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from the city’s glittering heart. In Trappes,
vandals burned 27 public buses; in Sevran,
rioters ambushed a bus, sprinkled gasoline
on the passengers, then set
it alight, severely burning a © Firefighters fought
disabled woman. Roving [EUYICUTTPr TP AT ey
gangs targeted schools, warehouse in Aubervilliers
shopping centers and busi-
nesses as one desolate neighborhood after
another joined the mayhem. Thousands of
police and firemen struggled to extinguish
the rebellion but found themselves inflam-
ing it. More than 480 arrests were made. In
one suburb, shots were even fired at the
cops. And on Saturday night, a symbolic
border was breached when a Molotov
cocktail damaged three cars near Place de
la République in Paris itself.

The rioters were mostly Arab or black,
but they were also mostly French, born and
bred in the neighborhoods they were set-
ting ablaze. French leaders tried to strike a
balance between condemning the violence
and seeking to understand it, but they were
powerless to impose order on the streets.
For decades, France had preferred to turn
away from the deprivation and despair of
the banlieues. But last week, they couldn’t
help but look. Each new outbreak of vio-
lence seared the government and left the
country’s model of social equality black-

ened. “It’s like a forest that’s dried out,” says
Malek Boutih, the Socialist Party National
Secretary on Social Issues and former pres-
ident of sos Racisme. “Things heat up, a
wind starts blowing, and all it takes is a
spark for the whole thing to
go up.” With riots flaring in
cities such as Dijon, Mar-
seilles and Rouen, all of
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chaos was the senseless deaths of two | third teenager in the relay station of a high- |

police were at fault, though an official in-
quiry found that there was no pursuit.

That evening, an angry group gathered
in front of a nearby fire station to protest the
deaths and soon started burning cars and
breaking windows. At a nearby postal sort-
ing station alone, nine cars were incinerat-
ed. The battle flared when police arrived. A
peaceful march the following Saturday in
honor of the two dead—led by youth wear-
ing T shirts that read MORT POUR RIEN
(Dead for no reason)—did nothing to lower
the tension. The pattern was set for a grow-
ing contagion of altercations between
young men and French riot police across
northern Paris.

Nearly as stunning as the outburst of
violence was the French government’s fail-
ure to control it. It was forced to suspend
ome train services from Paris to Charlesde
Gaulle Airport after two trains were target-
ed by riotous youths, Politicians seemed
flummoxed—and most French didn't seem
to expect much else. Last month, a survey
by polling agency CSA found that 76% of re-
spondents had little or no confidence in
their political leaders, regardless of
ideological stri The riots have done
nothing to improve those leaders” standing.

At the center of controversy, where he
most likes to be, is Interior Minister Nicolas
Sarkozy, president of the governing Union
for a Popular Movement (UmP) and the
main rival of Prime Minister Dominique de
Villepin for the umP presidential candidacy
in 2007, Sarkozy’s law-and-order campaign

to crack the crime and drugs
% rings in immigrant areas has
- raised hackles, So has his pen-
% chant for tough talk. In June,
?

¢ he said criminal elements
+ should be cleaned out “with
an industrial power hose.” Just
days before the mayhem start-
ed, when he ventured into the
troubled banlieue of Argen-
teuil to outline a tough new
plan to fight crime, some in

WO MORE Residents of suburban
Aulnay-sous-Bois march in silent
protest against the violence
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0c, 19, in Bobigny. “He heats things
ﬁ}:m leaves us here to deal with
ast, De Villepin said nothing for
on Tuesday, as the riots continued
he took the lead, fielding ques-
Parliament while Sarkozy was ren-
silent. De Villepin's choice of words
dignified, if less colorful. “The re-
state will not yield,” he told the
on Thursday. “Order and justice will
have the last word in our country.” He met
with a group of young people from the boil-
ing neighborhoods on Friday and vowed to
unveil a plan by the end of the month for im-
proving living conditions in poor neighbor-
hoods. It wasn't until the riots had raged for
almost a week that President Jacques
Chirac issued an appeal for calm. The con-
tinual convening of crisis sessions was
meant to show the government in action,
but only highlighted its inefficacy.
That response is evidence of what
many banlieue residents say is one of the

percentage of the
public that completely or
somewhat distrusts
French politicians

NO DIRECTION:
Sarkozy, at left, has
talked tough, while

De Villepin has taken a
Tor onciliatory tone
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5 respective numbers of cars
and garhage cans set ablaze since January

root causes of the violence: France's gov-
erning class is woefully out of touch with its
populace. Disgruntled immigrant youths
have been trying to get government atten-
tion—occasionally by mounting violent dis-
turbances like last week's—for years, But
France has clung to its belief that once
newcomers arrive, they are officially
French and do not need special treatment
to guarantee equality. “The French just
don't think the political class can attack
these problems,” says Stéphane Rozés, a
political analyst and pollster. “They see
gestures, not problem solving. The dis-
tance between the government and the
people just keeps growing”

Practical solutions are being explored.
Claude Bébéar, chairman of the superviso-
1y board of the French insurance giant
AXA, has been outspoken in trying to ad-
dress the discrimination he sees at the

percentage
that would like more
immigrants as political
representatives
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heart of the malaise in the banlieues, He's
urging other French companies to take up
AXA's practice of stripping job applicationg
of any ethnic or social identifiers, so that 5
Muslim name or a school diploma from ap
underprivileged neighborhood won't pre.
vent consideration for a job. “France woke
up late to this problem,” Bébéar says. “Its
one of the central challenges of our future

to work double-time to resolve it But, he
warns, if the police can’t handle the securi-
| ty challenge in the banlicues. companies

won't go there to create jobs
Those security challeng daunt-
ing, even when there’s not a ¢ |l insur-
rection under way. The so-c parallel
economy”™—drug dealing ane mobile
theft—has given criminals g« ly over
large swaths of the banlicue un use
is rare, the war of nerves bet iminal
gangs and police is constant rying.
And for a small but | ly ex-
plosive minority, Islan calism
offers an alternative + ) make

a difference.

