The fire next door (The Sunday Times, 13.11.05)

As the worst violence since 1968 engulfed France last week, a growing white backlash against the immigrant rioters has led the far right to believe its time has come, reports Matthew Campbell 

From his house on a hill in a southern suburb of Paris, Jean-Marie Le Pen likes to look at the city through an old brass telescope he keeps in his study. On recent evenings, the sky in the northeast has had an orange tint, and the leader of the far right National Front party has been able to make out distant pinpricks of burning buildings. 

Each outbreak of rioting by black and north African youths puts more capital in his political bank, so this silver-haired veteran of French politics was in a jaunty mood as thousands of cars and dozens of businesses and schools were burnt in the worst outbreak of civil unrest France has experienced since the student protests of 1968. 

“In the past 15 days,” said Le Pen on Thursday, “our party has acquired several thousand new members. We’ve received thousands of e-mails, faxes and letters from people who say, ‘At last we have understood. You were right, Monsieur Le Pen. They said you were an extremist, but you were a visionary. You predicted everything’.” 

For decades, the bogeyman of French politics has been predicting that France will be submerged under an avalanche of Muslim immigration and lose its identity and freedom unless it fights back. 

Has his hour come? As the banlieues burn, do the French, whose great-great-grandfathers conquered a vast empire on a “civilising mission” in the 19th century, really believe they are being destroyed by the bitter legacy of that imperium? 

One of the many paradoxes in France’s attitude to its immigrants is that it has clung long and hard to its overseas realms. Le Pen cut his teeth as a paratrooper in the struggle to keep Algeria French. Abidjan, capital of the Ivory Coast and source of some of the rioters, was until recently the “Paris of Africa”, where shops famously stocked 15 types of camembert. A number of overseas possessions remain part of metropolitan France and send MPs to the national assembly. 

Officially, France treats the children of the empire as fully fledged citizens. The reality, as has been brought home so painfully in the past two weeks, is that the cradle of human rights is a land divided. 

The 10% of the population that is Muslim has been largely marginalised to out-of-town estates. Inflexible employment laws provide a featherbed for life for white citizens but leave the French-born children of immigrants on welfare. And, because official statistics are colour blind, the state has no measure of this disaster in its midst – until the Paris skyline is lit up with the glow of burning cars. 

In 2002 Le Pen shocked the French left by beating the Socialist candidate in the first round of the presidential election. Holding their noses – “better a thief than a racist” – they kept out Le Pen by keeping Jacques Chirac in power. Chirac is now a feeble 72-year-old. His lieutenants, tasked with fighting the street fires, are more engaged in fighting each other for the succession. France is drifting. Will it turn to Le Pen for the solution? Or is there another way? 

WHEN Stéphane Hérel was growing up in the northern Parisian suburb of Asnières-sur-Seine, he always wanted to be a policeman. Last week he got his chance. He enrolled in a “civil watch committee” to help restore order. Hérel, a municipal gardener who by day planted tulip bulbs in civic herbaceous borders, did not want to see his town destroyed at night. 

Asnières was once a genteel riverside resort better known in the past for Georges Seurat’s famous painting Bathers at Asnières. Fantastically expensive Louis Vuitton suitcases are still made there in a 19th-century workshop-museum. It also, however, has a “problem district” – a high-rise estate that worries Manuel Aeschlimann, the town’s conservative mayor. 

On Tuesday night, as hundreds of cars burnt across the country despite the declaration of a state of emergency, Aeschlimann provided Hérel and two dozen other volunteers, including an 82-year-old, with fire extinguishers and wished them good luck. 

“We’re not Rambos,” he warned. “If you see anything suspicious, don’t intervene, just call the police.” 

“They (the rioters) have got guns and stuff,” Hérel said as he set out on patrol. “It could get worse unless action is taken. I cannot just sit back and watch the place burn.” 

In the passenger seat of his Renault sat Cyril, a 25-year-old accountant who admitted he would be tempted to vote for Le Pen. 

“These rioters, they hate France and the French,” he said as they drove around Asnières’s northern district, where an estimated 20 000 people live in giant tower blocks built a generation ago to house the first wave of immigrant families. 

The Renault stopped at a red light and a gang of hooded youths began to saunter across the road. Some were clutching bottles. 

