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Part I

Badlands





1

Introduction: The Fear of ‘the Banlieue’

The accusations were serious: armed robbery, killing of three police offi cers 
and murder of one taxi driver. They were hurled at a young woman of 23 
years old and her companion, a young man of about the same age, who 
was shot dead during his confrontation with the police. The evidence pre-
sented at the court, and the presence of eyewitnesses, left little hope for 
the young woman. The prosecuting attorney insisted on the truly cynical 
nature of the acts of the two, which, it was maintained, could not be justi-
fi ed by the circumstances. The prosecutor claimed:

[They] are not terrorists, they are not Bonnie and Clyde, they are not the 
characters of Natural Born Killers. They are neither zonards,1 nor drug addicts, 
nor banlieue outcasts [des exclus de banlieue]. [She] is not the daughter of immi-
grants, her mother was a teacher and helped her with homework in the eve-
nings. These are two students who dropped out of college, gave up on work, 
who chose to live in a squat and to live from hold-ups, because ‘money is 
freedom’. (Libération, 30 September 1998: 15; emphasis added)

What the accused were not associated with – terrorism, drugs, exclusion, 
immigration – exemplifi es some of the terms that have been articulated 
with the spatial references of the prosecuting attorney – zones and banlieues 
– in the last two decades. Was the attorney, with these statements, recog-
nizing the diffi culties of growing up or living in a zone (being a ‘zonard’) 
or banlieue? Or was she, if unwittingly, demonstrating the naturalization of 
crime as associated with zones and banlieues? If the accused were zone or 
banlieue inhabitants, would their acts be seen as more ‘natural’ rather than 
truly cynical? In a republic that cherishes so dearly the principle of equality, 
how can such spatial references be presented as potentially mitigating 
circumstances?
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The attorney’s argument gives us a sense of the pervasiveness of the 
negative image of banlieues, and shows how common and accepted this 
image has become (although there are many prestigious banlieues as well). 
This book is about a specifi c urban policy programme conceived to address 
the problems of social housing neighbourhoods in banlieues of French cities, 
which, as I will try to show, contributed largely to the consolidation of 
negative images associated with them. This programme was initiated by 
the Socialist government as an urgent response to the so-called ‘hot summer’ 
of 1981, marked by revolts in the banlieues of several cities. ‘Urban policy’, 
hereafter, refers to this particular policy. Conceived originally as a ‘spatial-
ization of social policies’ (Chaline, 1998), it was regrouped later in 1988 
under the generic term ‘la politique de la Ville’ as a national urban policy 
with the banlieues as its main object. As the issues around banlieues have 
wider resonance, with connotations ranging from threats to French identity 
to terrorism, French urban policy, as Béhar (1999) wrote, has probably 
been the most debated public policy of the last two decades. This book 
provides a wide-ranging analysis of this policy by bringing together policy 
discourses and alternative voices expressed in its intervention areas. It offers 
an approach to urban policy that makes space central, and looks at the 
ways in which space is imagined and used in policy formation in the broader 
context of state restructuring. In so doing, it provides insight into the 
relationship between space and politics.

The French case is particularly important for exploring the relationship 
between space and politics, as space – and not community, as in the British 
and North American urban policy experience – has been the main object 
of French urban policy. This is almost necessarily so since the French 
republican tradition emphasizes a common culture and identity, and any 
reference to communities is deliberately avoided because they imply sepa-
ratism, which is unacceptable under the principle of the ‘one and indivisi-
ble’ republic. Yet, while space remained the main object, there have been 
considerable changes in how space has been imagined and manipulated 
over the two decades of this policy. This book makes these changes and 
their varying political implications central to its approach to urban policy. 
It shows how French urban policy has constituted its spaces of intervention, 
associated problems with them, legitimized particular forms of state inter-
vention, and how alternative voices formulated in such spaces challenged 
offi cial designations. It situates its analysis in a broader political and eco-
nomic context, showing how it feeds down into urban policy.

This book’s approach to urban policy follows from a central premise to 
consider space not as given, but as produced through various practices of 
articulation. Since urban policy conceives of its object spatially, I see urban 
policy as a practice of articulation that constitutes space, an institutional-
ized practice that defi nes spaces (i.e. its spaces of intervention). Thus, 
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I maintain that urban policy constitutes its spaces of intervention as part 
of the policy process, rather than by acting on given spaces.

However, each policy discourse and programme is guided by particular 
ways of imagining space. For example, spaces of intervention may be imag-
ined as self-contained areas with rigid boundaries, as parts of a larger 
network, or as part of a relational geography. Each of these ways of con-
ceiving space has different implications for the constitution of perceived 
problems and the formulation of solutions to them, ranging from limited 
local initiatives to regional distributive policies. Thus, I insist that concep-
tualizations of space matter in policy, and look at the ways in which space 
is conceived and their policy and political implications.

Although urban policy is one way of constituting space, it is not the only 
one. Therefore, I bring together offi cial discourses and alternative voices, 
and insist that analyses of urban policy consider policy from above and 
voices from below as a contestation for space. In other words, rather than 
merely focusing on the offi cial discourses on banlieues, I try to give voice 
to alternative discourses formulated in banlieues.

My analysis, further, situates French urban policy in a wider political 
and economic context, and focuses on how it has constituted its spaces of 
intervention and how alternative voices have challenged its offi cial descrip-
tions. Theoretically informed by Jacques Rancière’s political thought – 
which draws attention to the relationship between space and politics – and 
using Philip Corrigan and Derek Sayer’s (1985) notion of ‘the state’s 
statements’ – which draws attention to state’s practises of articulation – I 
see urban policy as a particular regime of representation that consolidates 
a certain spatial order through descriptive names, spatial designations, 
categorisations, defi nitions, mappings and statistics. In this sense, it is a 
place-making practice that spatially defi nes areas to be treated, associates 
problems with them, generates a certain discourse, and proposes solutions 
accordingly. I do not, therefore, see urban policy as a merely administrative 
and technical issue, and argue against such an approach that it is tightly 
linked to other issues, ranging from immigration politics to economic 
restructuring. Instead, I adopt an eclectic approach that carries some of 
the features of political economy, social constructionist and governmental-
ity approaches to urban policy. Political economy approaches relate urban 
policy to the larger restructurings of the state, and highlight processes of 
neoliberalization, premised on the extension of market relations that privi-
lege competition, effi ciency and economic success. While endorsing the 
attention given to the relationship between urban policy and state restruc-
turing, I argue that there are other political rationalities that affect contem-
porary trans formations of states and urban policy, and that equal attention 
should be given to established political traditions – in this case, the French 
republican tradition, which emphasizes the social obligations of the state 
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towards its citizens as well as a common culture and identity, seen to be 
the basis of the integrity of the ‘one and indivisible’ republic. Such an 
emphasis on state restructuring and established political traditions shows 
that the contemporary restructuring of the French state involves an articu-
lation of neoliberalism with the French republican tradition, producing a 
hybrid form of neoliberalism. It also points to the relationship between 
urban policy and state restructuring, which, in the French case, is manifest 
in the consolidation of the penal state mainly in and through the spaces of 
urban policy.

Although there are many parallels between the approach I adopt in this 
book and social constructionist and governmentality approaches, two major 
differences remain. First, I try to avoid the implication (usually associated 
with constructivist approaches; see Campbell, 1998 for a critique) that 
policy makers and other state actors are consciously and deliberately 
engaged in a discursive construction of ‘reality’ from a privileged place 
outside the domain of their very engagement, with the tools and force of 
language at their disposal. What interests me here is the ways in which 
policies put in place certain ‘sensible evidences’ (policy documents, spatial 
designations, mappings, categorizations, namings and statistics) and their 
effects: that is, how they help to consolidate a particular spatial order and 
encourage a certain way to think about it. As we will see, the kinds of sen-
sible evidences employed, their signifi cance and effects depend highly on 
the broader political and economic context; they do not, in other words, 
materialize in a vacuum.

Second, I argue that analyses of urban policy guided by these approaches 
have given insuffi cient attention to the issue of space (which is also observed 
by some scholars committed to these approaches; see, for example, 
Murdoch, 2004; Raco, 2003). Social constructionist approaches, while 
helpfully focusing on the construction of urban problems and policy dis-
courses, neglect the role that space plays in such constructions. Govern-
mentality approaches, on the other hand, present such an overarching 
argument that there is little or no room left for the difference that space 
makes in policy formation and resistance to it. I share the view with the 
social constructionist approaches that problems and policies associated 
with spaces of urban policy are constructed – rather than already given – 
but insist that equal attention be given to the ways in which such spaces 
are imagined and used in the formation of problems and policies. With the 
governmentality approaches, I concur that the construction of spaces 
through urban policy has a governmental dimension, but maintain that 
there is no inherent politics to such constructions. In other words, varia-
tions in the ways space is imagined and manipulated matter.

Approached this way, the French experience offers us the following four 
lessons on the nature of urban policy and on the relationship between space 
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and politics. First, urban policy has to be understood in a range of estab-
lished political traditions – in this case, French republicanism – and major 
national and international events – from riots in Brixton to demonstrations 
of high school students in Paris, from the Rushdie affair to the Islamic 
headscarf affair, from the Intifada to riots in Los Angeles. Second, the 
spaces of urban policy cannot be taken for granted, and any analysis of 
urban policy has to critically analyse the ways in which policies constitute 
their spaces of intervention. Third, ways of imagining space infl uence both 
the defi nition of problems associated with intervention areas and policy 
responses to them. In more general terms, different ways of imagining space 
have different political implications. Finally, both governance and resis-
tance are spatial, place-making practices. In this sense, there is an ongoing 
contestation for space: what the offi cial policy discourse constitutes as 
‘badlands’ also become sites and organizing principles of political mobiliza-
tion with democratic ideals.

The ‘badlands’ in question are the banlieues of French cities: that is, 
neighbourhoods in the peripheral areas of cities. In order to understand 
what is at stake in French urban policy, we need fi rst to get a sense of what 
the banlieues stand for.

The Colour of Fear

Banlieue literally means suburb, but it carries different connotations from 
the ones associated with the British or North American suburb. Originally 
an administrative concept, the term banlieue geographically denotes periph-
eral areas of cities in general.2 Such a geographical designation is not neces-
sarily negative (as in ‘the banlieue’). Nevertheless, the term evokes an image 
of excluded places, as its etymological origin suggests:

‘Ban’ comes from the earliest medieval times, when it meant both the power 
of command and the power of exclusion as part of the power of command. 
Banned [Banni], banishment [banissement], banlieue – all these terms have the 
same origin; they refer to places of exclusion. Clearly, banlieues have existed 
independently from terms to designate them, they have made and often 
managed their own history, they have not simply been excluded places, but 
their existence does nevertheless express this will to create on the outskirts 
of the city places that do not belong to the system. (Paul-Levy in Banlieues 
89, 1986: 125)3

Now the term mostly evokes an image of a peripheral area with concentra-
tions of large-scale, mostly high-rise social housing projects, and problems 
associated, in the US and the UK, with inner-city areas. It no longer serves 
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merely as a geographical reference or an administrative concept, but stands 
for alterity, insecurity and deprivation. In order to emphasize the term’s 
origin and geographical connotations, I use ‘banlieue’ instead of ‘suburb’ 
throughout the text.

In the early 1980s, Rey (1999: 274) writes, the banlieues of large French 
cities began to ‘arouse a feeling of fear’, a feeling that continued to increase 
in the decades to follow, becoming one of the major ‘phobias’ of the French 
in the new millennium (Libération, 8 April 2002: 4–5). The term ‘banlieue’ 
designates the social housing estates of popular neighbourhoods in the 
peripheral areas of cities as threats to security, social order and peace. This 
threat, furthermore, has become closely associated with the populations 
living in banlieues, often defi ned in ‘ethnic’ terms. The fear of the banlieue 
is closely associated with a feeling of insecurity and a fear of immigration 
(Rey, 1999).

A similar observation is made by Hargreaves, who argues that the 1990s 
was a turning point in the eventual association of the banlieue with a feeling 
of insecurity and a fear of immigration:

During the 1990s, a new social space has been delineated in France: that of the 
‘banlieue(s)’ (literally, ‘suburb(s)’). A term that once served simply to denote 
peripheral parts of urban areas has become a synonym of alterity, deviance, 
and disadvantage. The mass media have played a central role in this re-
construction, in the course of which they have disseminated and reinforced 
stereotypical ideas of people of immigrant origin as fundamentally menacing 
to the established social order. (Hargreaves, 1996: 607; emphasis added)

Hargreaves exemplifi es the media creation of ‘the banlieues as a news cate-
gory’ and the amalgamation of ‘urban deprivation, immigration, and social 
order’ in the 1990s with an issue of the journal L’Express, which presented 
a cover story under the title ‘Banlieues – Immigration: State of Emergency’ 
(5–12 June 1991). The same journal, however, had presented another 
similar cover story almost two decades earlier under the title ‘Banlieues: 
“Hooligans” are Talking to You’. The subtitle read: ‘At the gates of large 
cities, thousands of hoodlums are produced’ (3–9 September 1973). As the 
cover drawing and the photos depicted them, the hooligans and hoodlums 
of L’Express in 1973 were all white. They would change colour in 1991, 
but the spatial reference would remain the same. In this sense, L’Express 
best exemplifi es the changing colour of the fear of ‘the banlieue’ from the 
1970s into 1990s (Figures 1.1 and 1.2).

Media reviews provide clear examples of the changing image of the 
banlieues in the last two decades (see, for example, Collovald, 2000, 2001; 
Hargreaves, 1996; Macé, 2002). However, the current image of the 
banlieues is not simply the product of journalistic accounts. Many of the 



Figures 1.1 and 1.2 The changing colour of ‘the banlieue’ (1.1 (head): ‘Banlieues: “Hooligans” are 
Talking to You’. Source: L’Express, 3–9 September, 1973; 1.2 (foot): ‘Banlieues – Immigration: State of 
Emergency’. Source: L’Express, 5–12 June, 1991)

1.1

1.2



10  BADLANDS

journalistic categories used to frame banlieues have been institutionalized by 
state policies. The period in which the banlieues became articulated with 
issues of immigration, insecurity and social order was a period of intense 
offi cial engagement with the question of banlieues – notably through urban 
policy, which became increasingly concerned with issues of immigration 
and insecurity, often to the detriment of its initial social and democratic 
ideals. It is these changes that I will chart in the following chapters, placing 
them in broader political and economic context, and relating them to the 
contemporary restructuring of the French state along increasingly authori-
tarian and exclusionary lines.

