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The newspaper Le Figaro reminded its readers during the heat of the French riots of a director's prophetic warning in his 1995 film "Hatred." Mathieu Kassovitz, during the closing credits, responded to those who dismissed his portrayal of angry French streets drenched with racism, violence and drugs with the well-known story of a man falling from the 20th floor of a building.

As he descends, the man says again and again, "So far so good, so far so good...."

The French are applauding their government's imposition of a state of emergency, with its arrests and deportations, which was extended today. Most European neighbors have sighed with relief as the violence ebbs and the cross-border impact remains limited. Like the man tumbling down, the French and these Europeans continue to live in denial over the dangers posed to themselves and the world from their common inability to integrate growing Muslim minorities.
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What's the future of Islam in Europe? 
Write to Frederick Kempe at Thinkingglobal@wsj.com1 with your thoughts.
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"The fate of Global Islam will be decided in Europe," says Olivier Roy, a political scientist who is one of Europe's leading authorities on the matter.

Mr. Roy has defined the phenomena of "Globalized Islam" in his eponymous book as a "re-Islamization"—a sort of born-again movement—resulting from the efforts of Muslims living in the West to assert their identity. It was that cauldron that produced most of the 9/11 bombers and helped create the philosophy and organizations behind Islam's current radicalization. And it continues to be Western Europe's passport-carrying, visa-exempt mujahedeen who pose the greatest potential terrorist danger to the U.S. and elsewhere.

Yet it is also in Europe, Mr. Roy argues, where Islamic culture has the best chance of reformation and modernization. A growing Muslim middle class and an increasing number of Muslim university students reject extremism but lack larger influence, he says. He wants France and other European governments to do more to tap these moderates and produce minority role models of the sort the U.S. has in abundance: from Colin Powell and Condoleezza Rice to a host of business and academic leaders.

For the moment, the 577-member French National Assembly has no Muslims representing mainland France. They are strikingly scarce as well on national television. French officialdom, to its credit, is increasing merit scholarships, training schemes and apprenticeships for troubled youths. What will be more difficult will be implementing what's most needed—tough antidiscrimination laws or affirmative action programs in a country where racism is rampant but whose official ideology still doesn't allow registration of minorities.

The French dilemma reflects a larger European problem: The reaction thus far to radical Islam has had too few effective, integrating carrots to accompany the required sticks—immigration restrictions, tougher asylum and family-reunification procedures and tougher law enforcement. The French economic system also has failed to create the growth and jobs that would do most to integrate Muslim youth, who have unemployment rates more than double the 10%-plus national average.
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See an interactive map4 showing the growth of Western Europe's largest Muslim populations.

Demographics increase the urgency of such steps. One-third of the world's Muslims now live as minorities, and their numbers have doubled in the last decade in Europe to some 20 million, or 4% to 5% of the population (and as much as 7% to 10% in France). Muslims make up the majority of Europe's immigrants. The Muslim birth rate in Europe is three times that of non-Muslim Europeans, and the Muslim population is projected to double by 2025. At current rates, it will reach 20% of the population by 2050, and that is without the potential addition of a further 70 million Muslims should Turkey gain European Union membership.

Mr. Roy despairs that European identity must compete with that of Islam when Europeans themselves are caught in an identity crisis that has brought rejection of their constitutional treaty.

The 'Rioter-Jihadist' Debate
One angry debate over the recent violence in France has been between those who say the rioters have nothing to do with jihadist terrorists and those who believe they are two sides of the same coin.

It would be a mistake to say the riots have been inspired by Islam. Yet it would be a greater error still to miss the connecting tissue of cultural alienation and search for identity.

To be sure, the rioters appear to have been more influenced by American underclass street culture than by Islam. They are more interested in fast cars, expensive clothes, drugs and sex than the Koran. Their music is hip-hop, the lingo is street slang, the garb is hooded sweatshirts, and the loyalty is to gangs and neighborhoods, after which the rioters often name themselves. Leadership, when it exists at all, is more likely to come from a drug dealer than an imam.

Islamic groups, Mr. Roy says, found few takers in the past two weeks when they fanned out in the neighborhoods in an effort to mediate, gain influence and recruit members.

"Yet there is a common basis in the youth phenomenon of radical Islam and these riots," says Mr. Roy. What binds them is confusion over their culture or origin and the breakdown of traditional communities and parental and state authority.

He says Islamist groups will have had considerable success if they can recruit just 1% of these rioters over time, one by one, by convincing them that open street fights with police have less potential than membership in a global cause. More to the point, the troubled neighborhoods provide Islamist terrorists with something Germany's Baader-Meinhof Gang, the Italian Red Brigades and earlier European terrorist groups lacked—a deeper social basis to sustain them.

Think Global, Act Local
The mantra of global companies is to "Think Global, Act Local," an approach also practiced by Al Qaeda. European governments have taken too long to get the global context of the Islam issues and hence have often been too slow to adjust their local response.

Even as the French riots boiled, British lawmakers handed Prime Minister Tony Blair a stunning defeat, voting down his proposal to extend to 90 days from 28 days the period during which police can hold terrorist suspects without charging them. Police officials argued that they needed that time to untangle complicated, transnational plots.

Robert S. Leiken, director of the Immigration and National Security Program at the Nixon Center, worries that Europe's domestic political divisions continue to overwhelm a common response. One side focuses more on the terrorist and criminal threats, while the other side worries about endangering civil rights. "They can't agree, so nothing happens," says Mr. Leiken.

The implications go beyond Europe. The Nixon Center studied 373 mujahedeen in Western Europe and North America between 1993 and 2004 and found more than twice as many Frenchmen as Saudis, and more Britons than Sudanese, Yemenites or Libyans. A full quarter of the jihadists were Western European nationals eligible for visa-free travel to the U.S. Mr. Leiken calls Europe the new Medina, comparing it to the city where Mohammed recruited an army to conquer Mecca and the Holy Lands. This time the whole Mideast serves as Mecca.

National differences tend to distract European governments from the realization that they together have become globalized Islam's most important battleground. French Muslims are primarily from North Africa, British Muslims are from the Asian subcontinent, and German Muslims are generally Turkish. The policy response has been as diverse as it has been unsuccessful.

It is hard to predict where the next shoe will drop or whether the secular French riots will be any more of a turning point than London and Madrid's Islamist terrorism. It's a safe bet, however, that problems will get worse before they get better. The likelihood is that European governments mostly will apply Band-Aids while the proverbial figure drops from the 20th floor.

So far, so good.

Write to Frederick Kempe at Thinkingglobal@wsj.com5 with your thoughts. Also sign up to receive his AsiaLinks/EuroLinks Daily Alert6.
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