Stuck in the midc etween
the hard line of Sark ind the
rioting youth are the najority
of banlieue residents who want

both respect and peace. Thousands
of people from the banlicues sig-
nalled a growing backlash against
the rioting by marching silently on
Saturday morning through one of
the worst-affected arcas. “All this
burning, it's only going to make it
harder for people here to get jobs.
says Aisha Bekhti, 48, a Moroccan-
born woman who has lived in
Montfermeil, next to Clichy-sous-
Bois, for eight years. “It’s got to
calm down or things will get worse
for all of us.”

Claude Dilain, the mayor of
Clichy-sous-Bois, has managed to
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soothe his community through a dialogue
with religious and ethnic leaders—and
with the angry young men themselves.
“The last thing we need is yet another Mar-
shall Plan for the banlicue,” says Dilain, a
Socialist who has been mayor for 10 years,
“That would just legitimize the violence.
It's stupid to think we can spend our way
out of this mess. We need to mobilize what
we've got better” He thinks the conserva-
tive government made a major error, for
instance, in shifting funds from beat cops to
riot cops. Two years ago, Clichy-sous-Bois
had 35 local policemen on duty; now it's
only got 15. “We need both, obviously, but
police aren't effective unless they're trust-
ed, Dilain. “The local guys got respect
for understanding and solving problems,
Now people view these armored police
with mistrust and even defiance.”

Dilain is doing
what he can. Early
next year, as part of a ]
housing renewal ef- Ly

Meédine

How Much More French call

eople like me—the descendants of

immigrants, whether Arab, black or

Asian—are turning to our roots

and embracing our heritage, just
the opposite of what our parents did
when they arrived. My grandparents, for
example, who came to France from
Algeria to live, work and build a better
life, accepted the role of guest. They did
all they could not just to fit in, but to be-
come invisible. Calling attention to them-
selves usually meant trouble—endless.
ID and visa checks from police, racist re-
marks and insults—so they avoided that.
They tried as much as possible to
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Jjoints and maybe a movie complex.
That's it. The idea is to create just
enough diversion so we stay where we
are. The message is: Don't come in to
mix with the people in the city
That's what the police tell you when

stop you on a bus coming into town:

“You have no business in the center? .
Then you have no reason to be there. Go
back where you belong.”

Before Sept. 11, | would have said
this was a kind of residual racism. The
problems people had with us were due to
our ethnicity, our skin color. Today, with
many young people retuming to religion as

ing the difference
that's most often
pointed out. I'm not
just a black guy or an
Arab anymore; I'm a
Muslim. And that's a
code word for alien,
% someone who's deter-
mined not to fitin.
But | was born

" much more “French”
can | be? And there
are many more peo-

that have become 'same age
o Sl group with parents horn
MRS outside France
; 1 ‘ ‘, I ; rate for GRIM VIEW Young men in the suburbs face
3 i ‘ same age prospects as bleak as their surroundings

1im to alleviate the lack of
poorer
ilding half a million
ne its by 2009. The scheme also directs
! uning programs back to
the banlieues v they are needed most.
Despite tt efforts, liberté, egalité
and fraternité were little in evidence last
week. Many banlieue residents feel
France has promised more than it’s deliv-
ering. Changing that will require the
French to confront the widening dispari-
ties between those in the banlieues and
those in the rest of the country. Until
then, the rage and resentment that trau-
matized France last week will continue
smoldering. —With reporting by Bruce Crum-
ley, Grant Rosenberg and Vivienne Walt/Paris
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gfoup with Moroccan or

integrate, and in doing so
shut away their customs,
language and heritage.

| certainly don't
belittle their choice. But
people of my generation are not shy
about embracing their heritage, and far

ple like me, not just Muslims but
blacks, Asians and South Asians. It's
time for the French to reject these
outdated labels. And it’s time for
minorities to reject the cult of victimiza-
tion, too. Things aren’t perfect. There
are a lot of problems. Those problems

from seeking invisibility we're
up to denounce the prejudice and
injustice we face. In my case, Islam is an
enormous part of who | am, just as being
French is. The two aren't in opposition,

or even mutually exclusive. Yet when you
hear the debate in France today, you'd
swear they must be.

The people who live in projects like
those where last week's riots raged are
treated as second-class citizens. We
have less access to the rights and
services of the republic—schools are run
down; job opportunities are remote.
What we do have is a supermarket, a
mall for low-cost shops, a few fast-food

I last week, ing the
long-held resentment of people who
feel unwanted, scorned and swept into
the margins like so much trash. To
change that, the gap between the
banlieue and the rest of France must

be bridged. We need to make peace
with the things that make us different.
I'm French, I'm Muslim, and there are
millions like me. We live here, and
we're not going anywhere. So let’s start
getting used to it.

l Meédine, 22, is a Muslim rapper from
| Le Havre. His latest record is Jihad: The
Greatest Struggle Is Within Yourself
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