As I will try to show, the contemporary restructuring of the French state 
is marked by a strong attachment to the republican tradition. The French 
conception of the republic emphasizes a common culture and identity, 
fragmentation of which is seen as a threat to the social and political integrity 
of France. The republican tradition is based on the presupposition that 
‘without a common culture and a sense of common identity, the political 
as well as physical integrity of France would be “threatened” ’ (Jennings, 
2000: 586). There is, therefore, little or no room for claims rising from 
‘differences’. The French citizen is a universal individual-citizen, directly 
linked to the nation-state, and national-political membership requires the 
acceptance of French cultural values (Feldblum, 1999; Safran, 1990). 
There is no offi cial recognition of ethnicity, race or religion as intermediary 
means for obtaining particular rights, and the very notion of minority is 
strongly rejected (de Rudder and Poiret, 1999). Such a conception, in the 
context of fascinating diversity, generates a fi rm suspicion towards all kinds 
of particularisms. As Jennings argues,

[T]he political project of nation-building pursued by the French state led not 
only to a weak conception of civil society but also to the persistent fear of 
the dangers of ‘communities’ operating within the public sphere. Within this 
project, citizenship was grounded upon a set of democratic political institu-
tions rather than upon a recognition of cultural and/or ethnic diversity. 
Republicanism itself thus became a vehicle of both inclusion and exclusion. 
(2000: 597)

It is from this deep attachment to the republican tradition that follows what 
Hargreaves (1997: 180) calls a republican myth of the French nation char-
acterized by an ‘apparent blindness or outright hostility to cultural diver-
sity’, which not only leaves little or no room to cultural ‘differences’ 
(Wieviorka, 1998), but also enhances ‘a system of intimidation that inter-
dicts all protest social movements on the part of minority groups, without 
providing them the means to fi ght against inequalities and oppression of 
which they remain the victims’ (de Rudder and Poiret, 1999: 398–99).
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Such a concern with French identity and cultural differences was perhaps 
best exemplifi ed by a 1992 report of the Haut Conseil à l’Intégration (HCI), 
a council created in 1989 to advise the government on the issue of integra-
tion based on a ‘republican model’.

Notions of a ‘multicultural society’ and the ‘right to be different’ are unac-
ceptably ambiguous. It is true that the concept of the nation as a cultural 
community [.  .  .] does appear unusually open to outsiders, since it regards 
an act of voluntary commitment to a set of values as all that is necessary. But 
it would be wrong to let anyone think that different cultures can be allowed 
to become fully developed in France. (HCI, 1992; cited in Hargreaves, 
1997: 184)

It should be noted, however, that there has been a renewed enthusiasm for 
the republican tradition with nationalistic overtones since the 1990s, which 
I refer to as ‘republican nationalism’. The rise of republican nationalism 
has been observed by many scholars with regard, in particular, to citizen-
ship and immigration policies (see, for example, Balibar, 2001; Blatt, 1997; 
Feldblum, 1999; Tévanian and Tissot, 1998). As we will see, urban policy 
has also been infl uenced by the development and deployment of republican 
nationalism since the 1990s.

Before moving on, a preliminary explanation of certain notions might 
be helpful as the republican tradition shapes political debate and policy 
discourse in a particular way. We will see that the following four notions 
are commonly used in policy discourse and debates around the banlieues: 
‘communitarianism’, ‘ghetto’, ‘social mixity’ and ‘positive discrimination’. 
These notions may sound ordinary and their meanings self-evident (except, 
probably, the last one), but they connote particular issues and carry remark-
able political weight in the French context, where a common culture and 
identity is emphasized as a basic republican presupposition.

‘Communitarianism’ (communautarisme) is basically used to refer to 
‘ethnic’ communities, formation of which is seen as a threat to the cultural 
and political integrity of the republic. It implies ‘ethnic’ separatism 
(Hargreaves, 1995). Ghettos are the spatially reifi ed forms of this ‘ethnic’ 
nightmare haunting the republic. The term is often used in the media and 
by politicians, notably from the 1990s on, to refer to the deprived areas in 
the banlieues, comparing them to inner-city areas in the USA. Wacquant 
challenged this use in a series of articles (1992, 1993, 1995, 1999; see 
also de Rudder, 1992 and Hargreaves, 1995), and insisted that the com-
parison is highly misleading. The areas referred to as ghettos in France, 
he argued, are neither ethnically homogeneous nor large enough to func-
tion as self-contained areas apart from the central city. Furthermore, unem-
ployment, poverty and crime rates are less severe compared to the ghettos 
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in the USA. Similarly, de Rudder (1992) argued that the neighbourhoods 
referred to as ‘ghettos’ are neither institutionalized nor homogeneous, that 
immigrants still remain a minority, and even when there are concentrations 
of immigrants, they are not homogeneous in terms of their origins: ‘The 
use of the term “ghetto” here seems to have a more ideological than 
descriptive function. The word causes fear [.  .  .] among French natives as 
much as immigrants themselves. Thus both exclusion and social control 
(or even policing) over minorities are confi rmed and even justifi ed’ (de 
Rudder, 1992: 261). A similar argument is advanced by Hargreaves: 
‘Minority groups are over-represented in disadvantaged parts of French 
cities, but it is empirically misleading and ideologically dangerous to 
speak of these areas as “ghettos” ‘ (1995: 76). The ‘ethnic’ connotations 
of the term makes it politically signifi cant in the French context, and, 
as we will see, it is widely used in policy discourse, notably from 1990 
onwards.

The notion of ‘social mixity’ was fi rst introduced during the debates 
around a law passed in 1991. Commonly referred to as the LOV (Loi 
d’Orientation pour la Ville), or as the ‘anti-ghetto law’, this law was aimed 
at a better distribution of social housing (reviewed in Chapter 4). There 
exists no offi cial defi nition of this term, but the idea behind it is to prevent 
concentrations of ‘ethnic’ groups in social housing neighbourhoods. The 
term ‘ethnic’ is never used, since the republican principles do not allow 
such references.

The last notion that needs some clarifi cation is ‘positive discrimination’, 
which may be seen as affi rmative action à la française. In an article on 
French republicanism, Jennings writes that ‘there remains an unshakeable 
insistence upon the secularism of the state and the refusal to recognize 
groups of persons. Only individuals exist in the eyes of the republic. There 
can be no possibility of a policy of “positive discrimination”, precisely 
because it will contribute towards the “constitution of structured commu-
nities” ‘ (2000: 583). Yet there exists a policy of positive discrimination in 
France, offi cially recognized in an urban policy programme of 1996 (the 
Pacte de Relance, reviewed in Chapter 5). Even before that, starting with 
the Educational Priority Areas (ZEPs, Zone d’Education Prioritaire) intro-
duced by the Socialist government in 1981, there were spatially designated 
areas that were subject to differential treatment (i.e. to ‘positive discrimina-
tion’). The 1996 programme offi cially used the term, but added the adjec-
tive ‘territorial’. This, again, has to do with the republican tradition. As 
Jennings (2000) notes, positive discrimination based on ethnic, cultural 
and religious groups is not possible under the republic. Positive discrimina-
tion, then, is only made possible by a spatial approach, which does not, 
explicitly at least, discriminate on the basis of ethnic origins or cultural 
specifi cities.
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In addition to these notions, it would also be helpful to clarify some of 
the more specifi c terms that are commonly used in policy discourse and 
the media – ‘zone’, ‘HLM’, ‘cité’ and ‘quartier’. What these terms have in 
common is that they are all negatively connoted spatial designations 
(remember the prosecuting attorney’s reference to ‘zones’ at the outset of 
this section), although they do not necessarily carry a negative meaning. 
‘Zone’ (‘la zone’, literally ‘zone, area’) was originally used to refer to the 
makeshift dwellings set up around the fortifi cations of Paris, and its meaning 
extended to refer to deprived peripheral areas. The Robert & Collins dic-
tionary translates the term as ‘slum belt’. The term is still used in a common 
expression, ‘c’est la zone’, to refer to areas perceived as remote and/or 
undesirable.

The term ‘zone’ was also used in the post-war period in order to desig-
nate areas for urbanization at the peripheral areas of cities, starting in 1958 
with the Priority Urbanization Areas (ZUPs, Zones à Urbaniser par Priorité). 
Since then, many ‘zones’ have been designated for policy purposes, as we 
will see in the following chapters. For the moment, however, it may be 
useful to keep in mind the distinction between these two uses of the term 
‘zone’. The fi rst one (as in ‘c’est la zone’) carries negative connotations, 
which has to do with the term’s historical usage to refer to deprived areas 
outside the city. The second one is used in the policy discourse (as in 
ZUPs) to designate areas of intervention. Although this second usage is 
not necessarily negative, the two ‘zones’, the name and the adjective, 
usually overlap.

The ‘HLM’ (Habitation à Loyer Modéré, Moderate Rent Housing) is 
French social housing. Although the dominant image of the HLM is one 
of large-scale, high-rise housing development in the peripheral areas of 
cities, not all the HLMs conform to this image. There are HLMs that are 
not large-scale and high-rise, located in the central areas of cities. The 
dominant image of the HLM follows from the post-war urbanization 
pattern of rapid and mass construction in the peripheral areas of cities 
where land was available and cheaper.

The same is true also for ‘cités’, which evoke an image similar to the 
stereotypical HLM. A cité is a group of buildings constructed according to 
a single plan, often isolated from (or at least clearly demarcated from) the 
rest of the urban fabric. A cité might be a cité ouvrière (similar to company 
towns), cité universitaire (halls of residence), cité-jardin (garden city) or cité-
dortoir (dormitary town). The original meaning of the term had to do with 
the enclosed medieval cities, and some of the old city centres are still 
referred to as cités (for example, l’île de la Cité in Paris, la Cité de Carcas-
sonne, la Cité de Londres). The term also has political connotations. When, 
for example, one talks about ‘the life of the Cité’ (la vie de la Cité), the ref-
erence is to the city as a political entity, implying its political management 
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and public life. When used in this sense, the fi rst letter is usually, but not 
necessarily, capitalized. The notion of ‘droit de cité’ also derives from the 
political implications of cité, and means ‘right of abode’. However, the term 
cité is commonly used, to cite Wacquant’s (1993: 367) defi nition, to refer 
to ‘degraded working-class neighbourhoods harbouring large low-income 
housing tracts’. Hargreaves (1996) translates it as ‘estates’ or ‘council 
estates’. I use the term without translating throughout the text as a reminder 
of its political implications.

Finally, ‘quartier’, which is sometimes translated as ‘quarter’, as in ‘the 
Latin Quarter’. Quartier literally means ‘neighbourhood, district, area’. It 
could, therefore, be anywhere, in the centre of Paris, for example (the cel-
ebrated Latin Quarter is also a ‘quartier’). The term, however, acquires a 
particular meaning in urban policy discourse, and designates the urban 
policy neighbourhoods, which, mainly, are social housing neighbour-
hoods in the banlieues. Although I translate it as ‘neighbourhood’, it should 
be noted that in policy discourse, political debates and in the media, 
the generic term ‘quartier’ refers to certain neighbourhoods (i.e. social 
housing neighbourhoods, mainly in the banlieues), and it conveys a 
negative image.4

To reiterate, my main point here is that French urban policy has to be 
seen in relation to the republican tradition, which informs its formulation 
of perceived problems, proposals for solutions and legitimations of state 
intervention. As we will see, this relationship has become more marked 
since the 1990s with the rise of republican nationalism, leading to the 
articulation of banlieues in increasingly ‘ethnic’ terms, as incompatible with 
– even ‘threatening’ – the integrity of the republic. Despite the republican 
anxiety over division and disunity, French urban policy operated with a 
more divisive spatiality, consolidating a rather rigid geography of ‘threat’. 
This orientation also signalled the coming of the penal state, and largely 
undermined citizenship and justice movements in the banlieues.

Organization of the Book

The book is organised in three parts: (I) ‘Badlands’; (II) ‘The Police’; and 
(III) ‘Justice in Banlieues’. Chapters 1 and 2 in Part I set the stage and 
propose an approach to urban policy with a focus on the spatial conceptu-
alizations of intervention areas, and their varying political implications.

In the early 1980s, French urban policy was conceived with such stated 
ideals as ‘self-management’, ‘social development of neighbourhoods’, 
‘democratic management of the city’ and ‘the right to the city’. Since then, 
however, not only has urban policy’s articulation of banlieues changed, but 
also other state institutions such as the Ministry of Justice and the French 
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Intelligence Service have become involved with the issue. In the process, 
earlier ideals have been overshadowed by increasingly authoritarian mea-
sures towards banlieues with a stated aim to ‘re-conquer no-go areas’. 
Chapters 3 to 5 in Part II – ‘The Police’ – demonstrate the transformation 
of urban policy from a more socially oriented policy to one obsessed with 
security. This transformation is placed in wider political and economic 
context, both national and international. Organized around three themes 
– ‘revolts’, ‘surveillance’ and ‘repression’ – that correspond to three periods 
(1981–9, 1990–2 and 1993–2006), chapters in this part show that while 
urban policy has been dealing with practically the same areas for years, the 
ways in which it conceived its spaces of intervention, associated problems 
with them, and legitimized particular forms of intervention have changed 
considerably.

Chapters 6 and 7 constitute Part III – ‘Justice in Banlieues’ – which takes 
its name from a resistance movement (as we will see in Chapter 4) that 
seeks to federate separate political mobilizations in banlieues. In Chapter 6, 
I tell the story of a notorious banlieue, Vaulx-en-Velin in the Lyon metro-
politan area, which has been included in urban policy programmes since 
1984. This banlieue was the site of furious revolts in 1990 (and later in 
1992 and 2005, though of a smaller scale), and remains a major reference 
in debates around urban policy and banlieues. Through interviews with local 
offi cials and the members of a local political association founded by immi-
grant youth, I show that despite their negative stereotypical image as bad-
lands, banlieues are also sites of political mobilization – or of ‘insurgent 
citizenship’, to use Holston’s (1998) notion5 – with democratic aspirations, 
drawing on a vocabulary of justice, citizenship and equality. This account 
is part of alternative voices that I insist should be taken into consideration 
in debates around urban policy. Chapter 7 presents an analysis of recurrent 
revolts in the banlieues, and shows that revolts are reactions to persistent 
problems such as mass unemployment, discrimination, racism and police 
violence, although their offi cial framing (as explored in Part II) highlights 
less the diffi cult material conditions in the banlieues than the ‘threat’ posed 
by them to security and social order. Chapter 8 concludes the book by 
re-visiting the arguments laid out in the fi rst chapter about space, politics 
and urban policy.



2

State’s Statements: Urban Policy 
as Place-Making

States, if the pun be forgiven, state; the arcane rituals of a court of law, the 
formulae of royal assent to an Act of Parliament, visits of school inspectors, 
are all statements. They defi ne, in great detail, acceptable forms and images 
of social activity and individual and collective identity; they regulate, in 
empirically specifi able ways, much – very much, by the twentieth century – of 
social life. Indeed, in this sense ‘the State’ never stops talking.

Corrigan and Sayer, 1985: 3

The power of defi nition, as Hobbes knew, is a highly strategic power invested 
in the state.

Connolly, 1991: 207

I take Corrigan and Sayer’s notion of ‘state’s statements’ as a starting point 
from which to work out my approach to urban policy, which, as mentioned 
in the previous chapter, follows from a premise to consider its spaces not 
as given, but as produced through practices of articulation. The notion 
allows me to capture the state’s diverse practices of articulation as they 
relate to the spaces of urban policy – defi nitions, categorizations, spatial 
designations, namings, mappings and statistics. It thus enables me to high-
light various articulatory practices at work – including urban policy as well 
as other state’s statements – in the constitution of the spaces of urban policy 
(i.e. its spaces of intervention).

