreign origin, the figure is 14% - even after adjusting for educational qualifications. 

Discrimination is particularly rife in the retail and hospitality industries - but also for jobs involving no contact with the public. "Some companies believe that to be responsible for marketing you must have roots in mainland France over several generations to understand the French consumer attitudes," according to a recent “SOS Racisme” report. 
In a bid to expose the racist recruitment policies of French companies, the anti-racist organization “SOS Racisme” sent two identical CVs to a range of companies. Qualifications, professional experience and knowledge - everything about the CVs - was identical except the names of the fictitious candidates; one being French and the other foreign. The outcome was sadly predictable: the lack of interest in the foreign candidate was stupefying.
But while North Africans and blacks are allowed to do the jobs that nobody else wants to do, less laborious and better paid positions are rarely open to them. Even France's leading financial newspaper, Les Echos, recognized that 'in order to justify their reluctance to employ youths from the suburbs, employers stigmatize their lack of qualifications. But prejudice, stereotypes and xenophobia are just as responsible ' Even President Chirac, in his address to the nation in the wake of the uprisings, was forced to acknowledge the problem of the CVs that 'finish up in the wastepaper basket because of the name or the address of the candidate'

9.2% unemployment rate for people of French origin 

14% unemployment for people of foreign origin 

5% overall unemployment for university graduates 

26.5% unemployment for "North African" university graduates 

II – The causes of the discrimination of French North African origin

1) The historical approach

End of XIXth century – beginning of XXth century

France is becoming a country of immigration. The neighbor countries are considered as work labor sources (Italy, Belgian, Spain, Switzerland, and Poland).

First part of the XXth century 

1931: economic crack: France took measures to slow down the arrival of foreign workers. 1945: creation of three residence permits (1, 3, 10 years). For demographical reasons, the country encourages North African families to enter the territory.

The "trente glorieuses" 

1956-1972:  increase of immigration because of decolonization especially the Moroccan, Tunisian and Algerian. The loss of work implies the loss of residence permits.

1974-1981 : presidency of Valéry Giscard d'Estaing

-1974-1977: French government forbids non-European workers to com

-1978: a part of the work force is forced to leave the country, overall North African immigrants

-1980: Bonnet’s law, it becomes more difficult to enter in France

1981-1988 : first presidency of  François Mitterrand

1981: Defferre’s law to make suppler the conditions to be accepted in France, end of the Bonnet’s law and new guaranties for immigrants. But at the end of the year, French government suppress the plan for help to return

1984: law that recognize the durable installation of immigrants on the territory

1986: Pasqua’s law: return to a stricter model, the number of North African immigrants accepted is reduced.

1988-1995 : second presidency of François Mitterrand 

1989: Joxe’s Law to protect against expulsion for those who have personal or familial link in France

1992: creation of « waiting zones“ for the foreigners who are not accepted in France

1993: reform of the nationality code (concern marriages or birth)
1994: law for the immigration mastery

1995-2002: presidency of Jacques Chirac 

1996: demonstrations for people without residence permits

1997: Human Right League against the Debré’s law project (restriction immigration law)

1998: new law about French nationality that makes easier for children born in France to have the French nationality

1999: creation of a commission to identify discrimination cases and promote integration of youngs issued from immigration. The “zero immigration” project is rejected

2001:  improvement of social rights for immigrants, better access to social security
2002-2007: second presidency of Jacques Chirac

2002: increase of the fight against illegal immigration. New oppositions between French government and people without residence permit. Sangatte center is closed in December.

2) The problem of religion and “laïcité”

There is a key incident in recent French history that exposes the fear, confusion and racism that so often clouds debates in France on immigration and assimilation - l'affaire du foulard islamique.  Three Muslim girls (two of Moroccan origin, the other Tunisian) were suspended from a state school for wearing Islamic headscarves. The school headmaster considered that the wearing of Islamic headscarves went directly against the principle of laïcité, a key Republican concept that insists on the separation of the state - including its schools - from religious institutions. 

This decision came to the attention of anti racism NGOs who called upon the then French Minister of Education to intervene and overturn the suspension order. But it was too late and l'affaire des foulards islamiques had became the key issue that dominated the end of France's bicentenary year and beyond. 

