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Twin social movements have emerged in France, pushing the country into turmoil over job security, discrimination, unemployment, and globalization.

In November, the death of two teenagers following a police chase in the Paris suburb of Clichy-sous-Bois sparked a three-week period of riots and unrest involving primarily young people from impoverished Paris suburbs. The riots exposed the socioeconomic inequality and racist discrimination rampant in French society, which have contributed to an unemployment rate of roughly 20 percent for adults under 25 years old living in immigrant communities. They also marked the emergence of a restive immigrant social movement.

In response, the political establishment has used the uprisings to propose long-anticipated labor reforms that are designed to increase labor “flexibility.” But that, in turn, has prompted another layer of workers to rebel. Prime Minister Dominique de Villepin’s proposed First Employment Contract (CPE) has incited the latest unrest, uniting students, unions, opposition political parties, and activists in protest against the law. The CPE, set to take effect in April, would allow companies with over 20 employees to fire employees under the age of 26 without cause within two years of being hired.

France’s slow economic growth, high unemployment, and relatively generous social benefits will make providing equal opportunities for employment, reducing unemployment, combating discriminatory hiring practices, and maintaining the job security that currently exists for the employed in France difficult.

In an address to the French nation during the November riots, President Jacques Chirac supported the idea of job applicants submitting “blind” resumes, so that employers could not discriminate based on a name or address that could reflect an immigrant background. Additionally, Chirac proposed a 50,000 strong civil volunteer force for unemployed youth to gain experience and skills for the workplace.

Villepin’s broader effort to combat unemployment, of which the CPE is a part, includes requiring companies to pay interns who work for more than three months, improved integration of internships with educational programs, and increasing the required number of apprenticeships in companies with more than 250 employees. The CPE includes measures to create and support government organizations that promote equal opportunity and fight discrimination, provide severance and unemployment pay, and allow individual training leave after two months of employment

Despite the demand to fight discrimination following the November riots, the CPE is a discriminatory law. If employers end up abusing the conditions of the CPE by hiring young employees and firing them within the 24-month consolidation period as a way to cut costs, then it unfairly targets young people under 26. This tactic could result in the creation of insecure, contingent work arrangements for young people entering the workforce.

If the CPE ends up creating more job opportunities and increases the hiring of adults under 26, then it will be unfair to older unemployed people who may have a harder time being hired because the more “flexible” hiring conditions do not apply to them. The highest rate of unemployment among people over the age of 26 is found in immigrant populations; in effect, the CPE could aggravate the alienation of both immigrant and non-immigrant workers. 

Thus far, the media has neglected to examine the potential harm that the CPE could cause unemployed people over 26.

In addition to the discriminatory CPE, there have not yet been any policies proposed to tackle the discrepancy in the quality of education accessible to different income and ethnic groups across France. Education has a high correlation with future income level and job quality, and youth in immigrant communities are disadvantaged at a young age because of poor education in immigrant communities.

The French dilemma of providing equal opportunities, creating fair work arrangements, and reducing unemployment is not unique; if the geography is reversed (replacing suburbs with the inner city), its situation is not unlike that of the United States and other economically well-off countries. The solutions that the social movements in France win may have repercussions well beyond its borders.
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