The notion also allows me to draw attention to the governmental dimen-
sion of such articulatory practices. Corrigan and Sayer’s formulation implies 
that the state’s statements are practices of articulation with a governmental 
dimension. How, then, could the state’s statements be conceptualized in 
spatial terms? If the state’s statements defi ne the ‘proper place’ of things 
and people, as Corrigan and Sayer suggest, what are the political implica-
tions of such an ordering? And what are the implications of this when 
considering the relationship between space, politics and urban policy? Here 
I draw on Rancière’s political thought, which informs the theoretical 
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orientation of this book. Rancière’s political writings seem to be an odd 
place to seek tools for looking at urban policy. However, two remarks by 
activists in a notorious banlieue called Vaulx-en-Velin led me to this endea-
vour.1 The fi rst one is by Pierre-Didier Tchétché-Apéa, complaining about 
the negative image of banlieues and increasingly repressive measures devised 
to contain them:

Are we going to go on this way with millions of citizens excluded from the 
system, and just make do with it, with impressive police forces, even the 
military, to contain these areas and keep these territories well delimited in public 
space, and where serious crises like riots and so on are not considered as 
political acts, in the sense that they result from a socio-political problem, but 
are seen only in terms of security and repression? (Interview, Pierre-Didier 
Tchétché-Apéa, 2002; emphasis added)

The second remark is made by Yves Mena, commenting on the diffi culties 
of political mobilization in the banlieues:

When there’s an initiative in a banlieue, there are people who in other respects 
you would never suspect, people who are, I don’t know, members of 
anti-racist groups, part of movements for the defence of human rights, and 
who say to us, ‘what you’re doing is good, but it’s a pity because’, roughly 
speaking, ‘there are too many foreigners in it’, or else, ‘you’re a bit too 
connoted’  .  .  .  It’s dismaying to hear things like that! (Interview, Yves Mena, 
2002; emphasis added)

What I retained from these remarks (see italics above) was that the status 
of banlieues as well-delimited spaces with negative connotations under-
mined the possibilities of opening up spaces of politics in such areas. The 
place assigned to them in public space not only debilitated the political 
signifi cance of revolts (which was not the case when the fi rst series of revolts 
took place in the early 1980s), but also undermined more conventional 
forms of political mobilizations. In the consolidated spatial order, banlieues 
had their ‘proper place’, which resonated not with politics but with point-
less rioting and increasingly repressive measures.

Thinking conceptually about these remarks led me to Rancière’s work 
as a basis for my analysis of urban policy. Rancière’s main political concern 
is to resist the givenness of place. Or, as Robson (2005: 5) has succinctly put 
it, central to Rancière’s political thought is ‘[a] refusal to observe the 
“place” allocated to people and things (or at least, to particular people and 
things, such as the worker or the voice of the crowd)’. The contingency of 
any established order of governance with its distributions of functions, 
people and places is the central premise of Rancière’s politics.
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In the end, everything in politics turns on the distribution of spaces. What 
are these places? How do they function? Why are they there? Who can occupy 
them? For me, political action always acts upon the social as the litigious 
distribution of places and roles. It is always a matter of knowing who is 
qualifi ed to say what a particular place is and what is done in it. (Rancière, 
2003a: 201)

There exists a substantial spatial dimension in Rancière’s theorization of 
politics (Dikeç, 2005), which implies a disruption of the spatial distribu-
tions of the established order. For Rancière, orders of governance consti-
tute, normalize and depend upon particular spatial organizations, which 
become the ‘naturally given’ basis for government. This basis endows some 
the authority to govern while leaving others as the governed or the domi-
nated. The established spatial organization provides the given on the basis 
of which problems are defi ned, solutions proposed. Furthermore, the estab-
lished spatial organization, once normalized, provides a particular locus of 
enunciation for the governed, as implied by the remarks of Pierre-Didier 
and Yves Mena above.

The name Rancière gives to such spatial orderings is ‘the police’ – under-
stood in its original, non-pejorative sense as ‘government, organization’. 
‘The police’ refers to an established form of governance with everyone in 
their ‘proper place’ in the seemingly natural order of things. Three points 
should be emphasized here. First, Rancière uses the term ‘the police’ in a 
broad sense to refer to ‘all the activities which create order by distributing 
places, names, functions’ (1994: 173). The plurality of activities in his defi -
nition is important; otherwise the police would be merely a shorthand for 
totalitarianism. Second, the police – any police – order is contested and full 
of tension, and although the police notion of the society is based on a prin-
ciple of saturation (determined spaces with everyone and everything in their 
‘proper’ place), there is never a total closure. Third, the police is not identi-
cal to ‘state apparatus’. Although state’s practices of articulation may be 
seen as one example of the constitution of a police order, the ‘distribution 
of places and roles that defi nes a police regime stems as much from the 
assumed spontaneity of social relations as from the rigidity of state func-
tions’ (Rancière, 1999: 29).

The police is based on a particular regime of representation, to which 
Rancière refers to as ‘the partition of the sensible’, defi ned as ‘that system of 
sensible evidences that discloses at once the existence of a common [i.e. the 
whole to be governed] and the partitions that defi ne the respective places 
and parts in it’ (2000a: 12). The partition of the sensible, as a system of 
sensible evidences, arranges the perceptive givens of a situation – what is in 
or out, central or peripheral, audible or inaudible, visible or invisible. The 
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police, then, is not self-evident or naturally given, but rather a product of a 
particular regime of representation, or what Rancière calls sensible evi-
dences. It is exemplary in this sense that one of the fi rst measures the French 
Minister of the Interior Nicolas Sarkozy had proposed, when he took offi ce 
in 2002 with a stated aim to ‘restore the republican order’, was to modify 
the periodicity of the publication of fi gures of delinquency, and to make 
them publicly available more frequently (Le Monde, 31 May 2002a).

The police, therefore, is both a principle of distribution and an apparatus 
of administration, which relies on a symbolically constituted organization 
of social space, an organization that becomes the basis of and for gover-
nance. Thus, the essence of the police is not repression but distribution – 
distribution of places, people, names, functions, authorities, activities, 
and so on – and the normalization of this distribution. This is where 
Rancière’s work at once converges with and diverges from Foucault’s. The 
convergence – and Rancière’s intellectual debt to Foucault2 – becomes clear 
in the following extracts:

The notion of police, even in France today, is frequently misunderstood. 
When one speaks to a Frenchman about police, he can only think of 
people in uniform or in the secret service. In the seventeenth and eighteenth 
centuries, ‘police’ signifi ed a program of government rationality. This can 
be characterized as a project to create a system of regulation of the general 
conduct of individuals whereby everything would be controlled to the 
point of self-sustenance, without the need for intervention. (Foucault, 
1984: 241)

This term [‘the police’] no doubt poses a few problems. The word police 
normally evokes what is known as the petty police, the truncheon blows of 
the forces of law and order and the inquisitions of the secret police. But this 
narrow defi nition may be deemed contingent. Michel Foucault has shown 
that, as a mode of government, the police described by writers of the seven-
teenth and eighteenth centuries covered everything relating to ‘man’ and his 
‘happiness’. The petty police is just a particular form of a more general order 
that arranges that tangible reality in which bodies are distributed in community. 
(Rancière, 1999: 28; emphasis added)

For Foucault, the police extended well beyond a narrowly defi ned institu-
tion. Rancière shares this view, but emphasizes distribution as the essence 
of the police, and distinguishes his approach from that of Foucault’s in 
following terms:

In Omnes et singulatim Foucault treats the police as an institutional device 
[dispositif ] which partakes of the control of power on life and the bodies. 
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Police, in my work, does not refer to an institution of power, but to a principle 
of the partition of the sensible within which strategies and techniques of power 
can be defi ned. (Rancière, 2000b; emphasis added)

The distinctive spatiality of Rancière’s political thought makes it more 
compelling for me in this project about the relationship between space, 
policy and politics. While both Foucault and Rancière are sensitive to the 
spatiality and contingency of orders of governance, their work has varying 
implications for thinking about the relationship between space and politics. 
Whereas, in Foucault’s work, space mainly – though not exclusively – 
appears as part of a disciplinary technology and as ‘fundamental in any 
exercise of power’ (1984: 252), for Rancière, it forms the basis of his con-
ceptualization of politics, which is not centred on the notion of power. In 
other words, while Foucault’s sensibility towards the spatiality of order 
leads him to an exploration of the relationship between power and space 
(as evidenced, for example, in his discussion of the plague-stricken town 
and the Panopticon in Discipline and Punish), Rancière’s results in a 
distinctively spatial conceptualization of politics:

I address spatial categories as categories of distribution: distribution of places, 
boundaries of what is in or out, central or peripheral, visible or invisible. They 
are related to what I call the partition of the sensible. [.  .  .] In other words, my 
concern with ‘space’ is the same as my concern with ‘aesthetics’. [.  .  .] My 
work on politics was an attempt to show politics as an ‘aesthetic affair’ 
because politics is not the exercise of power or the struggle for power. It is 
the confi guration of a specifi c world, a specifi c form of experience in which 
some things appear to be political objects, some questions political issues or 
argumentations, and some agents political subjects. (Rancière, 2003b: 5–6)

Hence the difference between their notions of the police – as part of an 
institution of power in Foucault’s case, and as a principle of spatial ordering 
in Rancière’s. The police, in the way Rancière conceives it, is inherently 
spatial. Space is pertinent to it because identifi catory distribution (naming, 
fi xing in space, defi ning a proper place) is an essential component of gov-
ernment (as also suggested by Foucault, 1977). Such distributions defi ne 
legitimate interlocutors, make sensible certain issues while making others 
imperceptible, distinguish voices from noises. Rancière’s major political 
premise is that the givens of the police, its ordered spaces and partitions 
of the sensible, are always polemical and never objective, which is the pos-
sibility of politics: ‘Political activity is whatever shifts a body from the place 
assigned to it or changes a place’s function.3 It makes visible what had no 
business being seen, and makes heard a discourse where once there was 
only place for noise; it makes understood as discourse what was once only 
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heard as noise’ (Rancière, 1999: 30). Politics, then, ‘acts on the police’ 
(Rancière, 1999: 33). The spaces of the police and spaces of politics are 
enmeshed. Politics is thus inherently spatial as it puts into question the 
very distributions of the police, its partitioned spaces, which are normalized 
by regimes of governance. It is about the givens – always polemical and 
never objective – of a situation, about the established order of things, 
including established practices of identifi cation.

Rancière’s theorization of the police and politics is important for me as 
it draws attention to the relationship between space, politics and (urban) 
policy, understood as a practice of articulation that involves spatial ordering 
through descriptive names, categorisations, defi nitions, designations and 
mappings. Following Rancière’s defi nition of the police, I see urban policy 
as a particular regime of representation that consolidates a certain spatial 
order through such practices of articulation – spatially designating areas to 
be treated, associating problems with them, and generating a certain dis-
course (though not the only one) about them. In this sense, it is a place-
making practice with material effects in everyday lives of people, as we will 
see with the story of Vaulx-en-Velin in Chapter 6. Adopting such an 
approach has three implications for looking at urban policy.

First, rather than insisting on the self-evident quality of banlieues as given 
objects of intervention, I look at the ways in which they were constituted 
as objects of intervention with an associated discourse that carries the 
authority of state’s statements. To put it in Rancière’s terms, I look at the 
sensible evidences that were put into place in the constitution of banlieues 
as objects of intervention. These include policy documents, spatial designa-
tions, mappings, categorizations, namings and statistics, all of which con-
tributed to the consolidation of a certain spatial order and a particular 
way to think about it. As we will see in Part II (‘The Police’), the spatial 
order that urban policy helped to consolidate with its designations of 
intervention areas became offi cially so accepted that when the French 
Intelligence Service decided to engage with the question of banlieues, it 
was the list of urban policy neighbourhoods that they took as a starting 
point. When the Ministry of Justice engaged with the issue with a stated 
aim to restore the law, its measures aimed at the same neighbourhoods. 
Similarly, other repressive measures (like security contracts, Sarkozy’s 
fl ash-ball guns, etc.) and growing anxieties about the ‘values of the repub-
lic’ were all guided by the same spatial imaginary, which became the basis 
for the consolidation of what I call the republican penal state from the 
1990s onwards.

Second, I look at the political implications of the consolidation of this 
spatial order. I do so by looking at the French state’s responses to recurrent 
revolts in the banlieues, and relating them to the changing articulations 
of banlieues in increasingly negative terms. This shows that the political 
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signifi cance of revolts fades away as the banlieues are articulated more as 
a form of menacing exteriority and as a more repressive police order is 
consolidated. I try to show that this articulation highlights less the dif-
fi cult material conditions in banlieues than the ‘threat’ posed by these 
areas, shifting focus from growing inequalities and discriminations to 
menaces to ‘the values of the republic’, French identity and the authority 
of the state.

Third, I look at banlieues not merely as ‘badlands’, as the offi cial dis-
courses have increasingly articulated them, but also as sites of political 
mobilization with democratic ideals – which is exemplifi ed in Chapter 6. 
There is, in this sense, a constant tension between the offi cial discourse 
that defi nes banlieues and alternative voices formulated in the areas them-
selves, which question the place assigned to them in the police order. What 
the state’s statements constitute as badlands, I show, are also sites of politi-
cal mobilization that are aimed at opening up political spaces in the deter-
mined spaces of the police.

However, an approach to urban policy focusing merely on the three 
points outlined above neglects one aspect that is distinctive about urban 
policy – space. As Cochrane (2000: 532) notes, urban policy is distinctive 
compared to other social policies in that it conceives of its object 
spatially:

Urban policy [.  .  .] focuses on places and spatially delimited areas or the 
groups of people associated with them. Its problem defi nition starts from area 
rather than individual or even social group, although, of course, a concern 
with an area is often used as a coded way of referring to a concern about the 
particular groups which are believed to be concentrated in it.

This suggests that due attention be given to the ways in which space is 
conceived in urban policy. At the outset of this chapter, I have argued, 
following Corrigan and Sayer, that urban policy – as a state’s statement – 
has a governmental dimension. I have argued, furthermore, that it is a 
place-making practice, constituting its spaces of intervention as part of the 
policy process rather than intervening in already given spaces. Yet, this is 
not to imply that constitution of spaces through urban policy is a govern-
mental practice in a univocal sense. Let me elaborate.