Passionate and heated as these debates were, they revealed some of the fundamental misconceptions surrounding the nature of France's ethnic minorities, Islam in France and the nature of French Republicanism. One major misconception pertained to the definition of laïcité or secularism: it does not mean that all traces of religious belief need to be abolished from the spaces of the state school system. Christian children were allowed to wear a crucifix and Jewish children the yarmulke or skull cap, for example. What laïcité prohibits is proselytism, that is, the attempt to persuade others of the virtues of a particular religion or political viewpoint

The affair split France in two: the North African community versus the rest of the nation. Here too was another area of confusion. Very few young women actually wear the headscarf it is clear that most Muslim immigrants and their descendants have adapted to the framework of law governing religious practices in France. This is not the same as saying that a mechanical process of acculturation has led to the abandoning of their religious faith. Still less does it mean that they have been entirely assimilated into a pre-existing set of cultural norms. Rather, in the field of religion, as in other cultural spheres, immigrants and their descendants are forging new syntheses combining elements drawn from their pre-migratory heritage with a commitment to the overarching norms governing social intercourse in France.

The French people in general don’t really understand why Muslim people don’t accept the French Republican value which is the laïcité: they don’t understand why Muslim women for example keep wearing headscarf. This situation is more or less accepted in France because the separation between state and religion is a very deep value for all citizens and some people discriminate against Muslim because they consider they don’t make effort to integrate France and its values and rules. There is an apparition of “islamophobia”
But secularism in France seems to be going horribly wrong. Indeed, la laïcité (secularism) seems to have become a form of fundamentalism itself which discriminates against the country's Muslims. Some politicians and intellectuals claim that Islam, France's second religion, is incompatible with les valeurs républicaines. The rights and dignity of women are typically cited as examples of the incompatibility of Islam with les valeurs républicaines.
The law which prevents Muslim girls from wearing the hijab in school or the refusal of the authorities to grant the building mosques breeds to animosity. It creates resentment of the North African community against the French government and its way to act. The stigmatization of Islam in France means the subjugation of the vast majority of its ethnic minority communities...

3) The past actions of the state

a)  Example of measures taken by companies against discrimination:

In late 2004, 35 French companies signed a 'diversity charter’ to fight labor market discrimination based on ethnic origin. 

The 'glass ceiling' obstructs the social mobility of many people 'discriminated against due to their surnames, skin color or place of residence’, 35 companies (including Axa, France Télévisions, Accor, Pinault Printemps La Redoute, Adia, Peugeot, Schneider, and the RATP) signed a 'diversity charter' in which they commit themselves to making the composition of their workforces more fully reflect the diversity of French society

The signatory companies must:

· seek to reflect the cultural, technical and social diversity of French society in their personnel at all levels of qualification; 

· raise awareness of - and train leaders, the heads of human resources and staff involved in recruitment, training and career management about - what is at stake in anti-discriminatory practice and diversity; 

· promote the application of the principle of anti-discrimination in all its forms and at every step of human resource management; 

· communicate effectively their commitments and results in terms of diversity to all their employees; 

· make the design and implementation of a diversity policy a subject for dialogue with employee representatives; and 

· Set out a list of actions taken in this field, plus goals and results, in their annual 'social report'. 

They also adopted the systematic anonymization of CVs to the initial selection interview in order to eliminate discrimination based on an applicant’s name or ethnic origin. More and more companies fund scholarships for good students at collèges and lycées located in 'priority education zones' (ZEP). In terms of work experience postings, firms could commit themselves to not rejecting students selected for such experience by their schools, colleges or universities.

b)  The measures taken by the government against discrimination

A recent report (2004) of the French Court of Auditors, entitled 'The reception of immigrants and the integration of immigrant-descended groups describes 'a crisis situation' that is not the result of immigration but of 'the way in which immigration has been handled'. The report claims a partial failure of the French model of integration. This has allegedly become nothing more than an appendix to a policy of immigration control, with no consideration of its social and personal consequences. This deficiency has led to 'twin stumbling blocks' - the spatial concentration of a large majority of immigrant groups in particular areas and the large extent of illegal immigration.

