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Immigrant group
injects secularism
into French projects

Africa association offers
social services to the poor,
without an Islamic bent
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LA COURNEUVE, France -- On a recent weekday, a group of Arab and black women were shaking their hips to loud pop music in the basement of a building in the heart of the Cité des 4,000, one of the many blighted housing projects that ring Paris.
The party was organized by Africa, an association that helps the project's immigrant residents with their paperwork, organizes cultural activities for them and tutors their children after school. And, in a bleak suburb with little to do for fun, it offers a bit of music and dancing, a chance for women to exercise and meet neighbors.

When Mimouna Hadjam, an Algerian-born French citizen, created Africa in 1987, her intent was to fight racism and promote women's rights. But the association has since become something else: one of the few bastions of secularism in the project at a time when Islamist groups are proliferating.

During the past 15 years, Islam has spread in France's troubled neighborhoods, a salve for many who face unemployment and an unclear place in French society. These social problems, however, have also made these communities ripe for indoctrination by fundamentalists.

The most obvious sign of this in the Cité des 4,000 is the growing number of women with headscarves and men in traditional Arab garb -- many of them French-born Muslims returning to the ways of dress of their parents and grandparents who immigrated to France decades ago.

Some of these men and women are under the influence of Islamist groups that preach the incompatibility of Muslim immigrants with mainstream France. While these groups didn't explicitly stir up the riots that shook the country earlier this month, some scholars who have studied the rise of Islam in France and sociologists say their exclusionary politics helped lay the groundwork for the unrest.

"Things have been getting worse around here. We've been regressing," says Ms. Hadjam, a staunch proponent of France's century-old tradition of strict secularism. Beyond a separation between religion and state, that tradition holds that religion is a private matter that shouldn't encroach on the public realm. In a bid to reinforce that point, France last year passed a law banning headscarves and other religious insignia from public schools.

A turning point in the Cité des 4,000 was the mid-1990s, Ms. Hadjam says. In 1994, two youths from the project who had been recruited by an Islamist terrorist group murdered two Spanish tourists in Morocco. The attack made Ms. Hadjam and her colleagues at Africa realize the deep inroads fundamentalism had made at the project. Africa helped lobby the Moroccan government to spare them the death penalty, arguing that they had been brainwashed by Islamists. The following year, an Islamist assaulted Ms. Hadjam for teaching Muslim women to read and write.

These days, Africa is outnumbered in the project by a half-dozen neighboring associations. They provide some of the same social services it does, but with one important difference: Everything they do revolves around Islam. One such association, Ouverture, operates out of a building just a few hundred yards from Africa's offices.

Like other similar associations, nothing in its name betrays its Islamic leanings -- Ouverture means "openness" in French -- and it is registered as a cultural organization, rather than as a religious one. But Ouverture is loosely affiliated with the Union of French Islamic Organizations, a powerful Islamist group that operates out of a big mosque nearby. Ouverture's main activity is to teach local children the Quran under the guise of providing Arabic lessons.

"We try to help these kids forge an identity" by teaching them the language and religion of their forefathers, says Karim Zouag, a 25-year-old student who created Ouverture in 1999 with a group of Muslim friends. "Our parents came here and helped build France, but we never feel like French society gives us anything back," he says. "It's always: 'There's the Arab who's come to eat the French's bread.' That's a handicap when you're growing up as a kid."

Ouverture's role, Mr. Zouag says, is to replace the despair and frustration of Arab youths that gave rise to the riots with the sense that they belong to a community of Muslims who share a common heritage.

But that community shuns France's secular society, says Africa's president, Aissa Zekkour. Organizations like Ouverture "constantly push to extend the influence of Islam," says Mr. Zekkour, who emigrated to France from Algeria in 1975 at the age of 20. "Islam is not supposed to be a sect."

Mr. Zouag, who is also of Algerian origin, counters that Africa's own approach is anti-religious. "To ignore God completely is atheism, it's not secularism," he says.

Last Saturday, about 100 children aged 5 to 16 were studiously learning from the Quran in three classrooms Ouverture has set up on the ground-floor of one of the project's buildings. Many of the girls had their hair covered with scarves in keeping with the holy book's admonition that Muslim women dress modestly. The boys wore kufis, traditional Muslim skullcaps. Framed Arabic writings hung from the walls.

At Africa, by contrast, children don't learn about religion but about the French republic. The association is introducing a series of workshops to teach them to become better citizens. One is titled "What does it mean to be French?" Another is called "What are France's institutions?"

Mr. Zouag says Ouverture tried to get funding from the French state but gave up when it became clear that the association's Islamic identity was an issue. Instead, Ouverture finances itself with membership dues paid by the children's parents. Africa's financing comes from regional and state entities.

Nazim Zekkour, Mr. Zekkour's son who was born in France and also works at Africa, says associations like Ouverture shouldn't be registered as cultural associations when their main purpose is proselytizing about Islam. "We believe in [France's] republican and secular model and we promote it," he says. "But today, it no longer exists in these projects."
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