One of the issues Foucault’s (1991) notion of governmentality raises is 
the mutual constitution of objects of governance and modes of thought – 
mentality – which then makes specifi c forms of intervention possible. Thus, 
the relevance of the concept for studies of (urban) policy derives from its 
emphasis on the mutual constitution of formation and intervention as part 
of the activity of governance, of which policy-making is one aspect. The 
emphasis on the mutual constitution of specifi c forms of representation 
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and intervention is indicated by the semantic linking of ‘governing’ and 
‘mentality’ (Lemke, 2001). This implies that governmental practices cannot 
be considered independently of the formation of the objects and subjects 
of governance. As Thrift (1999: 276) notes, following Rose (1996), one of 
the issues Foucault intended to signify with the notion of governmentality 
was the ways in which governmental activities were based on particular 
forms of political reasoning as conceptions of the objects and subjects to 
be governed.4

This formulation has useful implications for analysis of urban policy, 
which depends on and deploys particular spatial imaginaries. Urban policy 
implies ‘a process of actual boundary shaping’, and may be seen as an 
institutionalized spatial arrangement (Shapiro and Neubauer, 1989: 303) 
– what I referred to above, following Rancière, as ‘the police’. This makes 
it diffi cult to talk unproblematically about the ‘spaces’ of urban policy, 
because, in this view, they are constituted as part of the policy process. It 
follows that governmental practices, insofar as they involve both formation 
and intervention, are not merely ‘confi ned’ to designated spaces; they con-
stitute those spaces as part of the governing activity. If urban policy has 
a governmental dimension, as I have suggested, then its spaces of inter-
vention are not merely the sites of this governmental practice, but, fi rst 
and foremost, its outcomes. However, policy discourses and programmes 
are guided by particular ways of imagining space, which have different 
implications for the constitution of problems and formulation of solutions. 
In other words, how space is conceived matters because urban policy con-
ceives of its object spatially. How do different urban policies imagine their 
spaces of intervention? What kind of a spatial imaginary do they constitute 
and act upon? What difference do different ways of conceiving space make 
for urban policy? Such questions have received little – if any – attention 
in the geographical literature that focuses on governmentality and urban 
policy.

The French case, however, suggests that they should. I will show in Part 
II that although French urban policy has been addressing practically the 
same areas for years, the ways in which its intervention areas have been 
spatially conceptualized (and discursively articulated) have changed remark-
ably. This is not to imply that each succeeding programme has marked a 
rupture with the preceding one. In each of the three periods I use to orga-
nize my account, however, there was a discernible change not only in forms 
of state intervention – from revolts and the initiation of urban policy 
(1981–9) to surveillance (1990–2), and eventually to repression (1993–
2006) – but also in the spatial conceptualizations of intervention areas – 
from a relational view of intervention areas to self-contained areas with 
rigid boundaries. Different ways of imagining space, I will argue, had dif-
ferent implications for the constitution of problems and formulation of 



24  BADLANDS

solutions. Furthermore, each of the changing conceptualizations followed 
different political rationalities, understood as conceptualizations and justi-
fi cations of goals, ideals and principles of government (Rose and Miller, 
1992; Simons, 1995). This implies that the constitution of spaces through 
urban policy has a governmental dimension, but there is no inherent 
politics to such constitutions. It seems to me important, therefore, to 
give adequate attention to varying conceptualizations of space as they have 
different political implications, and refl ect different political rationalities.

This leads me to the issue of political rationalities. State’s statements 
are not produced in a vacuum. They change as governments change and 
states restructure, they refl ect or defl ect certain ideologies, follow particular 
rationalities, and respond to events, both local and global. In other words, 
the political-economic context in which they are produced matters. This 
issue has been effectively dealt with in the literature on urban policy and 
state restructuring, which interprets the contemporary transformations of 
western states and urban policies as a process of neoliberalization. It is to 
these debates that I now turn, which provide useful insights for interpreting 
urban policy in the larger framework of state restructuring.

Neoliberalism, Neoliberalization and the City

One of the key elements of the burgeoning geographical literature on neo-
liberalism is its emphasis on the production of new spaces and regulatory 
frameworks in interpreting contemporary transformations of cities and 
states. Such an emphasis encourages an interpretation of neoliberalism not 
as something merely happening to cities and states, but rather as a specifi c 
form of political rationality producing new spaces, and at the same time 
produced upon and through the spaces of particular states and cities. 
An important implication of such an interpretation is that it allows for 
variation: if neoliberalism is itself produced upon and through diverse 
geopolitical spaces (and also producing them), then there should be hybrid 
forms of neoliberalism (Larner, 2003; Peck, 2004). Yet such variations 
have not fi gured in the accounts of neoliberalism and neoliberalization 
in geographical literature, which are mainly inspired by US, UK and, 
to some extent, Canadian cities and states. Although the perils of reproduc-
ing one hegemonic story of neoliberalism are recognized and the hybrid 
nature of neoliberalism is emphasized, little or no empirical evidence is 
provided.

‘Despite the familiarity of the term, defi ning neoliberalism is no straight-
forward task,’ write McCarthy and Prudham (2001: 276). This is so, they 
argue, partly because the term refers to a variety of principles and practices, 
too complex to be effectively captured by a single defi nition. There is also 
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concern about the homogenization of specifi c forms of neoliberalism 
under overarching defi nitions (Larner, 2003; Peck, 2004). Defi ning neo-
liberalism, then, is neither an easy task nor a particularly desirable 
endeavour. However, any attempt at relating forms of restructuring to 
neoliberalism in order to see to what extent – if any – they can be seen as 
part of a larger neoliberalization process requires at least a tentative working 
defi nition.

There are, nevertheless, some general defi nitions of neoliberalism. 
Larner, for example, takes neoliberalism to signify ‘new forms of political-
economic governance premised on the extension of market relationships’ 
(2000: 5). For Thrift, ‘neoliberalism is a set of conventions or stories about 
the right ways to do things in order to succeed economically – as a fi rm, 
a country, a person or [.  .  .] a city’ (1999: 276). This extension of market 
relationships is driven by the logic of competition and effectiveness. In its 
most commonly conceptualized form, neoliberalism indicates a shift from 
the welfare state to the logic of the market. Political governments focus 
more on economic effi ciency and competitiveness, and less on, say, full 
employment and social welfare. Thus, the market, instead of the caring 
institutions of the (welfare) state, becomes the source of well-being. This 
conceptualization of neoliberalism as a ‘policy framework’ (Larner, 2000) 
implies a ‘roll-back’ of welfare state activities, and is usually concretized by 
policies of liberalization, privatization and deregulation.

But neoliberalism is more than a set of economic policies: it is a new 
form of ‘political-economic governance’ (Larner, 2000: 5); ‘one particular 
way in which government is made possible’ (Thrift, 1999: 276); a ‘political 
rationality that both organizes these policies and reaches beyond the market’ 
(Brown, 2003: 4). This is what Larner calls ‘neoliberalism as governmen-
tality’ – a particular form of governance that constitutes individuals and 
institutions in compliance with the norms of the market, producing calcu-
lating, individualized subjects responsible for their own well-being (or 
misery, for that matter), calculated, profi table economic and social policies 
aimed at encouraging – even requiring – competition, and institutions 
guided by the overriding objectives of competitiveness and effi ciency. As 
Brown maintains,

[N]eo-liberalism is not simply a set of economic policies; it is not only about 
facilitating free trade, maximizing corporate profi ts, and challenging wel-
farism. Rather, neo-liberalism carries a social analysis which, when deployed 
as a form of governmentality, reaches from the soul of the citizen-subject 
to education policy to practices of empire. Neo-liberal rationality, while 
foregrounding the market, is not only or even primarily focused on the 
economy; rather it involves extending and disseminating market values to all 
institutions and social action, even as the market itself remains a distinctive 
player. (2003: 7)
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Building on these observations, I take ‘neoliberalism’ as a political rational-
ity, and defi ne ‘neoliberalization’ as a particular form of restructuring 
guided by this political rationality premised on the extension of market 
relations that privilege competition, effi ciency and economic success. Such 
a defi nition seems to me useful for three reasons. First, it emphasizes a 
process rather than a static condition. Second, it encourages an approach 
that does not reduce neoliberalism to the application of a set of economic 
policies. Third, it pays attention to practices that (re-)constitute spaces, 
states, subjects, individuals and institutions for the purposes of government 
in a particular way. It takes into consideration not only the various tech-
niques and devices of government, but also the constitution of the objects 
and subjects to be governed. Thus, in my analysis of urban policy, I focus 
on the constitution of its spaces of intervention, their articulation with dif-
ferent kinds of issues and problems, and changing forms of intervention 
and their legitimization. I see this policy as part of a larger restructuring of 
the French state, which involves new forms of statecraft and governmental 
practices, re-scaling of the state apparatus, and the production of new 
spaces – of regulation, intervention and containment (Larner, 2003; Peck, 
2001, 2003).

As for the manifestations of neoliberalism at the urban level, three fea-
tures are commonly cited in the literature as characteristic, and could be 
seen to refl ect its economic, social and penal aspects. The fi rst issue is the 
institutionalization of inter-urban and inter-regional competition through 
(neoliberal) urban policies based on the logic of the market. This is fostered 
through a variety of programmes that include place-marketing, enterprise 
zones, urban development corporations and public–private partnerships 
(Brenner and Theodore, 2002; Peck and Tickell, 2002; see also Jones and 
Ward, 2002 for a political economy, and Raco and Imrie, 2000 for a 
governmentality approach to British urban policy). The second issue relates 
to the socio-economic and socio-spatial manifestations of neoliberalism. 
Neoliberal strategies deployed in cities, it has been argued, sharpen 
socio-economic inequalities and displace certain groups whose presence 
is deemed undesirable (Hubbard, 2004; MacLeod, 2002). Urban neo-
liberalism is deeply concerned with imposing a certain ‘social landscape’ 
on the city. The third issue follows from the second, and involves new 
and aggressive strategies of policing and surveillance aimed at particular 
groups and particular spaces (mostly city centres), criminalization of 
poverty and the increased use of the penal system (Peck, 2003; Wacquant, 
2001).

But the question remains as to what it is that makes these orientations 
specifi cally ‘neoliberal’. Economic strategies of the sort described above 
have already been effectively discussed under ‘urban entrepreneurialism’. 
A concern with certain groups in the city and its public spaces is not 
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distinctively neoliberal, nor is it a new occupation for urban governments. 
Moreover, one could be authoritarian without being neoliberal; authoritar-
ian forms of urban governance do not necessarily follow from neoliberal-
ism. In short, all of these commonly cited features of urban neoliberalism, 
when considered separately, could occur in political regimes that are not 
necessarily committed to such an ideology.

What makes urban policy orientations neoliberal, I believe, is the politi-
cal rationality underlying them (premised on the extension of market 
values) and the active construction – not only laissez-faire – of the condi-
tions in which such a political rationality can be disseminated, including 
markets, but also various institutional structures and practices that privilege 
competition, effi ciency and economic success. Neoliberalism requires 
‘political intervention and orchestration’ (Brown, 2003: 10) – through 
political institutions, law, policy, institutional practices and social norms – 
in order to encourage and facilitate competition, effi ciency and rational 
economic behaviour on the part of the individual members and institutions 
of the society (Brown, 2003; see also Peck and Tickell, 2002: 395–6). 
Neoliberalism extends as a political rationality – and not merely as policy 
package – which requires political agendas that construct the conditions of 
its development, dissemination and eventually normalization. For example, 
Peck and Tickell (2002: 394) argue that the development and deployment 
of the political rationality of neoliberalism was crucial in reinforcing, 
extending and, more importantly perhaps, normalizing the consolidation 
of competitive urban regimes – either to ‘win’ in the inter-urban competi-
tion, or to secure a place in the global race. And when neoliberal rationality 
extends to the state, not only does the state respond to the needs of the 
market (through measures that range from monetary policy to immigration 
policy, from welfare programmes to the workings of the penal system), but 
also the criteria for its success and legitimacy get indexed to the market. 
The state is successful as long as it secures and promotes the market, the 
health and growth of which is now its responsibility and the basis of its 
legitimacy (Brown, 2003: 12–14).

The orientations referred to above may cohere around this political 
rationality rather nicely, consolidating a relatively coherent neoliberal 
regime – as, for example, in certain US cities – or, in other cases, 
while the political rationality of neoliberalism guides mainly economic 
policies, policies in other spheres follow other rationalities, producing 
hybrid and sometimes contradictory forms of neoliberalism – as, for 
example, in France. In order to understand urban policy in France, it is 
necessary to look at the transformations of the French state in a way 
that considers not only its contemporary restructuring along dominant 
political-economic rationalities, but, equally importantly, its established 
political traditions.
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The Republican State and Its Contradictions

‘Neoliberalism à la française’, Jobert and Théret (1994: 80) maintain, is 
‘not a shameful neoliberalism. Its reconciliation with the Republic granted 
it a degree of authority and respectability.’ They refer to this reconciliation 
as ‘the republican consecration of neoliberalism’. Whether shameful or not, 
it is nevertheless possible to distinguish a French version of neoliberalism 
deeply infl uenced by the republican tradition emphasizing the social obliga-
tions of the ‘republican state’ towards its citizens. This is a conception of 
state that is highly endorsed by the public as well, which perhaps was best 
exemplifi ed by the massive strikes in 1995 against the then Prime Minister 
Alain Juppé’s attacks on the welfare state, and, more recently, by the 
immense opposition to a new labour law, the CPE (Contrat Première 
Embauche, First-Job Contract), which was seen to undermine job security 
for young people.5

The republican tradition is universalistic and assimilationist; it combines 
political membership (citizenship) with cultural membership (assimilation 
into ‘French culture’), and emphasizes the role of the central state in 
actively promoting citizenship – mainly through an impartial technocratic 
bureaucracy – and securing ‘solidarity’, ‘social bond’ and ‘social cohesion’ 
(Feldblum, 1999; Silver, 1993; 1994). It, therefore, refers to one particular 
way of conceptualizing the relations between state and society, with par-
ticular emphasis on the duties and obligations of the central state vis-à-vis 
its citizens. It follows a social not an economic rationality (see Silver, 1994). 
Still infl uential in many ways, the French conception of the republican state 
highlights the state’s obligations ‘to guarantee citizens’ social justice through 
the provision not just of traditional social services but also public infra-
structural services’ (Schmidt, 2002: 279). Such a conception not only 
prevented – to a certain extent, at least – social policy reforms along neo-
liberal lines, but also made it considerably diffi cult to legitimize such 
modifi cations since the political rationality of neoliberalism and that of 
the ‘republican state’ are logically contradictory. This contradiction has 
continued since the 1980s with belt-tightening economic policies and 
expansive social policies and services (Schmidt, 2002).