The document examines the difficult social situation of immigrants and attempts to evaluate the efficiency of public policies. With a 'general impression that the results of the efforts made are unimpressive', three areas - housing, schools and employment - are seen as particularly illustrative of stumbling blocks. Indeed, housing policy has been 'over-ridingly indecisive' and the unique characteristics of integration into the school system have not been taken into account. As for employment, 'a major factor in integration’, no crucial strategy has been set out, the report states. It advocates several avenues such as: an extension of work permits in certain occupation where there are labor shortages; increased flexibility in the public hospital service; an obligation to recruit from those immigrants already in the country for employers applying for work permits for new immigrant workers; and the conclusion of sector-level agreements to link employment contracts to social and cultural support procedures. Lastly, the report advocates the setting up of an 'interdepartmental authority' responsible for coordinating all these policies. 

In 1999, an integration policy was launched, based on actions on a local level. Their goal is to permit to new comers to learn the French language, to inform them about their rights in the country and to help them to integrate them on the labor market.

 In 2001, 40 integration plans were established on a regional level and more than 30 were in preparation. The 15 introduction centers opened in the 15 regions more concerned by immigration have received about 26.336 immigrants. Some visual supports are delivered to foreign people who arrive in France to inform them about the French life, the way to access to education, and the main French values. 

Even though France was confronted since the 60’s with extra-European immigration, the integration policy stays limited and more centered on a immigration flow regulation and access to nationality policy than on a real integration. Other integration policies were created but whose results were limited: the “Plateforme d’Accueil et d’intégration”, the welcome and integration contract…

c)  The law against discrimination in France

Law 72/546 of 1972 amended the Penal Code by introducing Article 416. Conduct such as refusal to provide goods or services, refusal of employment and dismissal which were due to the victim’s belonging to a specific ethnic group nation race or religion were penalized through criminal sanctions... In 1975 (law 75/625) and in 1989 and 1990 (law 89/19 and 90/602 respectively) the grounds for discrimination which were penalized through penal sanctions were extended to sex and family situation, customs and disability and state of health. In 1992, the reform of the Penal Code (which entered into force in 1994) led to the introduction of political opinion and union activities amongst the grounds of prohibited discrimination and to an increase in the penalties 

The list includes: refusal to provide goods and services, interference in the exercise of an economic activity, discriminatory refusal to hire or offer employment, discriminatory disciplinary sanctions and dismissal. Also, the Penal Code prohibits the storing of personal data which may lead to information about race, political or religious opinions, membership of unions or customs as such information may constitute basis for discrimination

Important provisions for protection against discrimination, which are of specific relevance to immigrants, are included in the main law regulating employment and rights and duties of employers and employees. A general clause against discrimination is included in Article 112.45 of the Labor Code “No person may be excluded from a recruitment procedure and no employee may be penalized or dismissed on the grounds of his or her origin, sex, customs, family situation, membership of an ethnic group, nation or race, political opinions, union activities or involvement in mutual benefit organizations or religious convictions […]”“No distinction may be made between public servants on the grounds of their political, union, philosophical or religious opinions sex, state of health, disability or ethnic origin. […] “

III – The consequences

1) Social tensions: example events in suburbs

The first cause of the uprising in French suburbs was the death of two young people who has been electrocuted in an electric installation because they feared to be arrested. But the real cause is the accumulation of several factors which led to the uprising: unemployment, poverty, social and racial discrimination. Thousands of cars burnt, public equipments (schools, nurseries and gymnasium)  destroyed, around 4700 people arrested: this is the outcome of the French troubles in October and November 2005. 
The roots of the recent uprisings in France are not dissimilar to those that sparked the events of Notting Hill (1976), Brixton (1981), Handsworth (1985) and Los Angeles (1992). The institutional racism, the police harassment, the unemployment are certainly the same but there are some French specificities.

In contrast to the rebellions in Britain and the US, the recent uprisings in France were truly multi-ethnic, with North African, black and even white youths rising up as one disenfranchised underclass. While the vast majority of these youths were indeed North African and black, it was poverty and despair that united them as much as ethnicity and color. And so determined has France been to suffocate the identity, culture and religion of its ethnic minority communities that it has inadvertently and unwittingly created communities which have become united in their misery and now in resistance because they shared the same discrimination’s problems. Having witnessed the humiliation and exploitation of their parents, many of whom lost their jobs and were unable to find new employment, North African and black youths have now come together in a shared struggle against poverty and hopelessness. 

Compared to Britain and the United States, progresses in combating racism in France are slower. The Haute Autorité de Lutte Contre les Discriminations et pour l'Egalité only became operational in 2005, a quarter of a century later than the British Commission for Racial Equality.

