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Separation Anxiety
Marseille Seeks
Calm by Blurring
Church-State Line

French City's Mayor Challenges
Pillar of Secular Nation;
Working Muslim Channels

Sheep Slaughter for Holy Day
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MARSEILLE, France – As unrest spread across France early this month, Jean-Claude Gaudin, the mayor of this heavily immigrant Mediterranean city, appealed to his citizens for calm. "A red line has been crossed" in other cities, he warned.
While laboring to keep the lid on Marseille, however, Mr. Gaudin has himself blurred another line: France's rigid division between church and state.

Mr. Gaudin made his remarks during a visit to Marseille's Capelette Mosque for a ceremony to mark the end of Ramadan, the Islamic holy month. They were broadcast live by a local radio station that features five daily calls to prayer -- and gets most of its funding from local government bodies.

"We have a very broad conception here of relations between the Republic and religions," Mr. Gaudin said days later in his office overlooking the city's old port. "The separation of the church and state does not exist much in Marseille."

Mr. Gaudin's approach challenges a pillar of modern France: that the state must stand above religious and ethnic affiliations of its theoretically equal citizens. Elsewhere in France, leaders often have cited this principle, rooted in the 1789 Revolution, as they grapple with unrest within the Muslim immigrant community.

In Marseille, the mayor's unorthodox effort to reach out through religious channels may help explain why this volatile city, unlike many other urban areas in France, did not go up in flames early last week, when rioting elsewhere peaked.

In recent years, city officials have organized the slaughter of thousands of sheep for Eid-el-Kebir, a big Muslim holiday, and have set aside cemetery plots for Islamic burials. Mr. Gaudin heads a city-funded body that unites different religious leaders in an unusual alliance between church and state. City and regional bodies fund civic associations that are technically secular but often have a religious or ethnic bent.

How this outreach has contributed to calming tempers here is hard to gauge. While the mayor has so far managed to keep his city relatively calm, it remains on edge, blighted by high unemployment and other ills blamed for violence elsewhere.

Some fear that mixing government and religion may breed future problems by dissolving shared values and discouraging integration. But Marseille city leaders and their supporters insist it helps defuse tension and gives authorities access to groups they can't otherwise reach.

Such issues are now at the core of a debate about how to absorb Europe's growing and often restive Muslim populations. None of the current models seem to work.

France promotes strict secularism and state policy ignores the existence of minorities. It passed a law last year banning Muslim headscarves and other religious garb from state schools. Under Britain's laissez-faire, multicultural approach, the government expects Muslims and other immigrants to become British, but also to maintain their separate identities. It lets students and civil servants dress according to their faith, including Sikh policemen, who prefer traditional turbans to helmets. Holland and most other West European countries lean toward the British system.

In the past year, each model has begun to buckle under the strain of either the organized violence of terrorism or the disorganized mayhem of youths hurling gasoline bombs.

Last November, a Dutchman of Moroccan descent who drifted into radical Islam murdered filmmaker Theo van Gogh. This summer, British-born suicide bombers of mostly Pakistani origin attacked the London transport system. The events triggered heated debate about systems put in place in the 1950s and 1960s to accommodate an influx of Muslim immigrants.

Now France is questioning its own approach after riots that -- though not inspired by religion -- sprang from the rage of a largely Muslim underclass.

The rioting, which began on Oct. 27 and ran for three weeks, has now subsided, though scattered incidents continue. Police say the number of vehicles torched each day nationwide has dropped to fewer than 100 from more than 1,400 early last week. In eastern France yesterday, two gasoline bombs damaged a mosque annex.

Ripe for Revolt
Marseille would seem ripe for revolt. Its unemployment rate is 14%, one-third higher than the national average. Its 800,000 people include a higher proportion of immigrants -- many of them jobless -- than any other major French metropolis. It has some of France's most militant trade unions. And it is polarized. About one-quarter of the population is Muslim, mostly of North African descent, while more than 20% of voters support the anti-immigrant far-right National Front party.

Marseille has had trouble shaking a reputation for lawlessness that, in 1971, made it a setting for the hit movie, "The French Connection." Even in ordinary times, says the mayor, five to 10 cars get set alight each day. The daily count rose to more than 20 at the peak of the unrest. Nonetheless, Marseille didn't see the level of turmoil experienced in Paris's bleak ghettoes, and didn't resort to the curfews and massive police deployments used elsewhere.

Officials and residents suggest many possible reasons for the relative calm: a sunny climate, free public beaches, a shared devotion to a mediocre but beloved local soccer team and city planning that hasn't ghettoized as many poor immigrants in isolated high-rises as much as elsewhere. Some point to Marseille's quiet tinkering with the dogmas of French statehood.

"We are pragmatic here," says Mr. Gaudin. A 66-year-old practicing Catholic, he has cultivated close ties since his election in 1995 with the city's Muslim, Jewish and other religious leaders.

Radio Gazelle, which broadcast the mayor's recent plea for calm, and starts each day with 90 minutes of religious programming, is one state-funded organization with Islamic leanings. The Union of Muslim Families, which helps immigrants with housing and other problems, is another. Though it is open to all faiths and ethnic groups and is run by moderate Muslim women who shun the veil, the Union decorates its office with Islamic inscriptions and a poster denouncing Israel's "massacre" of Palestinians.

To the chagrin of strict secularists, Mayor Gaudin earlier this year gave municipal workers time off to mourn the death of Pope John Paul II.

Authorities also fund a big Jewish cultural center and have worked hard to combat anti-Semitism, says Zvi Ammar, a Tunisian-born businessman who heads Marseille's main Jewish organization. In 2002, arsonists burned down a synagogue. Mr. Ammar says attacks on the city's 80,000 Jews have fallen sharply since, due in part to efforts by authorities to communicate with religious leaders. France, says Mr. Ammar, must give up a "collective hypocrisy that does nothing but scream: secular, secular, secular. Religion, whether you like it or not, is an important element."