“Molotov cocktails,” said Cyril, a shaven-headed figure in spectacles. “Looks like trouble to me. Quick, let’s get out of here, Stéphane, we don’t have to stop at red lights.” 

Hérel sounded equally nervous: “Just don’t look at them, okay, Cyril, you’ll provoke them. Look the other way.” 

The youths paused to stare. The light turned green. Hérel put his foot down hard on the accelerator. 

“What can we do?” asked Cyril. “We are not armed.” They retreated to the town hall and went home. 

This was not an option for the police, who were stretched to the limit by the violence. In some districts policemen ended up throwing stones back at rioters after running out of tear gas. In others they did not have enough helmets to go round and had to retreat to their vans when pelted with stones. 

Throughout it all loomed the fear that things would degenerate into a bloodbath. “We know that these districts are brimming with weapons of all kinds,” said a police source. “They have machineguns, Kalashnikovs, you name it.” 

The deaths of two youths on the evening of October 27 in the Parisian suburb of Clichy-sous-Bois was the spark that set off the explosion. Bouna Traore, 15, and Zyed Benna, 17, were electrocuted after hiding in an electricity substation while under pursuit by police. At least, that was what a third youth, who escaped with burns, claimed. 

It was normal for innocent people to run away from police because they routinely ended up being wrongly accused, he maintained, a complaint endorsed by Muslim youths all over the country when they heard about the deaths. Within hours, the rioting began. 

Car-burning has been described as a rite of passage for young dwellers of the cités, as the housing estates are known. It is so common that in the first seven months of this year, nearly 22 000 vehicles went up in smoke. 

“It’s great. You smash a window, throw in a Molotov cocktail and wait for the petrol tank to go up,” one exultant youth was quoted as saying last week. 

On an average Saturday night they burn 30 cars in the Paris suburbs, but as anger swept through them on the night of October 27 several hundred were torched. The figures kept climbing on each successive night of rioting. It seemed that years of built-up anger and frustration had erupted. At first, the police were the target. 

“I get angry when I think of the times that I have been singled out and searched by police when I am just walking in the centre of Paris,” said Hamoudi, a hooded youth on a street corner in Asnières. “If I want to burn stuff, that’s what I think of. It is humiliating when they search us like that.” 

The rioters seized on two further grievances. A police tear gas grenade exploded in a local mosque in Clichy-sous-Bois; and it emerged that Nicolas Sarkozy, the interior minister, had called them racaille – which dictionaries translate as “scum” (Sarkozy prefers “rabble”) and is an old racist taunt – in a pep talk to riot police. 

Overnight, Sarkozy became the rioters’ hate figure, and the left lambasted him for being disrespectful – although, for all his tough talk, he is one of the few senior French politicians to seek realistic solutions to the marginalisation of immigrant communities. 

On November 2 rioters shot at police and firemen for the first time. The next day trouble erupted in Dijon, the first provincial city to be affected. By last weekend a rash of violence was spreading right across the country from Marseilles and Bordeaux to Strasbourg and even Lille, 40 miles from the Channel coast. Some of the rioters were mere children – as young as 10 years old, according to police. 

Cars burnt in the heart of Paris, a chilling spectacle for an elite that regards the hordes of immigrants on the wrong side of the Paris ring road as the barbarians at the gate. 

Last Sunday, Chirac, who has stumbled this year from one crisis to another with the uncomprehending look of a defeated bull about to be killed in the ring, made his first public comments on the riots. He called for the re-establishment of public order. But people have long since stopped listening to him. This, after all, is the man who came to power a decade ago with a promise to heal social divisions. 

“In the deprived suburbs, a kind of terror rules,” he said campaigning for the presidency in 1995. “When too many young people see nothing ahead but unemployment after they leave school, they end up rebelling. For a time the state can struggle to impose order, and rely on welfare benefits to avoid worse. But how long can this last?” 

His words – and his ineffectualness – haunted him on Sunday night as the frenzy grew even fiercer. More than 1,400 vehicles went up in smoke. Dozens of small businesses were torched in the communities in which the rioters live. Their schools and gymnasiums were also targeted. 

To some commentators the self-destruction seemed incomprehensible. Others pointed out the similarities to the furies unleashed in Brixton and Toxteth in 1981, and in the Los Angeles suburb of Watts in 1965. The “have-nots” were venting their rage on their own landscape, destroying the symbols of their own impotence. 