The Socialist government of the early 1980s (which initiated urban 
policy) had tried to implement the programme for which they were elected, 
which included increased state intervention and nationalization. Two years 
later, following the monetary crisis of 1983, already under pressure from 
fi nancial markets and the EEC, the Socialist government started to move 
towards a neoliberal economic programme, adopting policies of budgetary 
austerity and privatization. This orientation continued with the successive 
governments of the left and the right through policies of fi nancial market 
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liberalization, privatization, business deregulation and labour market 
decentralization (Budgen, 2002; Jobert and Théret, 1994; Knapp and 
Wright, 2001; Levy, 1999; Schmidt, 2002). The application of such poli-
cies, however, carried the mark of France’s (former) state capitalism. 
Despite market-oriented reforms in the last two decades, as Schmidt (2002, 
2003) effectively argues, the French state has not moved towards market 
capitalism, but from ‘state-led’ capitalism to a sort of ‘state-enhanced’ 
capitalism, where the state still plays an active, if diminished, role. Further-
more, while implementing policies associated with neoliberalism, the 
French state has not completely retreated from its welfare functions. 
Instead, it has intensifi ed its social interventions through public aid policies, 
minimum income programmes, government-sponsored work contracts and 
a universal health coverage plan (Levy, 2001; Wacquant, 2001). Increas-
ingly since the 1990s, social policy has become a key issue for governments 
of both the left and the right (Levy, 2001).

The French state’s ‘neoliberalism’, then, calls for reservations. Indeed, 
given the strong state tradition in France, neoliberalism as a political ideol-
ogy has little or no place – at least to be voiced explicitly – even in the 
French right’s political agenda. It should be remembered that before the 
dismantling of the dirigiste state in the 1980s, it was the French right that 
ran the dirigiste model for decades, and that the main party of the right (the 
Gaullist RPR) was founded on statist principles (Levy 2002).6 Neoliberal-
ism briefl y entered the right’s agenda as a political counter-ideology only 
after it lost power to the left in the early 1980s (Schmidt, 2002), and during 
Chirac’s unsuccessful 1986–8 government. Even then, Chirac had prom-
ised not to touch the welfare state. And during his 1995 presidential cam-
paign, Chirac (then head of the main party of the right, the RPR) had 
denounced the neoliberalism of his fellow party member Edouard Balladur 
(then Prime Minister), and organized his campaign around the theme of 
‘social fracture’, which he would seek to heal through intensifi ed state 
intervention. Before he reversed course a few months later with a stated 
aim to qualify for European Monetary Union by reducing the country’s 
budget defi cit, concrete measures indeed were taken, such as a 4% increase 
in the minimum wage, and fi nancial subsidies to employers willing to hire 
unemployed youths (Levy, 2001).

The republican tradition, therefore, is not without infl uence on the 
contemporary restructurings of the French state, which differs remarkably 
from a US- or UK-style neoliberalization. Three issues, however, should 
be emphasized. The fi rst relates to the emphasis on French cultural values, 
which is directly linked to political membership in the ‘one and indivisible’ 
republic. The republican tradition is ‘far more intolerant of diversity in 
public life than American pluralism’ (Silver, 1993: 346), and is prone to 
taking exclusive tones following from its obsession with culture. Exemplary 
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in this sense is the message delivered by Charles Pasqua shortly before 
taking offi ce as the Minister of the Interior in the centre-right government 
of 1993.7 Pasqua stated that a ‘multi-ethnic and multi-racial’ society would 
be tolerable, but not a ‘multi-cultural’ one: ‘If France does not suit them, 
all they have to do is go home and bugger off [foutre le camp]. [.  .  .] Those 
who want to live on the national territory must become French and assimi-
late our culture, we don’t have to put up with the others’ (Le Monde, 21–2 
March 1993: 11). Such a tendency may easily lead to the demonization of 
‘other’ cultures as ‘threats’ to national identity and cohesion, but also to 
the formulation of problems as following merely from cultural differences. 
This has partly been the case in the evolution of urban policy and the 
framing of banlieues, as we will see in the following chapters.

The second issue relates to the uses of republican rhetoric in political 
discourse (‘social cohesion’, ‘solidarity’, ‘social bond’). Given the deep 
attachment to the republican tradition, such rhetoric is usually part of 
political agendas, in words if not always in deeds. It seems, indeed, ‘the 
only way to win’ even for right-wing governments, who may then shift to 
neoliberal agendas, as Chirac did in 1995 (Budgen, 2002: 32). But the 
reverse may also be true. The Socialist government of the early 1980s, for 
example, largely avoided republican rhetoric, and employed, instead, 
notions such as ‘inequality’ and ‘social justice’ – a strategy aimed at con-
necting issues to the structural dynamics of capitalism rather than to an 
organic conception of society (Silver, 1994). These notions, however, grad-
ually disappeared from the political discourse after the 1983 turn of the 
government, and were replaced with the notion of ‘solidarity’, which, it 
was argued, implied a tacit acceptance of persistent inequalities (Jobert and 
Théret, 1994), and which could be seen ‘as much as a way of buying off 
the most affected interests [by neoliberal economic policies] as the defence 
of traditional values’ (Schmidt, 2002: 277).

The third issue follows from the previous two, and is particularly impor-
tant given one of the lessons imparted by the French case: that although 
there are elements of convergence, the contemporary restructuring of the 
French state differs remarkably from a US- or UK-style neoliberalization 
partly because of the republican tradition emphasizing the active role of 
the state for the well-being of its citizens. Emphasizing the importance of 
established political traditions in the restructurings of states runs the risk 
of asserting a certain national exceptionalism, accounting for everything 
and nothing in particular. Therefore, I do not submit that the republican 
tradition has remained an historically continuous ‘model’ with coherent 
policy implications. Far from being an unchanging model, even the very 
meaning of ‘republicanism’ is constantly contested, and the term is 
employed by extreme right parties as well as anti-racist organizations calling 
for a ‘true republicanism’ (see Feldblum, 1994). As I mentioned above, 
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Socialists largely avoided the term in the early 1980s. Starting with the 
early 1990s, the republican conception acquired an exclusionary form with 
an emphasis on French identity and cultural values. Since then, the lan-
guage of republicanism has continued under the right and the left, both 
emphasizing the authority of the state. In none of these periods, however, 
have the social services of the state been dismantled, although there have 
been attempts to do so. For these reasons, it is best to see republicanism 
as a relatively established political tradition that emphasizes the social 
duties and obligations of the state for the well-being of its citizens, not as 
a ‘model’ unanimously followed by succeeding governments.

Such an approach also requires an attentiveness to various ‘republican-
isms’, and the reasons behind their (re-)appearance, such as the resurgence 
of republican nationalism in the 1990s. Many scholars working on contem-
porary France have observed a change in the ‘attitude’ of the republic 
towards its ‘strangers’. This change consisted of a renewed enthusiasm for 
the republican tradition with nationalistic overtones – what I refer to as 
republican nationalism – and was most notably felt, it has been argued, in 
citizenship and immigration policies of the 1990s (Balibar, 2001; Blatt, 
1997; Feldblum, 1999; Tévanian and Tissot, 1998). As we will see in the 
following chapters, this change also had a strong spatial dimension. French 
urban policy, just like citizenship and immigration policies, has been 
affected by this burgeoning republican nationalism since the 1990s with an 
emphasis on the ‘values of the republic’ and ‘authority of the state’ alleg-
edly under threat from ‘communitarian’ groupings and the formation of 
ghettos in the banlieues. The French state’s contemporary restructuring is 
also marked by the rise of republican nationalism, with a shift towards more 
authoritarian and exclusionary policies, and the consolidation of the ‘repub-
lican penal state’ mainly in and through the social housing neighbourhoods 
in banlieues.

The Republican Penal State and Urban Policy

That the contemporary restructuring of the French state involves a com-
mitment to some form of neoliberalism has been observed by many scholars 
(Jobert and Théret, 1994; Levy, 2001, 2002; Schmidt, 2002; Wacquant, 
2001). However, this restructuring also carries the signs of the strong state 
tradition in France, infl uenced by the idea of the ‘republican state’ and its 
social obligations towards its citizens. One of the lessons that the French 
case offers is that established political traditions affect forms of neoliberal-
ization and state restructuring. I maintain, therefore, that such restructur-
ings are best understood as articulations of ‘the neoliberal project’ with 
established political traditions, an articulation I try to capture, for the case 
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of France, with the notion of the ‘republican penal state’. While there are 
linkages and echoes suggesting that the French path is converging with a 
neoliberal one, there exist major tensions and contradictions deriving from 
inherited political traditions – of which an emphasis on ‘the republic’ and 
its duties is one.

The notion of the republican penal state is also aimed at taking into 
consideration variations in what Wacquant has identifi ed as the ‘European 
penal state’, which follows the strong state tradition in Europe, and intensi-
fi es regulation through both social and penal policy-making. The ‘left hand’ 
of the state is still active, but it is increasingly accompanied by its ‘right 
hand’ through intensifi ed use of the police, courts and prison system, and 
with a form of regulation following a ‘panoptic logic’ that involves the 
criminalization of the poor and the close surveillance of populations seen 
to be problematic (Wacquant, 2001).

The penal state, however, varies with different political traditions, 
deploying different containment strategies and legitimizing discourses. The 
‘new penal commonsense’ (Peck, 2003) came to France with a republican 
twist, and shifted emphasis from prevention to repression through a legiti-
mizing discourse organized around ‘the republic’ under threat by allegedly 
incompatible cultural differences and the formation of ‘communities’ unac-
ceptable under the ‘one and indivisible’ republic. The republican penal 
state still has an active ‘left hand’, which, however, is increasingly accom-
panied by its ‘right hand’, concerning, in particular, the social housing 
neighbourhoods in banlieues. This is not to imply that the French state, 
after a decade of absence, is now back in deprived areas, as in the ‘roll-out 
neoliberalism’ of the US and UK cases (Peck and Tickell, 2002). The 
French state has been present in such areas through its urban policy 
(among others) for years – the 1980s included. The change between the 
1980s and the 1990s, in this sense, was not so much the return of the 
absent state to spaces of poverty and mass unemployment as the remark-
able change in the modes of intervention and discursive articulations of 
such spaces. It is this change that I chart in French urban policy.

Before moving on, let me summarize the main aspects of my approach. 
First, rather than taking the spaces of urban policy as given, I look at the 
ways in which they were constituted as objects of intervention through 
state’s statements – policy discourses, spatial designations, mapping, cate-
gorisations, namings and statistics. Therefore, I see urban policy as an 
institutionalized practice of articulation that constitutes its spaces of inter-
vention as part of the policy process, and consider the spaces of urban 
policy with the practices of their articulation.

Second, I look at the particular spatial order – ‘the police’ – consolidated 
by this articulatory practice and its political implications. I maintain, 
therefore, that urban policy is a place-making practice, but also that this 
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place-making is challenged by alternative voices formulated in the interven-
tion areas of urban policy.

Third, I focus on the ways in which space is imagined and manipulated 
in urban policy. I insist that different policy discourses and programmes 
imagine space in varying ways, and that changing conceptualizations of 
space and their policy and political implications should be taken into con-
sideration in analysis of urban policy. As Estèbe (2001: 25) notes, the basis 
of French urban policy is its defi nition of a ‘geography of priority neigh-
bourhoods’: that is, a geography constituted by the designated areas, which 
then becomes the basis of policy programmes and interventions. Based on 
how such areas have been constituted, he identifi es two such ‘geographies’: 
a ‘local’ geography of priority neighbourhoods (in the 1980s) and a ‘rela-
tive’ geography of priority neighbourhoods (starting from the 1990s). I 
follow Estèbe’s analysis, but argue that a third, ‘statist’ geography was also 
consolidated in the 1990s.8 As we will see, the three themes around which 
I organize chapters 3 to 5 in Part II – revolts, surveillance and repression 
– correspond to these changing spatial conceptualizations – local, relative, 
statist – as well as to changing forms of state intervention, from militant to 
bureaucratic to authoritarian.

This brings me to the fi nal aspect of my approach. I relate urban policy 
to state restructuring, paying particular attention to dominant rationalities, 
legitimizing discourses, established political traditions and major national 
and international events. In other words, I situate my analysis of urban 
policy in a broader political and economic context, showing how it feeds 
down into urban policy. Such an approach provides insight not only into 
French urban policy, but also into the contemporary restructuring of the 
French state. It points to the role established political traditions play in 
processes of neoliberalization, and offers insight into the making of the 
geographies of the penal state through urban policy.

The main issues that French urban policy is concerned with, the very 
issues that stimulated its conception and, later, institutionalization, have 
not changed: incidents of social unrest – which have since intensifi ed and 
geographically extended – and the concentration of certain groups in certain 
areas, a consequence mainly of the fi nancial diffi culties generated by the 
massive job losses of the economic restructuring processes from the 1980s 
onwards – which have since worsened. But the ways these issues have been 
articulated as problems, representations of intervention areas, forms and 
legitimizations of state intervention have changed remarkably over the 
years, consolidating a ‘police order’ almost in a literal sense. This is not to 
imply that urban policy-makers maliciously constituted these areas as zones 
of containment and repression. But urban policy, as we will see, has been 
tightly intertwined with issues of immigration and citizenship, anxieties 
about French identity, ‘values of the republic’, and the authority of the 
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state. It thus evolved alongside the contemporary transformations of the 
French state on increasingly authoritarian and exclusionary lines. When 
urban policy was fi rst conceived in the early 1980s as a response to revolts 
in the banlieues, it sought to create a political dynamic with such strong 
political ideals as ‘democratization of the management of the city’, ‘appro-
priation of space by inhabitants’ and ‘the right to the city’. Two and half 
decades later, in the autumn of 2005, banlieue revolts were suppressed 
by unprecedented repressive measures with the declaration of a state of 
emergency. Well, how did we end up here?



Part II

The Police





3

The Right to the City? Revolts and 
the Initiation of Urban Policy

At the end of a chapter entitled ‘Towards an urban strategy’, included 
in his 1970 La révolution urbaine, Lefebvre identifi ed three ‘political 
strategies’:

a)  introducing the urban problematic into (French) political life, pushing it 
to the forefront;

b)  elaborating a programme of which the fi rst article will be generalized 
autogestion [.  .  .];1

c)  introducing [.  .  .] the ‘right to the city’. (Lefebvre, 1970: 199)

As if to follow Lefebvre, all these ‘strategies’ were in place in the urban 
policy programme initiated by the Socialist government shortly after coming 
into power in 1981 – not quite as pre-conceived political strategies but, 
rather, as an urgent response to incidents of unrest in the banlieues of several 
French cities. This policy was aimed mainly, though not exclusively, at the 
social housing neighbourhoods in banlieues through a spatial, rather than a 
sectoral, approach. Although originally conceived as experimental and not 
necessarily permanent, this policy, as we will see, would lay the basis of 
what would eventually become a permanent geography of intervention 
areas. It would, in other words, be the fi rst step in the consolidation of ‘the 
police’, although its spatial approach was initially guided less by a govern-
mental drive than by a desire to promote the right to the city in the desig-
nated areas.

