The message in France's explosion

Patrice de Beer
The retreat of the French riot wave leaves a landscape littered with the wreckage of failed policy initiatives and social models. The political class must find new and effective ones if France is to face its moment of truth, says Patrice de Beer. 

It seems that the third week of November may bring a levelling down of the explosion in France's banlieues (deprived suburbs). After eighteen nights of riots - involving the burning of thousands of cars, more than a thousand arrests, and the torching of schools, public utilities and police stations in suburban areas across France - a conjunction of increased repression and sheer weariness is having its effect; there were "only" 374 cars burned and 212 arrests on the night of Saturday 12 November.

But even if relative calm returns, the deeper problems revealed by the insurrection of France's disaffected urban youth won't go away. The anger and grievances pouring out of the banlieues will persist until French society, and those who represent it, take the measure of the crisis and become ready for imaginative solutions that go much further than the familiar combination of law-and-order plus financial palliatives.

A paradox of these frenzied nights is that French public opinion has come to realise the scale of their country's crisis through its portrayal in global media: French citizens, used to CNN's emblematic war reporter Christiane Amanpour reporting from battlefields all over the world, have been shocked to see her standing in front of burned cars in the banlieues (conveniently located, for many news organisations, near Paris's Charles de Gaulle airport).

But shock is one thing, understanding another: despite an intense national debate involving sociologists, journalists, philosophers and specialists of political Islam ( Michel Wieviorka , Olivier Roy , Alain Touraine, Patrick Simon) no one has proposed fresh, persuasive proposals that seem to have a good chance of turning the tide. Three decades of ghettoisation, pauperisation, and expensive policies (like the "localisation" effort, the politique de la ville ) that only postponed the current explosion will not be reversed overnight.