But it was also because they are fed up with the way they are treated by the police or for example the way the media in France treated these uprisings: they don’t really talk about the causes but they insisted on the facts, number of cars burned, number of policeman hurt… this situation can be assimilated to “institutional racism”. Concerning the police, there are notorious levels of harassment and brutality. Repetitive identity checks of France's ethnic minority youths have only served to further alienate and antagonize the very people whose assimilation the authorities claim to desire. Verbal interaction between the police and non-white youths is often initiated by the inevitable 'show me your papers, please'. Another specifically French issue concerns the language employed by the police. Even the authorities are now acknowledging that the not uncommon police practice of addressing non-white youths with the condescending 'tu' rather than the more respectful 'vous' undermines police-community relations. Indeed, the police can be one of the roots of the events or at least encouraged the tensions in suburbs. Indeed according to one survey, the police was implicated, directly or not, in one third of the 341 uprisings inventoried between 1991 and 2000. 

Furthermore, the French government discourse and acts had aggravated the recent events like the attitude of media. The importance of the crisis is also due to the actual context, France has to face up with three crisis: a social , a post colonial and a political representation crisis.

3) The solutions

Discussions in the wake of the recent uprisings suggest that the French have still not got the message. In his reaction to the disturbances, President Chirac prioritized parental responsibility, law and order and immigration. Others on the Right have blamed polygamous and/or large Muslim families, proposing that child benefit should be withdrawn from such families. 

The new town and country policies established in the 80’s make part of the positive discrimination. The theory of the differences of situation allows a more flexible application of the principle of equality in the space, to take into account the diversity of situation and the environmental problems. These policies have to be more and more developed to improve the living conditions in suburbs.

Stop “ghettoization“supposes to accelerate the work of renovation of poor towns and the development of the mixed population in big towns.
The “ZEP“, the initiative fiscal schemes for companies and the advantages granted to the civil servants make part of the plan of positive discrimination. The “Loi d’orientation pour l’aménagement et le développement du territoire“ of 1995 assert “the town and country planning policy correct living condition of citizenships“, its goal is to “ensure to every citizen the equality of chances on the entire territory“

The stock about 44 “zones franches urbaines“ and 416 “zone de redynamisation urbaine“ is rather negative indeed, there are some perverse effects (delocalization, estate speculation) and the impact on employment is limited. But the system still exists and benefits of numerous attempt of improvement.

The weakness of the French democracy is that individuals have “belongings“ but no “identities“. It is the meaning of the republican equality: the reference to an abstract and universal individual.

To the opposite, equity recognizes the political pertinence of the cultural specificities of individuals and groups. The ZEP is a good example of a public policy between equity and equality.

The concept of “ZEP“ takes into account the cultural specificities: it introduces a kind of affirmative action but it gives more importance to the territory than to a distinct population. The ZEP have some weaknesses: the cultural difference doesn’t take part of the pedagogy 

The affirmative action is one of the proposition of some politician to tackle with discrimination and against the under representation of French North African origin.
The affirmative action was settled in the 60’s in the USA, it is a whole of measures which give a preferential treatment to minorities discriminated in the past at different degrees: Blacks, women, Hispanics… These measures are applied for the employment, the selection to enter at university and the attribution of public markets. The aim is to increase the number of representatives of these minorities in important sectors to avoid their marginalization in the society

But the affirmative action is adapted to the image of the USA as “Nation of many people “, very different from the French Republic “One and indivisible”.

The affirmative action is a solution which has some perverse effects:

· Victimization of minorities because they are in inferiority situation

· Stigmatization: doubt about the real competences 

It can’t replace a real social policy and doesn’t seem to be adapted to France. Indeed, the Judiciary Court is skeptical concerning racial distinctions instituted by public powers. The “republican values” are also used to refuse the affirmative action: France is a “non ethnic nation”, contrary to multiculturalism, republican state choose the equality between citizens.

Conclusion

Despite some policies established in France, the situation stays quite worrying, and the country needs measures that fight efficiently against discriminations and organize more clearly the country diversity. 

Even if surveys based on ethnic belongings are forbidden, the under representation is flagrant. The suburbs events may give us the hope that the French government considers discrimination issue as a priority. 
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