The origins of urban policy go back to 1977 and the fi rst programme of 
Housing and Social Life (Habitat et Vie Sociale, HVS hereafter). This pro-
gramme was originally conceived to address the problems of large-scale 
social housing estates (grands ensembles) located in the peripheral areas of 
major cities. These estates were mostly built in the 1960s, and they started 
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to show signs of degradation in the 1970s. In the 1960s, France was in the 
middle of its trente glorieuses: that is, the thirty years of economic growth 
from the end of the Second World War to the economic crisis of the 1970s, 
marked by rapid industrialization and urbanization. The grands ensembles 
were a quick, cheap and large-scale response to address the housing problem 
that had emerged in the post-war urbanization period. They were built 
mainly, as noted, in the peripheral areas of cities where land was available 
and cheap. They defi nitely contributed to the improvement of the lives of 
many families with their large surfaces, central heating, bathrooms and 
toilets, as Merlin (1998) explains in his book on the evolution of French 
banlieues.2

These housing estates initially did not accommodate deprived popula-
tions; they, rather, had inhabitants with stable incomes. By the end of the 
1960s, each city, regardless of its size, had at least one neighbourhood 
composed of such housing estates (Jaillet, 2000), referred to as HLMs. The 
HLM, French social housing, was conceived for low-income families, 
although large numbers of middle-class families lived in such estates in the 
early post-war period. Most of the HLMs were constructed after the war 
in designated peripheral areas, the Zones à Urbaniser par Priorité (Priority 
Urbanization Areas, ZUPs hereafter). The ZUPs were created in 1958, and 
although the title was changed to Zones d’Aménagement Concerté (Concerted 
Planning Areas, ZACs hereafter) in 1967, the often negative image of the 
ZUP remained. As Hargreaves (1995: 70) suggests, the HLMs that char-
acterize such areas may be seen as ‘the French equivalent of British council 
housing and American housing projects’.

Although the development of such areas contributed to the eradication 
of shanty towns (bidonvilles), and improved the living conditions of many 
families, they were far from the city centres, and under-equipped. Most of 
them suffered from the lack of adequate public transportation, shops, social 
and cultural amenities, and from physical degradation due largely to the 
use of cheap construction materials and rapid construction techniques. The 
housing fi nance reform of 1977 opened the exits for middle-class popula-
tions with stable incomes, who were growing dissatisfi ed by the living 
conditions in these areas. The main objective of this reform was to facilitate 
owner-occupied housing. Those having the fi nancial means took advantage 
of this reform and moved out from these areas. They were replaced by 
socio-economically disadvantageous populations; populations with unsta-
ble income and immigrants, who were hardly welcome by the property 
market in city centres. Moreover, rising unemployment exacerbated the 
problems in these areas. An inter-ministerial committee for housing and 
social life, the HVS, was established in 1977 in order to address these 
emerging problems. First experimented in 1972–3, the HVS programme 
was generalized in 1977 with the selection of fi fty sites for housing 
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renovation. The degradation of the grands ensembles was the main concern 
of HVS, which sought to address their problems through physical renova-
tion. One critic argued that the major concern was to change the image of 
the selected areas with the hope of keeping the middle-class families there 
and attracting more middle-class populations (Aballéa, 2000). Another 
criticized the HVS programme for being ‘too centralized, implying neither 
local elected representatives nor inhabitants, content often with re-doing a 
“new skin” to buildings without really improving the comfort of living 
conditions, and with extra “colouring” of the façades, which increase the 
growing or already affi rmed stigma from which these neighbourhoods 
suffer’ (Jaillet, 2000: 31). Jaillet’s criticism of the HVS programme, 
however, seems rather harsh compared to the account provided by Merlin 
(1998: 134), who argues that although the main concern of the programme 
was the physical improvement of the housing stock, this went beyond a 
simple ‘“colouring” of the façades’. Furthermore, the economic crisis and 
the ensuing rise in unemployment had not hit the social housing neighbour-
hoods too severely at the time. Such issues, therefore, were not at the core 
of the programme, but they were not completely neglected either. The 
same seems to be the case for the participation of inhabitants, which was, 
indeed, one of the stated objectives – if unrealized – of the programme 
(DIV, 1999). Nevertheless, in the highly centralized administrative system, 
the state remained the dominant actor (Merlin, 1998).

The Hot Summer of 1981: How Novel is ‘Violence’?

Urban policy was not simply an extension of the HVS programme. It was 
conceived following the incidents of unrest in the so-called ‘hot summer’ 
of 1981, a few months after the arrival of the Socialist government to 
power. Incidents mainly took place in the social housing neighbourhoods 
of the banlieues of Lyon, notably in Les Minguettes.

This is the routine account of the origins of urban policy and the intro-
duction of banlieues in the political agenda. Such incidents, however, were 
not entirely novel; similar incidents had occurred in the banlieues before. 
In his chronology of urban policy, Daoud (1993: 136), for example, marks 
the year 1978 for the ‘fi rst incidents of violence in the cités’. Mucchielli 
(2001) mentions confrontations between the police and the youth in Vaulx-
en-Velin as early as 1979. Bachmann and Le Guennec (1996: 329–30) 
show that Vénissieux, another banlieue of Lyon, was already a ‘regular’ of 
the local press with Vaulx-en-Velin and Villeurbanne (the so-called ‘3Vs’) 
as the ‘Lyon Bronx’. Similarly, Rey (1999) argues that incidents of unrest 
had occurred in banlieues more than once well before the hot summer 
of 1981.
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These remarks suggest that an exploration of the specifi c context in 
which urban policy emerged is important in order to understand what was 
at stake. Before the arrival of Socialists in power, incidents of unrest in the 
banlieues had not escaped the attention of the right-wing government of 
President Valéry Giscard d’Estaing. Four years before the hot summer, in 
1977, a commission chaired by Alain Peyrefi tte, the then Minister of 
Justice, had published a report entitled Réponses à la violence (Responses to 
Violence, Peyrefi tte Report hereafter). The conviction of the commission 
was that there had been a ‘sudden rise’ in violence in France, and that a 
‘feeling of insecurity’ had appeared (1977, vol. I: 31 and 32). The Peyrefi tte 
Report, while not neglecting other issues, linked violence to the city. 
Increasing violence and criminality, the report stated, was linked to a par-
ticular form of urbanization referred to as the ‘disorder [dérèglement] of 
urbanization’, which invoked the social housing estates built in the ZUPs. 
To account for the link between this form of urbanization and violence, 
three factors were identifi ed. The fi rst one of these was the ‘cramming in’ 
(‘entassement’) of populations in high-rise buildings. The second factor was 
segregation, which was seen as a consequence of modern town planning 
principles based on the separation of functions. The third factor identifi ed 
by the Peyrefi tte Report was the anonymity of populations, which was seen 
to follow from the principles of modern architecture and its monotonous 
structures. This form of urbanization, according to the report, was closely 
linked to violence and criminality: ‘Beyond six fl oors, criminality levels 
increase sharply. [.  .  .] [T]here exists a close link between certain forms of 
housing or urbanization (grands ensembles, high-rise blocks) and acts of 
violence against individuals’ (1977, vol. I: 142–3).

The same year that the Peyrefi tte Report was published, President 
Giscard d’Estaing charged his Minister of State for Immigrant Workers with 
a task to devise ways to reduce the immigrant population, targeting non-
European, and especially North African, immigrants. Many young North 
Africans were expelled through the use of the discretionary powers of the 
Minister of the Interior, but Giscard d’Estaing was hoping for more. He 
made an attempt, shortly before the presidential elections of 1981, to repa-
triate 500,000 Algerians by force, but failed (Weil, 1991; Weil and Crowley, 
1994). It was in this context that the Socialists came to power in May 1981. 
One of their promises was to suspend the expulsion of immigrants.

Brixton in France? The Haunting of the French Republic

Was France going to experience, in the same way as the United States or 
England, forsaken neighbourhoods and areas of uncontrolled social explosion?

Dubedout Report, 1983: 5
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Our country has not experienced the explosions of violence that some 
working-class neighbourhoods abroad have been through in recent years.

Levy Report, 1988: 31

In France, large numbers of foreign workers were recruited to meet labour 
shortages during the 1960s and early 1970s. The oil shock and ensuing 
recession, however, altered the need to import labour. There was also a 
concern about the social and political implications of large-scale immigra-
tion. In 1974, organized recruitment of foreign workers was suspended. 
Family reunifi cations, however, kept the number of foreign populations 
growing, who were becoming more and more visible in everyday life 
(Brubaker, 1992).

In May 1981, Socialists came to power under the presidency of François 
Mitterrand with an ambitious programme that involved such politically 
fragile issues as the abolishment of capital punishment, suspension of the 
expulsion of immigrants, voting rights for immigrants in local elections, 
decentralization and autogestion. They were strategically able to keep all 
these promises as they came to power with a majority in the National 
Assembly and a strong base at the local level.

The principle of autogestion had served to bring together divided 
segments of the left, and was a strong rallying point while in opposition. 
However, once in power, the principle was abandoned due mainly to the 
confl icts between the Socialist Party (Parti Socialiste, PS hereafter), the 
French Communist Party (Parti Communiste Français, PCF hereafter) and 
major workers’ unions. Furthermore, the negative effects of the economic 
crisis of the 1970s had rendered the working class more passive. There 
was a decline in labour militancy, and most workers, concerned with job 
security in a context of increasing unemployment, saw autogestion as 
‘utopian and even dangerous’, and preferred more gradual reforms (Smith, 
1987: 58).

Decentralization became the primary focus of the new government. 
Reforms were made with a stated aim to promote a ‘new citizenship’, as 
Prime Minister Pierre Mauroy put it, which involved a reorganization of 
the territorial governing structure of the state. The executive power of the 
prefect (the state’s local representative) was transferred to elected assem-
blies in the departments and regions. Local governments were given tax-
raising powers and more responsibilities. However, the communes were 
not addressed adequately in a context of deindustrialization, which hit 
some communes more severely than others. They were all treated on an 
equal basis, but the issue of resources available to them in addressing 
problems or performing required services was not carefully considered. 
This would have serious consequences since the negative effects of the 
economic crisis had started to be felt more severely, disproportionately 
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affecting communes with mainly working-class populations. Many workers 
were directly affected by job losses in industry and manufacturing. They 
were also affected indirectly because the industrial banlieues where many 
workers lived started to lose their fi scal potential. In addition to this, urban 
renewal programmes and increasing rents obliged many workers in city 
centres to move away to peripheral areas, where increasing unemployment, 
decreasing fi scal resources and lack of facilities seemed to be concentrating 
(Le Galès and Mawson, 1994; Preteceille, 1988).

Another issue on the agenda of the new government was voting rights 
for immigrants in local elections. But this promise was not kept; the public, 
President Mitterrand argued, was not yet ready for that. The other promise 
concerning immigrants, however, was kept. The expulsion of immigrants 
was suspended, and measures were taken for the regularization of the status 
of ‘illegal’ immigrants. With a law passed in 1984, most foreign residents, 
regardless of their origins, were granted a renewable ten-year residency 
permit that would allow them and their families to settle in France (Weil 
and Crowley, 1994).3

The decision to suspend the expulsion of immigrants was immediately 
challenged by commentaries in right-wing papers. Le Figaro, for example, 
wrote: ‘In neighbourhoods with a high density of North African population, 
the situation becomes explosive’ (7 July 1981: 26). Le Quotidien de Paris 
was even more straightforward: ‘Now that the expulsions are suppressed, 
they [young Arabs] are going to steal our cars and violate our daughters’ 
(7 September 1981).4 The attitude in some segments of the left did not 
diverge greatly from these positions. The French Communist Party (PCF) 
candidate Marchais opened his 1981 campaign by asserting that ‘there was 
too strong a concentration of immigrants in the population’ (Le Matin, 1 
October 1981).5 The PCF had already ‘played the ethnic card’ during the 
campaign for the 1981 presidential elections (Hargreaves, 1995: 182), and 
supported the actions of a communist mayor in Vitry who, on Christmas 
Eve 1980, had ordered the demolition of a hostel accommodating African 
workers.

The anti-immigrant comments in 1981 were probably conditioned, in 
part at least, by the incidents of that year’s hot summer, notably in Les 
Minguettes neighbourhood of Vénissieux, one of the banlieues of Lyon. The 
left was in power for the fi rst time in the Fifth Republic, after 23 years, 
with an agenda including politically contentious issues. In this context, 
such incidents had particular signifi cance, especially for the opposition 
right, which had centred its critique on the ‘soft’ attitude of the new 
government towards immigration (Bachmann and Le Guennec, 1996; 
Mucchielli, 2001). Moreover, ‘race riots’ had occurred on the other side 
of the Channel, notably in Brixton,6 and their ghost was haunting the 
French republic. Indeed, a clear message was delivered to the presidential 
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candidates before the election, a few days after the start of Brixton revolts. 
In Lyon, a young person of Algerian origin, a priest and a pastor were on 
hunger strike in order to protest against the expulsion of immigrants by 
Giscard d’Estaing’s government. A full-page open letter to the candidates 
was published in Le Monde on 17 April, asking the government to imme-
diately end the expulsion of immigrant youth. Typed in bold, capital letters 
was ‘Brixton in France?’ The practice of the government was judged as a 
‘moral genocide’ that had to be stopped. Otherwise, the letter stated, the 
government would have to ‘assume the responsibility of triggering off 
explosions in France similar to those in Brixton’; it would only then become 
clear that ‘the hunger strike of Lyon was the last chance of non-violence’ 
(Figure 3.1).

Les Minguettes is a social housing neighbourhood in Vénissieux, in the 
Lyon agglomeration, department of Rhône, region of Rhône-Alpes (Figures 
3.2 and 3.3). The negative effects of economic restructuring were severely 
felt in certain banlieues of the East Lyon Region, where Vénissieux is 
located. Between 1975 and 1982, seven fi rms were closed in this banlieue 
(Belbahri, 1984: 108, fn. 3). In this period, the number of unemployed 
people in Vénissieux more than doubled (from 1,253 to 3,287), which 
corresponded to a rise in unemployment rate from 3.8% in 1975 to 10.8% 
in 1982. The banlieue also lost 10,000 of its inhabitants in less than a 
decade (from 74,417 to 64,848).7

The incidents were not unique to Les Minguettes; there were incidents 
in other social housing neighbourhoods of the banlieues of Lyon as well. 
Throughout the summer, there were confrontations between the youth and 
the police in Vaulx-en-Velin, Vénissieux and Villeurbanne – the so-called 
‘3Vs’ (Figure 3.4). The events reached their peak in early July with ‘spec-
tacular’ incidents such as ‘rodéos’, in which cars were stolen and set on fi re. 
Nevertheless, Les Minguettes became the symbol of the incidents of 1981. 
It became, as Belbahri (1984) argued, the symbol at once of the inadequa-
cies of social housing estates and the position of immigration in France. 
Indeed, the incidents of 1981 helped bring to the surface an imminent 
debate on immigration in France, which was marked by the haunting ghost 
of the so-called ‘Anglo-Saxon model’. Although ‘race riots’ were unimagi-
nable under the French Republic, unlike, say, Britain and the United 
States, the incidents nonetheless gave rise to fears.8 As Dubet and Jazouli 
wrote: ‘It was as if, suddenly, there had been a qualitative change in the 
perception of delinquency, French society had suddenly felt it was threat-
ened by popular riots familiar to Americans and that have been known in 
England since 1974’ (1984: 8; cited in Mucchielli, 2001: 106–7). French 
urban policy originated in this particular context, which led to the associa-
tion of the banlieues with the issue of immigration. There were already 
concerns with immigration in the 1970s, framed generally with references 



Figure 3.1 Brixton in France? (Source: Le Monde, 17 April, 1981: 11)
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to unemployment. The incidents of 1981 gave these concerns a spatial form 
and put ‘the banlieue’ on the political agenda.

