
Unrest in France

Vol. 1 � 2 December 2005 � No. 13

General De Gaulle challenged anyone to govern France, a country that produced 246 types of cheese. That, however, is not sufficient
explanation for the 20 nights of unrest that began on October 27 and resulted in the burning of nearly 9,000 cars and the police making
over 2,800 arrests. For the December 1 Strategy Hour, the Office of the Director of Studies convened an interdisciplinary panel of CSIS
experts to consider the background to the problem and discuss implications for the future.

Arnaud De Borchgrave, Senior Adviser and Director of the Transnational Threats Project, opened the discussion with a sweeping
view of France’s political, social and geopolitical development over the past sixty years, drawing extensively on his personal
experiences and recent research. He highlighted France’s long and difficult relationships with its former colonies in South East Asia
and Africa and pointed to portents of the recent unrest that existed in open source information, particularly in popular culture. Finally,
he suggested that the problem merited particular attention due to the demographic outlook for Europe: the growth of the Muslim
population and the relative decline of those of European descent.

Daniel Benjamin, Senior Fellow in the International Security Program and co-author of The Age of Sacred Terror and The Next
Attack, spoke to the history of the marginalization of immigrant communities in Europe and the relationship (if any) of the recent unrest
to Muslim radicalization. He highlighted the competing “Marx versus Mohammed” explanations for the riots but concluded that they
seemed to have almost no connection to Muslim radicalization and were primarily spurred by a sense of exclusion and, as Olivier Roy
has pointed out, that those included in the unrest seemed to want to be more French, rather than attempting to establish any separate
identity. On a darker note, he pointed out that unrest such as this can be an “antechamber” to radicalization, particularly if the
perpetrators end up in prisons that have proven to be fertile hunting grounds for Islamist recruiters. Finally, he spoke about the real
problems of racism in France and the rest of Europe, as reflected in recent opinion polls, and predicted that recent events were likely to
be a foretaste of things to come.

Julianne Smith, Deputy Director and Fellow in the International Security Program, spoke to current policies and practice within
Europe, both with regard to integration and counter-terrorism. She pointed out that initiatives such as Muslim Councils have been
relatively successful in the UK but less so in France and Germany and suffer across the board from a problem with engaging youth.
Such groups occupy a difficult position, trying to bridge the gap between the political mainstream and extremist groupings; it remains to
be seen how successful they will be in this role. In the realm of statutes and legislation, France seems to be moving to promote positive
discrimination whereas the UK and Netherlands are choosing to strengthen existing anti-discrimination legislation. At the moment,
however, these initiatives are too few, too far between and too timid.

Robin Niblett, Director of the Europe Program, made a series of points on the European context for the unrest. He noted that the
economic dimension was particularly important and was a problem for Europe’s youth in general – across Europe, unemployment was
around 10% but in certain sections of urban youth ran as high as 40%. This has led to a state of discontent and isolation, compounded
by the fact that the children of immigrants frequently feel disconnected from both their parents’ country of origin and their current
country of residence. This made it more likely for them to identify with a supra-national identity such as Islam, although that had not
appeared to be a factor in this case. He went on to wonder whether there was a separate strain of “European Islam” emerging and, if so,
whether that movement had the capacity (or desire) to remain distinct from the growing worldwide salafi movement. Finally, he
commented that this was all coming at a time of general European insecurity with regard to identity and economics which may worsen
any backlash against the unrest.

Vincent Sabathier, Director of the Human Space Exploration Initiative, provided personal insights into the background to the unrest.
Crucially, he pointed out, the French education system is not only elitist but does not permit exit and re-entry. This contributed to the
creation of a frustrated underclass that saw no possibility of upward social mobility. Secondly, it was important to note the context of
the explosive urbanization (often driven by accelerating immigration) that has marked France and Western Europe in the past 50 years.
Cities, particularly cities with high unemployment and large youth populations, are particularly susceptible to the stirring of
revolutionary movements.


