
From a French point of view: 

Culture: An answer to 
delinquency? 

 
 

Victor Hugo once famously said: “Open up schools, you’ll close down prisons”. At the time 
when the illustrious writer was quoted, the nineteenth century, schools were not free and therefore 
mainly reserved for the elite. Tuition seemed then like a reasonable solution to eradicate the 
problem of delinquency. Now, in the twenty-first century, this sentence still echoes in the ears of 
many people. The world and the problems the population has to face are in constant evolution, and 
for many, the results of the French school system leave a lot of people perplexed and wondering. 
Closely linked to tuition, culture is largely considered as a key enabling one to open up the doors 
towards a world where people would find it easier to get along with one another, or at least to 
understand and tolerate one’s right to think and live differently.  

 
An indisputable link has to be set between the lack of education (drop-outs, school failures) 

and delinquency. But, it’s important to state that it is not the one and only cause, rather an 
aggravating factor. According to a recent report from the “Education Nationale”: “The situation of 
cultural destitution is particularly marked among the young inmates that are under the age of 
eighteen. Eighty percent of them don’t have any diploma, and close to half of them have failed the 
reading and writing tests. More than ten percent are in a situation of illiteracy”. The methods to 
teach how to read and write seem to be everlastingly changing and re-thought and one has yet to be 
applied for a long and lasting period of time. It seems difficult to be optimistic when it comes to the 
results of the students when the tools that are supposed to help them are regularly changed, and 
therefore the teachers, and more generally the whole educational system, lose their credibility. 
There are alternative methods of education available though, such as the Montessori and the Steiner 
and Waldorf private schools that also seem to offer new educational tools, most especially for kids 
who have failed with the public school system. The woman behind the Montessori method, Maria 
Montessori, once explained the main difference between the regular school system and hers: “A 
child is not a vase that you fill, it’s a source that you have to let flow”. These schools also appear to be 
more appreciative of the individual, letting each pupil the freedom to evolve at their own pace and 
rhythm, and helping them develop their creativity by focusing more on arts and culture.  

 
It has to be noted that a lot has been done by the Education Nationale to promote arts and 

culture in schools. For instance, last year, artists and teachers have come together in a first ever 
experimentation in order to coach the teachers about arts. Some artistic activities such as music and 
plastic arts are taught in public schools, and some have even welcome actors and dancers in 
residency to work on a long-year project with students, thus creating a concrete link with them, and 
making children from different social backgrounds work together on a common project. Activities 
outside of the school hours are also encouraged such as dance and theater.  

 
As for extracurricular activities, the easiest ways to access culture are most probably 

television and the Internet, both offering a wide range of programs that help developing children’s 
cultural life. Television when it was created was defined as “a window open on the world”, and many 
channels make their viewers dream, learn and travel while being seated on their couch. But, most of 
those are largely drowned by the entertainment channels, more attractive, fancier, but that rarely do 



much as far as culture is concerned. Even worse, they sometimes present social stereotypes, tearing 
even more apart some communities. Real TV shows come to mind on that subject, often showing and 
encouraging stereotypes about young people; muscled boys, girls almost naked, effeminate gay men 
and so on. 

 
In this era of modern technology, the Internet has a very important role to play in terms of 

cultural development, even more so than television, with the entire world being just one click away. 
Each and every one can learn about what is happening on the other side of the world, and people are 
now able to communicate even if they are thousands of miles apart. But, paradoxically, the Internet 
has also become a factor of social and cultural isolation; a number of people spending hours and 
hours in front of their computers and limiting their social links to their close relatives or work 
colleagues. But even more alarming than that, the Internet can lead to some serious issues such as 
terrorist propaganda and manipulation, happening among all kinds of communities, educated or not, 
rich or poor, living in big cities or not. 

 
The French state, through its regions and cities, also offers a lot of free or very inexpensive 

activities such as museums, public libraries, but some forms of entertainment, like the ballet or the 
opera, are still unfairly regarded as elitist and are not spread widely enough to be known and 
appreciated by everyone. It is also sad to note that the budget given by the state to finance the arts 
and culture has been decreasing more and more for a couple of years (a hundred and fifty summer 
festivals being thus cancelled last year for example). It would be wise to remember the famous quote 
allegedly said by Churchill who, when asked to cut money for the arts to fund the war effort, 
answered: “Then, what are we fighting for?” Although there is no evidence these words were ever 
said by him, the content of this quote is something everyone, especially political leaders, should stop 
to think about. 

 
As much as reading, writing or mathematics, culture enables our children to open their minds 

and widen their view on the world that surrounds them. Moreover, learning about cultural diversity 
helps fighting ignorance; Ignorance being the mother of fear, this could be the beginning of a 
solution towards a better understanding of differences of religion, ethnicity, and sexuality. But even 
more than schools and teachers, parents also have their role to play. In an ever changing society, it 
seems sad, and yet true to see that some parents do not always educate their children the way they 
should. More than ever, they should encourage their children to read, write, dream and develop 
their creativity and guide them wisely and carefully to make them grow in a world they will hopefully 
make better.  
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