Before moving on to urban policy, it might be helpful to remember some 
of the points regarding the context in which it was conceived. The incidents 
of Les Minguettes were not novel, nor were they generated out of thin air. 
However, their form was novel and more ‘spectacular’ compared to previ-
ous incidents. Sylvie Harburger was a researcher in the Ministry of Public 
Works at the time, and she joined the urban policy commission created 
after the incidents. Here is how she remembers the impact of the ‘hot 
summer’ of 1981:

Well, you know, they were received in a way  .  .  .  even worse than the riots in 
November last year [2005] [.  .  .] because it was the fi rst time, you know. It 
was the fi rst time and nobody had  .  .  .  no one in the general public had 
anticipated them  .  .  .  and it was a confl ict, which incidentally is  .  .  .  strange, 
looking back. The confl ict in 1981 was between the youth and the police. So 
in a way it’s the very same confl ict that hasn’t been solved to this day. [.  .  .] 
You know, it was the fi rst demonstration that got wide media coverage. I 
guess it wasn’t any worse than what went before, but cars were burned down. 
(Interview, Sylvie Harburger)

Although the incidents came as a big surprise to the general public, the 
problems and tensions in banlieues were not totally unknown to the state 
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and the media. Various state institutions, such as the Commissariat Général 
du Plan (the offi cial organization responsible for economic planning) and 
the Ministries of Public Works, National Education and Justice, were 
already aware of the problems:

While the urban crisis in a way ‘surprised’ local and national politicians 
during the summer of 1981, it was no novelty for civil servants working in 
services surveying city evolution. They had not foreseen the violence of the 
confl ict (between the young people and the police), but they had a foreboding 
of the turning point, and they had identifi ed it already in the late 1970s. 
(Harburger, 1994: 387)

Following from these remarks, the initiation of urban policy was not so 
much a straightforward response to a newly discovered problem. The 
‘problem’, fi rst, had to be articulated as a problem, and solutions proposed 
accordingly. The response of the new government carried immense strate-
gic and symbolic signifi cance. Strategically, the new government could not 
have afforded the recurrence of such incidents, especially when faced with 
the right’s critique of its ‘soft’ attitude towards immigration. Symbolically 
too, because the Socialist Party’s success was based largely on the emer-
gence and activism of a new generation of militants and elites, mostly 
committed to urban struggles. Indeed, the initial impetus for the decen-
tralization reforms ‘had much to do with the pressure of the social move-
ments that produced the 1981 victory’ (Preteceille, 1988: 415). This meant 
that the Socialist government was very sensitive to social movements – 
indeed it had to be in order to maintain its locally based power (Harburger, 
1994; Preteceille, 1988). Nevertheless, it was a bit perplexed since Les 
Minguettes conformed neither to traditional forms of urban struggles, nor 
to the formal associational forms, both of which the left was familiar with. 
There was, for example, no explicit claim made by the revolting youth 
(Donzelot and Estèbe, 1993; Jazouli, 1992).

There is surprisingly little account of what happened in Les Minguettes 
in the summer of 1981. There was apparently no specifi c incident that 
triggered the incidents, which consisted of rodéos and confrontations 
between the police and the youth (see, for example, the media review report 
prepared by the CNV, 1991b). A more detailed account is provided by 
Jazouli (1992), who argued that although no explicit claims were made by 
the young people, the incidents were provoked by a ‘feeling of exclusion’, 
generated by economic diffi culties, failure at school and tensions with the 
police. Two interviews cited by Jazouli may support this interpretation:

It’s when the cops started their provocations that the young people became 
aggressive, because they didn’t understand the aggressiveness of the cops 
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toward them. Rodéos are an answer to everything they have endured, them and 
their parents. They got hit, and didn’t understand; the anger they had within, 
they took out on the cars. First it was big cars stolen in the city centre, every-
thing they are deprived of; and because when you steal a car, who comes to 
get it? The cops! It was a little like a cat-and-mouse game, the objective was 
to attract the cops who wouldn’t let them live in peace, to fi ght them in the 
evening, face to face. (Djamel, Les Minguettes; cited in Jazouli, 1992: 21–2)

For us, rodéos were a way of expressing how fed up we were, nobody could 
have foretold it would go so far; media commented them both negatively and 
positively, but no one could claim not to know what we were experiencing 
after that. It’s only afterwards that that leftists and intellectuals turned up to 
try and explain to the guys the true meaning, as they said, of the rodéos. For 
us, it was bullshit, and, anyway we didn’t get it. They weren’t the ones who 
were deep in shit, their friends weren’t in jail. They got it quite quickly, and 
some of them even got slapped in the face, it may have been stupid, but 
you have to understand that we were fed up with everybody. (Farid, Les 
Minguettes; cited in Jazouli, 1992: 24)

By the end of the summer of 1981, some 250 cars had been stolen and 
set on fi re in the peripheral social housing neighbourhoods of Lyon, 
Marseilles, Roubaix, Nancy and Paris (Jazouli, 1992). These manifesta-
tions were taken seriously by the Socialist government, and an urban policy 
programme was initiated, which was unprecedented in many ways. In the 
words of Dominique Figeat, who participated in this programme:

[T]he left-wing government was very uneasy about this [i.e. the incidents of 
1981]. So I think it had a crucial effect on the will of the Prime Minister at 
the time, Pierre Mauroy, to engage into, in actions of such importance, in 
the sense that, faced with those riots there could have been a purely securitar-
ian or police-oriented response, but there was also a response that was urban, 
social, more political, more general, which was clearly what Pierre Mauroy 
wished for. (Interview, Dominique Figeat)

The ‘Founding Texts’ of Urban Policy

Following the incidents of 1981, a National Commission for the Social 
Development of Neighbourhoods (CNDSQ)9 was created by Prime Min-
ister Mauroy in the same year. In his letter dated 25 November 1981 
addressed to Hubert Dubedout, mayor of Grenoble, Mauroy charged the 
commission with addressing ‘the problem of social housing neighbour-
hoods’, and attached it directly to the offi ce of the Prime Minister. Three 
reports were prepared in the following two years, which are usually referred 
to as the ‘founding texts’ of urban policy. Before moving on to these 
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reports, however, let us try to get a sense of what the climate was like among 
urban policy-makers at the time. They were, on the one hand, faced with 
a politically charged and urgent issue. On the other, they were given 
an opportunity to tackle the urban question with the full support of the 
government in, perhaps, unprecedented ways. How did the commission 
interpret its mission? What ideals did its members seek to promote?

Sylvie Harburger, who had joined the CNDSQ right after its creation, 
provides an account. There existed, she states, a peculiar ‘state of mind’, 
‘a real “burst” of enthusiasm’ (1994: 385). Another member of the com-
mission, Pierre Saragoussi, defi nes it as ‘euphoric’ (interview with the 
author). At the time, the CNDSQ represented a real innovation, and there 
was great hope and certitude that doing things ‘differently’ would help 
to ameliorate the situation (Harburger, 1994: 385). The nomination of 
Dubedout as the president of the commission was not merely a highly 
welcome decision; it also had immense symbolic value. It was highly 
welcome because Dubedout was nationally known (which was pretty 
uncommon for a mayor at the time), not for his political infl uence at the 
national level, but for his local practices as the mayor of Grenoble, which 
was then regarded as ‘a laboratory of municipal management’ (Harburger, 
1994: 386). Dubedout was one of the founders of Municipal Action Groups 
(Groupes d’Action Municipale, GAMs) in the 1970s, which sought to promote 
autogestion at the urban level. He was also an advocate of voting rights for 
immigrants in local elections. Here is how Bachmann and Le Guennec 
describe Dubedout and the team he brought together: ‘The small team 
gathered around Dubedout, as Dubedout himself, is heir to the urban 
movements of the 1970s. Therefore, it attaches extreme importance to local 
democracy, to listening to inhabitants, even if they do not vote, even if they 
are not organized in offi cially recognized associations’ (1996: 378). Domi-
nique Figeat was part of the team, and here is how he describes Dubedout 
and his colleagues:

First of all, the image of a mayor very involved in running his city, and the 
image of a man with a background in associative movements. And he himself 
wanted the measures taken for the urban transformation of the neighbour-
hoods, to involve the associative movements, the social movements, and for 
it to take place in very close partnership between the public authorities, the 
state, the local authorities and the associative movements. And at the time, 
the issue of the implication of inhabitants in the projects was an issue that 
had come up. (Interview, Dominique Figeat)

The nomination of Dubedout was also symbolically important given the 
French state’s established practice of top-down, technocratic interventions. 
Dubedout was not a technocrat but a locally elected offi cial. Perhaps this 
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might not sound a breakthrough now, but at the time, such a nomination 
was seen as rather astonishing: ‘It was a revolution, not simply a novelty’ 
(interview, Sylvie Harburger).10 Dubedout’s appointment was consistent 
with the new government’s attempt to alter overly centralist state practices, 
exemplifi ed by the decentralization reforms. ‘We had the feeling we were 
inventing a new state profession, closer to and more respectful of other 
partners, notably locally elected offi cials’ (Harburger, 1994: 386).11

Therefore, the particular ‘state of the mind’ of the early 1980s among 
the members of the commission, as Figeat, Harburger and Saragoussi 
described it, was characterized by three major orientations and sensibilities. 
First, there was an orientation towards people working in the fi eld (‘acteurs 
de terrain’), called the ‘foot soldiers of democracy’ by the members of the 
commission. Second, there was a sensitivity towards urban social move-
ments, which probably was infl uential in the creation of the CNDSQ in 
the fi rst place. Finally, priority was given to local offi cials rather than to 
technocrats; the commission members were much more sensitive to local 
specifi cities and experiences compared to the technocratic practices that 
had characterized earlier periods.

The Dubedout Report, Ensemble, refaire la ville (Together, Remaking the 
City), was published in 1983, proposing a new approach: Social Develop-
ment of Neighbourhoods (Développement Social des Quartiers, DSQ here-
after).12 This was accompanied by two other reports: the Schwartz Report, 
on the economic ‘insertion’ of the youth, and the Bonnemaison Report, on 
delinquency, published in 1981 and 1982, respectively. These three reports, 
the ‘founding texts’ of urban policy, addressed the aggravation of problems 
in the social housing neighbourhoods located in the peripheral areas of 
cities.

The problem identifi ed by the Schwartz Report was that young people 
were the most affected group of the population by increasing unemploy-
ment. They had diffi culty in fi nding jobs, and were eventually ‘marginal-
ized’. The objective of the report was to conceive ways for the better 
incorporation of young people between 16 and 21 into the job market. 
Spatially, the focus was on the grands ensembles and the social housing 
neighbourhoods with problems, described as higher levels of unemploy-
ment compared to the central city, low revenues of inhabitants, low levels 
of qualifi cation, poverty (economic, social and cultural), over-density of 
population, inadequate public transportation, a high proportion of young 
people and a concentration of immigrant families.

With the Schwartz Report, the issue of second-generation immigrants 
started taking its place in urban policy-making. The report connected the 
problems of immigrant youth and social housing neighbourhoods in ZUPs, 
the negative image of which contributed further to their ‘marginalization’. 
It was proposed that the central city and the periphery be considered 
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together: ‘In order not to enhance the ghetto impression, it is necessary to 
“qualify” the grands ensembles as neighbourhoods of the city’ (1981: 137). 
The report called for a comprehensive approach that would include reha-
bilitation, employment and cultural activities. It also introduced a new term 
by proposing ‘a positive discrimination in favour of young people’ (1981: 30; 
emphasis added).

The Bonnemaison Report on delinquency was also concerned with the 
youth and immigrants, stating that immigrants, together with nomads and 
‘marginals’, were the ‘particularly disadvantaged’ groups of the population. 
However, the report stated, ‘[t]he right to difference ha[d] to be not only 
recognized but respected’ (1982: 48). Bonnemaison was the chair of the 
Commission of Mayors on Security, established in 1982. The report was 
aimed at defi ning the principles of a prevention policy, which emphasized 
proximity and collaborative action, with a concern to avoid an ‘anti-youth’ 
approach. Like the Schwartz Report, the Bonnemaison Report also 
addressed the issue of immigrants and social housing neighbourhoods. 
There was, the report argued, a lack of an active social housing programme, 
which resulted in the concentration of immigrants in certain neighbour-
hoods. The report proposed giving local offi cials power over housing policy, 
a fair distribution of social housing between communes, and ‘furthering 
the harmonious distribution of immigrants in social housing programmes’ 
(1982: 210).13

The report also provided an evaluation of ‘Operation Summer 1982’, 
which was conceived to ‘prevent the recurrence of the events of the summer 
of 1981 like those in the banlieue of Lyon’ (1982: 167). The ‘operation’ 
consisted of cultural and sports activities for young people, visits to other 
regions and summer camps, but also of a reinforced police presence. 
Another ‘hot summer’ would have serious and hardly desirable political 
consequences for the government. The summer of 1981 had made such 
an impression that in the following years, the approach of summer had 
become a major preoccupation among government and local offi cials. In 
the words of Gilbert Carrère, the regional prefect of Rhône-Alpes region 
at the time: ‘Let us specify once more that the explosion of the summer 
of 1981 at Les Minguettes struck minds so strongly that, for years later, 
the approach of summer still obsesses administrations and locally elected 
offi cials, and has them preparing, more widely each year, summer 
operations which gather hundreds of participants for days or weeks’ 
(1994: 390).

These reports show that from the start, urban policy was concerned 
with issues of immigration and social housing neighbourhoods. The third 
‘founding text’ of urban policy, Ensemble, refaire la ville, which, as noted, 
was prepared by Dubedout and his team and published in 1983, clarifi ed 
the orientations of the National Commission for the Social Development 
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of Neighbourhoods (CNDSQ). The problems to be addressed by the 
commission were defi ned as insecurity, degradation of the housing stock, 
deterioration of social relations in the city, unemployment, educational 
problems and the diffi culties facing minorities in terms of social and cul-
tural ‘insertion’. Faced with these problems, the objective was to start 
economic and social development plans in selected neighbourhoods, and 
to devise a decentralized and comprehensive policy. The fi eld of action 
was defi ned mainly as the grands ensembles of social housing neighbour-
hoods, although some older neighbourhoods in city centres would also 
be considered. Initially, 16 neighbourhoods were selected (including 
Les Minguettes) for the Social Development of Neighbourhoods pro-
gramme (DSQ).