France banned state funding or recognition of religion in 1905 after a long struggle to stem the political power of the Catholic Church. That act is the legal cornerstone of French laïcité, or secularism. Ownership of all religious buildings at that time passed to the state, which must now pay for their upkeep. Paradoxically, this has left the Catholic church with a big advantage over other religions due to the large number of old churches. In the interest of equality, says Mr. Gaudin, a member of the ruling center-right UMP party, France should "look again" at the 1905 law.

To obey the letter of the law, Marseille rejects funding for projects that cannot be portrayed as open to everyone. Mr. Gaudin says he turned down a request to repair a wall of a Buddhist temple. He also rejected calls from Muslims for women-only sessions at municipal swimming pools.

Bending the Rules
But Marseille has shown a willingness to bend the rules. On a recent visit to a Marseille mosque, Salah Bariki, a Marseille-born city official of Algerian descent who handles relations between city hall and the Muslim community, met with Mohsen Ngazou, the regional head of the Union of French Islamic Organizations. The union has a reputation for radicalism, but recently issued a statement condemning the rioting as un-Islamic. Mr. Bariki told Mr. Ngazou that the mosque might be eligible for government funds if it sets up a separate association to handle matters such as Arabic classes and sports. Mr. Ngazou said he would look into ways to register the mosque as two separate entities, one for "culture" and the other for "religion."

Marseille, says Mr. Bariki, has a "crazy system, but it has some utility."

The city first reached out to religious leaders in 1990 by setting up Marseille Esperance, a body that groups the local leaders of seven faiths. With a small staff paid by city hall, it is credited with helping calm tempers after the 1995 murder of a Muslim student by far-right extremists and after the 9/11 attacks in 2001. Its role is mostly symbolic, says Aberahmane Ghoul, the recently elected head of a Marseille Muslim council, but "symbolism is not a game. It is very important."

After years of complaints by Muslims that Marseille had no grand mosque, the mayor in 2001 offered a large building on the grounds of a disused slaughterhouse. The city said it wouldn't give away the property, but, to skirt a ban on direct state support for religion, it would lease it for 99 years at a token rent. The far right denounced the offer, saying immigrants shouldn't be encouraged to stay. Strict secularists also complained, as did some Muslims who said the slaughterhouse had made the land unclean. The project remains stalled by squabbling between rival Muslim groups.

The city's effort contrasts sharply with the approach taken by Nice, which lies 95 miles to the east. For years, local authorities and residents there have thwarted attempts by Muslims to open a mosque. "Mosques, as places of worship, have no place in a secular republic," Nice's mayor wrote in 2000 in a letter that surfaced in the press. When Muslims moved recently to rent a commercial property for use as a mosque, the mayor, citing the rise of radical Islam and urban riots, vowed to block the rental. Nice, though much wealthier than Marseille, was hit by recent unrest and imposed a curfew on minors.

Marseille's experiment in religious outreach risks embroiling the state in factional discord. Radio Gazelle took on an increasingly religious tone in the 1990s and has been convulsed by internal feuding. Abderrazak Zeroual, its director, says he's trying to reverse what he says was a drift toward fundamentalist Islam. But one regional government body, citing the internal bickering, has canceled funding.

Marseille authorities, meanwhile, have gone to court to try to force a cleric who failed to win re-election as chief of Marseille's Muslim council to vacate offices provided by the government.

Despite such controversy, Samia Ghali, a prominent local socialist politician of Algerian descent, argues that Radio Gazelle and other groups catering to local Muslims deserve government funding. "If we don't give [North African immigrants] a small space to speak they will explode," she warns.

Official Colorblindness
France's official colorblindness is so extreme that the country has no firm grip on its ethnic and racial makeup, which is critical to analyzing racial tensions. Census takers don't record religious and ethnic affiliations. Unemployment and other official statistics give no breakdown by ethnicity or creed. Affirmative-action programs to boost minority employment are rare.

At a government-funded office that counsels job seekers in the north of Marseille, this creed is quietly being undermined by a group of volunteers who believe it conceals problems. Thierry Keuroghlanian, a computer programmer of Armenian descent, is working on a technique to tease out the ethnic dimension of unemployment statistics. He's also trying to chart the precise ethnic composition of different parts of Marseille. He says he's not sure if this is legal or not.

He has spent months feeding names and addresses of Marseille's unemployed into a program he developed. It uses first names to determine the likely ethnicity of job seekers. So far, the most common name by far is Mohammed. Mr. Keuroghlanian says the results, due in a few weeks, will show that people of Arab or African descent have a harder time finding jobs than whites, quantifying a link between race and unemployment. "If you can't measure a problem, how can you solve it?" he asks.

That problem is evident in places like Les Oliviers, a cluster of 13-story apartment buildings on the northern outskirts of Marseille. On a recent day, scores of teenagers, all male, loitered morosely on a filthy parking lot. Nedhi Leraibi, 15, said his parents don't work and he doesn't expect to, either. "This place is a total mess," he said.

Days earlier, youths had descended from the hilltop project and started a small riot outside a Carrefour supermarket. They burnt cars and garbage bins, clashed with police, then fled. Mr. Leraibi, who says he wasn't among them, complains that the police rarely enter Les Oliviers but often clash with young Arabs who leave the project. He says he doesn't go to the mosque much but does listen to Radio Gazelle.

Fathia Mazouzi, the head of Blue Wings, a volunteer organization that works sporadically in Les Oliviers, says the only thing that stops Marseille from exploding is the city's network of charitable and religious associations. "This is the only buffer left," she says.
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