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PARIS -- The sorry state of France's public discourse can be best appreciated in the behavior of the ruling class during the riots of the past fortnight. While the suburbs burned, the main obsession was who would emerge politically stronger from the troubles -- Prime Minister and Chirac favorite Dominique de Villepin, or their arch-nemesis, Interior Minister Nicolas Sarkozy.
The verdict is in and, for the moment, Mr. de Villepin seems a clear winner. After staying mum for the first five days of the crisis, the prime minister's ploy was to resuscitate a 50 year-old "state of emergency" law that, according to most observers, wasn't even needed. Mayors and the government representatives already had all powers to impose curfews whenever needed. The police may now well be able to search houses "day or night," and in 25 out of 95 departments, authorities may even close theaters or even -- if they have to resort to such extreme measures -- cafés.

But the government's calculations lay clearly in the hope that the repeated appearance of an apparently-forceful Mr. de Villepin -- inviting himself on the country's main TV newscast a few days after the riots started, making a solemn address to Parliament the next day -- would be enough to dress him in the law-and-order mantle that Nicolas Sarkozy had until now owned.

The riots seem on the wane although as the media's daily count of torched cars tells us, the troubles are hardly over. Even though more than 1,200 cars burned one night at the height of the violence, having "only" a few hundred destroyed the last few nights hardly qualifies as success. But the most troubling part of the crisis now begins, for once la loi et l'ordre have been restored, everything points to French politics returning to business as usual.

The signs could already be found in the other part of Mr. de Villepin's answer to the riots, the part that received less notice: His last-minute improvisation of a cocktail of public funds and subsidies, designed to give the impression that "something is being done" besides reinforcing police powers. Once again, faced with a crisis, a French government throws the little money it doesn't have on the big problems it hasn't solved for years. Or by reversing in a hurry decisions that were taken not that long ago -- like cutting subsidies to private associations that work for better housing and education in big urban centers' housing projects. The funds will now be restored, giving the impression that the government didn't know what it was doing in the first place -- and needless to say, without a proper evaluation of the real efficiency of such programs.

As the two leading contenders from the right try to use recent events to jockey for the 2007 presidential elections, what emerges is that neither Mr. de Villepin nor Mr. Sarkozy has articulated a clear policy -- let alone a vision -- for dealing with what is plaguing the grim housing projects that dot the suburban landscape of most big French cities. In a word, unemployment. Mr. Sarkozy failed last year as finance minister, and Mr. de Villepin is failing this year as prime minister, to set the country on a path of hope and growth that would pull it out of its current pessimistic and self-defeating funk.

Neither man -- not to mention an obviously out-of-touch and mostly invisible President Jacques Chirac -- have found the words to show that they have at least started to take the measure of the problems at hand. Instead of living in a self-denial land where the "French model" is a beacon to all, they might acknowledge that there is something deeply flawed in the way French society is coping with its young and with its underclass. Grandstanding against "foreigners," as Mr. Sarkozy has done once more by threatening them with expulsion if they take part in riots, is an almost laughable ploy: nearly all the teenagers that torch cars are French citizens. They burned a few schools, as well, as if they had vaguely understood that first and foremost what failed them was an education system that produces, year after year, generations of unemployed.

A Niagara of clichés has been poured on the French situation in recent weeks -- how many times did we have to read the hackneyed "Paris is burning," not even graced by the original question mark, how much informed analysis on French Islam did we have to suffer through, when Islam had so little to do with the events? But the really worrying outcome of the riots is that there will be no outcome. Amnesia will take hold as soon as the TV crews have packed and gone back to headquarters.

The Sarkozy and Villepin camps are already back to polling and counting potential votes. One can already see how the blame game will be played once a decent interval has elapsed after the crisis. Mr. de Villepin will note that something must have been wrong at the interior ministry to let such events develop. And Mr. Sarkozy will point out that he was not responsible for job creation.

With the ailing president absent and the fractured left mum, France is a headless body. It's been a very long time, in French political history, since a leader of either persuasion has stepped back, paused, thought and wondered what would be in the public good, whatever pollsters might tell him. Cynicism is played in the open through infighting at the highest levels and with the media counting points as ringside judges. And if the ruling elites have their say, nothing will move in the next 18 months as no one will want to take the risks unavoidably associated with reform. So, everyone, back to normal.
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