ON Tuesday, the government effectively declared a state of emergency, citing a law that had been introduced in 1955 to allow the government a freer hand in its Algerian counter-insurgency. Local officials were empowered to impose curfews in 38 towns and cities. 

Le Monde, bible of the left, called this a message of “incredible brutality”. Members of Asnières’s civil defence committee were applauding, however, among them Zakia Couderc, a psychologist of Moroccan origin who runs a women’s association in the town’s “difficult” district. 

“I’ve been telling parents to keep their children at home,” she said. “Unfortunately, many parents have lost their authority. Perhaps that’s not surprising. Embittered at their own experience of discrimination, they have spent years telling kids you will never succeed because you’re black or because your name is Mohammed. We need a change of thinking.” 

Next day, after overnight incidents in 116 towns – but a lower tally of cars burnt – Sarkozy announced that anyone convicted of involvement in rioting who was not a French citizen would be expelled. This was a hollow measure as the vast majority of rioters were French, whatever their ethnic background, but the interior minister had a flank to protect against Le Pen’s National Front and the growing white backlash. 

At its mildest, there were complaints about the “culture of grumbling” among the beneficiaries of the French welfare system. At its worst, shrieks of “dirty Arabs” echoed through the streets of Aulnay-sous-Bois, a suburb of Paris, after a white, middle-aged woman was hit by a stone one evening. 

Nobody could deny that, however difficult their lives, youths from immigrant families were committing horrific crimes. Who could forget Jean-Claude Irvoas, beaten to death in front of his wife and daughter just before the rioting got under way? He had made the mistake of getting out of his car one afternoon in a rough neighbourhood to take a picture of street lighting that his company had installed. Waiting in the car, his family saw him being knocked to the ground by attackers who smashed his head on the pavement and walked off with his camera. 

And what about Jacques Le Chenadec, 61, a car factory worker who died on Monday after three days in a coma? He had been knocked down and punched in the head by a youth after trying to put out a fire in a dustbin. 

“I will personally ensure that he is avenged,” Nicole, his widow, told Sarkozy in an ominous indication of how the rage was seeping into the social fabric – and of how difficult it might be to defuse inter-ethnic tensions. 

BY the end of the week, as the emergency powers bit and television stations muted their coverage – having concluded that it was ratcheting up the violence – the flames had subsided. More than 6 000 cars had been set alight and more than 1 500 people had been arrested in the space of a fortnight. 

For the time being at least, the authorities were breathing a sigh of relief, thankful that Islamic extremists showed no sign of involvement in the rioting, and telling themselves it could have been worse. 

The truth is, however, that it could have been avoided if the French elite were not blinded by myth and driven by fear of Le Pen. 

For commentators such as Nicolas Baverez, an economist and author of France in Freefall, a book that attacks the dirigiste French economic model, the violence was a symptom of a deep malaise. 

Bavarez called it a “new illustration of the decomposition of the social body”, referring to the failure of successive French governments to bring in reforms to make the economy more efficient, reduce unemployment and boost the national standard of living. 

This is more than a criticism of economic policy. It is an attack on the delusionary power of words. Teaching dark-skinned French citizens that they are equal to whites is not the same as making them so. Condemning the “Anglo-Saxon” free market model as the “new communism” (as Chirac did this year) does not prove that France can escape economic reality. 

The overall unemployment rate is nearly 10%. For young people between 15 and 24 it is 23%, among the worst in Europe. There is no official ethnic breakdown of these figures – as in the Looking Glass-like French state all citizens are equal and therefore ethnic differences are statistically irrelevant. But the Institut Montaigne, a private think tank, believes that youth unemployment among the “visible minorities” is nearly 40%. 

The reason for this is obvious to anyone outside the political magic circle and the civil service: French employment laws provide a 35-hour working week and job security to anyone in work, but this protection is so expensive for employers that few new jobs are created. France has a high industrial productivity rate, but this is not due to hard-working Frenchmen so much as to gleaming new technology which replaces expensive workers with robots. 

A change in the labour laws to allow more job flexibility – and bring with it higher employment for immigrant youth – is one of Sarkozy’s stated aims if he becomes president at the next election in 2007. It is one of the reasons the political elite regard him as an “Atlanticist” outsider. 

Dominique de Villepin, the prime minister and Sarkozy’s rival for the presidency, takes the traditional tack of throwing welfare money at social problems. But when last week he promised funds for Muslim welfare associations it prompted ridicule from young people in “the zone”, as the difficult neighbourhoods are known collectively to police. 

“It is not a question of money,” said Mohamed Bentebra XE "Bentebra, Mohamed" , 33, who runs the youth information bureau, a sort of job centre, in Asnières. “There’s already loads of aid for the underprivileged districts, too much in fact.” 

To illustrate his point he pulled out a thick folder containing various government plans for helping to lift difficult neighbourhoods out of poverty. “This is the administration at work,” he said, slapping each plan down on his desk. “There’s associations for this and that, programmes for this and that. And look, here there’s even a dictionary of bureaucratic terms to help you find your way round. If you know how to milk this system it’s a bonanza.” 

He went on: “We don’t need more skiing holidays for kids or cultural or sporting centres. We need a change of mentality. And call it what you like, but we need positive discrimination, or affirmative action. Otherwise people will never get out of the rut.” 

Bentebra takes a positive view of Sarkozy for advocating affirmative action to help immigrant youths find work. “He is the only one who has done that,” said Bentebra. “He has made a few mistakes, sure, and calling people scum was a verbal slip-up. But it is not his fault that people are rioting.” 

SARKOZY caused a great stir when he told a national television audience two years ago: “Let’s start by recognising France’s failures to integrate its immigrants. There are areas which have so many more disadvantages that, if we don’t give them something extra, they will never be able to succeed.” 

Positive discrimination would create inspiring role models for non-white French, he said, and the achievements of France’s largely immigrant national football team was not enough: “French Muslims are also capable of being senior civil servants, researchers, doctors, teachers.” 

His words still resonate with Kahina Chabane, 25, who was working on a computer in the room next door to Bentebra’s office. Of Algerian origin, she had been looking for a job in international marketing for several months since earning a degree in English and Spanish at university. 

“All of the responses so far have been negative,” she said. “There always seems to be someone better qualified than me.” 

Dounia Bouzar, a prominent sociologist who grew up in one of the immigrant suburbs, put this more bluntly: “If you have the wrong name and the wrong address it is enough to get your application thrown in the bin.” 

Bouzar said that children of immigrant families educated in French schools had been so well integrated into the French system that they were led to believe in republican values such as equality. They had been told they were French – and equal. The brutal reality was that they were not. 

“What they cannot bear is the difference between theory and practice,” said Bouzar, “the gap between the political speeches they hear and the reality in the districts.” Their reaction was to engage in antisocial behaviour that decreased even further their chances of qualifying for a job. 

“Burning schools is to annihilate all false hope,” Bouzar said. “If the lift is stuck on the first floor and not working, you might as well destroy it.” 

Faiza Guène, a bestselling young novelist whose parents came to France from Algeria, believes there is a way out of this nihilism. 

Her book, Kiffe Kiffe Demain (More of the Same Tomorrow), challenges the view that all immigrant neighbourhoods are wastelands of alienation and gang-rape, controlled by violent gangs. Her drug dealer hero is redeemed by love and gets a job; and the author has a genuine vision of hope flourishing in the immigrant milieu. 

“I keep on having to tell people who come to see me from Paris that, well, no, sorry, I haven’t been gang-raped and that my father never beat me,” said Guène, 20, last week in the two-bedroomed flat she shares with her parents, brother and sister in a tower block in the northern suburb of Pantin. 

“People find it hard to believe, so much has it been drummed into them that these places mean burning cars, violence, drugs and broken families where parents have lost all control. In fact loving relationships are flourishing here. There are mothers and daughters who love each other, fathers and sons who are not out attacking the police.” 

Le Pen, however, has other views. His own solutions to the riots are uncompromising: an immediate halt to immigration, the expulsion of all those immigrants without French citizenship and a “Frenchness test” for the others who want to stay on. 

At 77, he will not have many more chances to run for president, but he won 5m votes in 2002 and expects to get into the second round again in 2007. “I have great hopes,” he said, before returning to his telescope to scan the city below. “Change is coming.”