The Dubedout Report opened by referring to the incidents of 1981 in 
Les Minguettes, and the others that followed in the northern neighbour-
hoods of Marseille, social housing neighbourhoods of Roubaix and Nancy, 
and the cité of 4000 in La Courneuve in the Paris region. The report was 
highly critical of the ‘ghetto images’ diffused by the media covering the 
incidents, and the ‘designation of young immigrants as scapegoats’ (1983: 
5). The representation of social housing neighbourhoods as places of crimi-
nality was criticized, and it was suggested that measures be taken in this 
respect. The report stated that the young people who came to the centre 
of attention following the incidents (i.e. second-generation immigrants) 
were almost the same age as these neighbourhoods; they had lived there 
through their evolution, and experienced, therefore, ‘the inadequacy of 
schools, teachers, facilities, leisure activities’ (1983: 61). These were rather 
acute problems when social housing neighbourhoods in the form of grands 
ensembles were fi rst constructed in the 1960s and the early 1970s. Young 
people living in these neighbourhoods not only suffered from the inadequa-
cies of earlier years, but also from contemporary problems such as lack of 
training, exclusion from the job market, and the hostility of adults. The 
economic crisis of the early 1970s had exacerbated the problems: ‘The 
development of intolerance, rejection, and racism profoundly affects a 
society already undermined by the [economic] crisis. The increase in an 
unfounded sense of insecurity is a disquieting symptom of this. If the 
current policy fails to prove effective, most citizens will call for authoritarian 
solutions’ (1983: 98).

The conviction was that the crisis was not merely economic. It was also 
important to recognize the presence of minorities living in degraded social 
housing neighbourhoods, and the diffi culties they encountered in eco-
nomic, social, political and cultural terms. These diffi culties, the Dubedout 
Report insisted, should be seriously taken into consideration, and the 
manifestations of young people be considered carefully, rather than inter-
preted merely as acts of delinquency.
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While recognizing the presence and problems of immigrants in social 
housing neighbourhoods, the Dubedout Report above all emphasized the 
‘working-class’ and ‘popular’ nature of social housing neighbourhoods, and 
insisted that they not be characterized in solely negative terms:

The institutions must accept the reality of these neighbourhoods as popular 
neighbourhoods. Places of confl ict, but also of solidarity, places of material 
poverty, but also of proliferation of popular cultures, places of difference, but 
also of blending, places of reject, but also of social insertion. (1983: 57)

By emphasizing the popular and working-class nature of social housing 
neighbourhoods, the Dubedout Report not only highlighted the relation-
ship between the problems in such neighbourhoods and larger economic 
dynamics, but connected them to a certain political culture as well.14 These 
working-class neighbourhoods were severely affected by economic restruc-
turing, and immigrants and their families, along with unskilled workers and 
female-headed households, constituted the most precarious groups living 
in such areas.

The propositions of the Dubedout Report followed from an analysis of 
the previous HVS programme, organized around four critiques (1983: 9–
10). First, the HVS programme focused, it was argued, too much on the 
physical improvement of housing while neglecting social and economic 
aspects of the problems of social housing neighbourhoods, such as educa-
tion and employment. Second, inhabitants were not effectively included in 
decision-making processes, which created a suspicion on their part towards 
the projects being implemented. Third, locally elected offi cials, equally, 
were excluded from decision-making processes. When the grands ensembles 
were fi rst conceived, the report argued, they were often imposed upon the 
communes by the planners of the central state, and the possibilities for 
the intervention of locally elected offi cials remained very limited. Finally, 
the report criticized the administrative procedure, arguing that it was ‘heavy 
and too rigid’. In addition to these critiques of the HVS programme, the 
Dubedout Report maintained that partial and sector-based policies, while 
important, failed to take into consideration the social dynamics of the 
neighbourhoods – hence the commission’s insistence on a spatial approach. 
Based on these critiques, three major orientations were defi ned for the 
DSQ programme.

First, it was necessary to act on the deprived neighbourhoods and the 
causes of their degradation in order to tackle problems generated by the 
concentration of disadvantaged groups in such areas. The deterioration of 
the social housing stock was only one side of a complex problem, which 
had to be addressed in ways that went beyond an exclusive focus on physi-
cal improvement. Although physical improvement was important (and the 
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HVS programme was given credit for that), issues such as unemployment, 
poverty and school failure had to be taken into consideration.

The second orientation concerned the participation of inhabitants. ‘No 
progress can be accomplished’, the report insisted, ‘without a real appro-
priation by inhabitants of their environment’ (1983: 75). The HVS pro-
gramme, again, was given credit for attempting to achieve participation of 
inhabitants, but was criticized for focusing exclusively on formal associa-
tional forms, neglecting the ‘diversity of forms of participation’. ‘There is 
not only one but several levels of intervention of inhabitants in democracy 
at the scale of the neighbourhood’ (1983: 38). The quest was for 
‘democratization of the management of the city’ (‘démocratiser la gestion de 
la ville’):

In this quest, there are no privileged professions, no monopoly of knowledge, 
no hierarchical level, no command centres. Meeting this challenge requires a 
mobilization of all those who want to give access to the right to the city to all 
those from whom it is withheld. This dynamism must be part of a new politi-
cal and technical organization of all authorities who manage these issues. For 
the moment, many have seen in the crisis the economic aspects, the restruc-
turing of industrial sectors, the closing down of factories, the laying off of 
workers. The time has come for all those who, in one way or another, manage 
the city to understand that the crisis is as cultural, social, urban as it is 
economic. (1983: 29; emphasis added).15

The third orientation of the DSQ programme concerned the role of 
local collectivities. The proposition was to reinforce their role, giving them 
more power in larger decision-making processes, while increasing their 
responsibilities.

Although these three ‘founding texts’ of urban policy were conceived to 
address different concerns, they nevertheless shared two common features. 
First, all expressed concerns about the concentration of disadvantaged 
groups and immigrants in certain social housing neighbourhoods in the 
peripheral areas of cities. The often negatively connoted term ‘banlieue’, 
however, was never used to refer to such areas. Second, these reports, while 
advocating a spatial approach that would target selected areas, pointed to 
the limits of focusing exclusively on selected neighbourhoods. The Schwartz 
Report, for example, insisted that the central city and its peripheral areas 
be considered together, not as separate. Similarly, the Bonnemaison Report 
emphasized the importance of conceiving prevention policies on a scale 
larger than individual neighbourhoods. The Dubedout Report went even 
further: ‘The opening up of social housing neighbourhoods implies an 
ideological breakthrough: their inclusion in debates over the development 
of cities’ (1983: 76).
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The DSQ programme started with these orientations.16 The fi rst 16 
neighbourhoods were selected in 1982, and seven more were added the 
following year (Figure 3.5). There was not a standard, ‘objective’ or for-
mulized selection process; selections were made by the CNDSQ working 
in consultation with mayors. The members of the commission already knew 
the social housing neighbourhoods well. The selection was based on their 
knowledge of these neighbourhoods, taking into consideration their speci-
fi cities: ‘So, each time there was something specifi c. [.  .  .] So, in territori-
alization [of urban policy], there was also this notion of specifi city, and of 
balancing things out (interview, Pierre Saragoussi).17

Strasbourg
Le Neuhof

Vénissieux
Les Minguettes

Grenoble
Le quartier Mistral

St Etienne
Montchovet

Romans
La Monnaie

La Seyne
La ZUP Berthe

Marseille
Centre

Marseille
Quartiers Nord

Avignon
Montclar et Champfleury

Valenciennes

Roubaix

Grande-Synthe
ZUP

Amiens
Creil
Le Plateau Rouher

Nancy
Le Haut du Lièvre

Mantes-la-Jolie
Le Val-Fourré

Dreux

Gennevilliers
Les Grésillons

Chanteloup-les-Vignes
ZAC La Noé

La Courneuve
Les 4000

Paris
La Goutte d'Or

Orly-Choisy
Les grands ensembles

Grigny
La Grande Borne

quartier designated in 1982
by the Dubedout Commission

quartier added in 1983

0 100 km 200 km 300 km 

Figure 3.5 The fi rst urban policy neighbourhoods (1982–3) (Source: Délégation Interministérielle à la 
Ville (DIV))



56  THE POLICE

Another initiative of the same period was the creation of Banlieues 89 in 
1983.18 While the DSQ programme criticized the exclusive focus on physi-
cal renovation, President Mitterrand, paradoxically, initiated this new pro-
gramme under the direction of two architects, Roland Castro and Michel 
Cantal-Dupart. The major concern of the programme was physical reha-
bilitation (‘the democracy of beauty’ was one of their slogans). Some 600 
architects were mobilized to work on more than 200 projects. The pro-
gramme had an unprecedented media coverage, so much so that the archi-
tecture journal Architectes architecture devoted an article to the programme 
entitled ‘Banlieues 89: Trap for the media or policy?’ (Loubière, 1984). 
Merlin (1998: 136–7) argued that the programme had been an occasion 
for a retaking of power by architects, with not too much worrying about 
the needs and expectations of inhabitants. It was visually more demonstra-
tive of the government’s effort, but, in a sense, it was ‘an anti-DSQ’. As 
two of the members of the DSQ commission put it:

[W]e talked about neighbourhoods. So, a neighbourhood implies there’s a 
city! You see? And so  .  .  .  it was necessary to connect  .  .  .  by talking of banli-
eue, they were closing in. That wasn’t Castro’s will at all. [.  .  .] But I think 
they put a curse by using that, that term, banlieue, because I believe  .  .  .  well 
now I’m jumping forward, I think the future of these neighbourhoods cannot 
be separated from the, well from the rest of city really. (Interview, Pierre 
Saragoussi)

Banlieues 89 was an elite of architects and urbanists, what you could call a 
technocracy of architectural and urbanistic action, projecting their represen-
tations of, well, both the existing populations and the existing neighbour-
hoods, on the formulation of policies. That was the absolute reverse of what 
Dubedout had tried to found. (Interview, Dominique Figeat)

Shortly after the ‘hot summer’ of 1981, the DSQ programme was in 
place to tackle the problems of peripheral social housing neighbourhoods 
with such political ideals as the democratization of the management of the 
city, appropriation of space by inhabitants, and the right to the city. The 
political context in which the problems of such neighbourhoods was 
addressed, however, would change signifi cantly.

The ‘Anti-immigrant Vote’

Jean-Marie Le Pen, president of the French extreme right party Front 
National (National Front, FN hereafter), obtained 11.3% of the votes in 
the 20th district of Paris in the municipal elections of 6 March 1983. While 
Le Pen became a member of the municipal council of Paris, 30 miles to 
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the west of the city, in Dreux, another FN candidate, Jean-Pierre Stirbois, 
obtained 16.5% of the votes, which was unprecedented for the extreme 
right.19 This was the fi rst electoral ‘victory’ of the FN, to be followed a year 
later during the European elections with a score of 11% for all of France. 
The FN campaign was practically based on the argument that there were 
‘too many’ immigrants, an argument that was also linked to the theme of 
insecurity. The opposition right’s discourse did not diverge greatly from 
the extreme right’s,20 and the FN actually made local alliances with the 
parties of the right – Jacques Chirac’s Rassemblement pour la République 
(Rally for the Republic, RPR hereafter) and the Giscardian confederation 
Union pour la Démocratie Française (French Democratic Union, UDF here-
after). These alliances helped the FN, as well as the RPR and the UDF, 
to gain local power, notably in the regional councils following the parlia-
mentary elections three years later.

The increased popularity of the FN had much to do with the severe 
effects of the economic crisis and restructuring – the number of unem-
ployed people had doubled in a period of fi ve years, rising from 1 million 
in 1977 to 2 million in 1982. As Hargreaves (1995: 184) argues, although 
economic insecurity is but one issue of concern among others, such as the 
alleged erosion of French identity, ‘it would be a mistake to underrate the 
signifi cance of economic concerns among FN voters’. The 1983 elections 
took place in a context of growing disquiet about unemployment, with 
references to immigrants as ‘surplus’ or ‘excess’ when there were fewer jobs 
available. The ‘anti-immigrant vote’ (Le Monde, 13–14 March 1983: 9) was 
a product of this unease coupled with anti-immigrant discourses. However, 
neither anti-immigrant discourses nor rising unemployment was an entirely 
novel issue in 1983. Similar discourses were also mobilized in the 1970s, 
and the number of unemployed people had doubled also from 1973 to 
1977. What happened in the 1983 elections, for some reason, had not 
happened in the 1970s in response to the anti-immigrant discourses of the 
FN and the French Communist Party. As Feldblum wrote:

Le Pen and the National Front did not suddenly emerge in the eighties, rather 
they became electorally visible during this period. Their same discourse and 
platform failed in the seventies. Anti-immigrant rhetoric was also not greatly 
successful for the French Communist party (PCF) in the seventies, when 
they attempted to propel immigration themes into electoral issues. [.  .  .] Yet 
the proportion of immigrants in France did not change dramatically from one 
decade to another. (1999: 37)

There was not a spectacular increase in the proportion of immigrants 
in the total population from the 1970s to the 1980s (6.5% in 1975 com-
pared to 6.8% in 1982). However, immigrants had become more ‘visible’ 
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in everyday life starting from the end of the 1970s (Brubaker, 1992; 
Hargreaves, 1995). Until the early 1970s, men came to work mainly without 
their families, and they usually lived in hostels, and remained apart from 
the French. With subsequent family reunifi cations, immigrants became 
more visible in everyday life, in the housing market and in schools.

In this way, immigrant groups which had seldom been encountered outside 
the workplace became visible on a daily basis in a growing number of neigh-
bourhoods. Their increased visibility would not, of course, have been so 
marked had it not been for one other crucial point: far more than earlier 
generations of immigrants, those originating in Third World countries were 
instantly recognizable because of their skin colour and other somatic features. 
(Hargreaves, 1995: 19)

More importantly perhaps, immigrants had become more vocal. The new 
generation of immigrants were different from their parents in that they 
managed to show a political capacity and formulate political claims. In the 
words of Pierre-Didier Tchétché-Apéa, an activist in Vaulx-en-Velin (see 
Chapter 6):

[O]ur claims or our demands are also different from our parents’, in all 
respects. In behaviour, in visibility, in expression, in the claims, and the 
demands we have as citizens and so on, it’s not the same at all. [.  .  .] So if, 
if what we are being reproached with, is our visibility, it’s because we are 
more and more visible. That’s what we’re being reproached with! And our 
parents, they’d keep a low profi le [ils rasaient les murs], our parents, they’d 
say ‘yes Sir’, and there you are. And we, well, we don’t, OK? We walk head 
on, we don’t hug the walls [on rase pas les murs]. (Interview, Pierre-Didier 
Tchétché-Apéa)

The early 1980s was also a period of rising immigrant activism.21 
Foreigners obtained the right of forming associations with a 1981 reform 
of the Mitterrand government, after which the number of associations 
‘mushroomed’ (Hargreaves, 1995: 89). The incidents of Les Minguettes 
had sparked new forces of activism among second-generation immigrants, 
in particular those from North Africa. In the winter of 1983, a highly pub-
licized event took place. A march started from Lyon (originating in Les 
Minguettes) and ended in Paris. This ‘March for Equality and Against 
Racism’ consisted largely of second-generation North African Immigrants 
(‘beurs’). They asked not only for equality, but also that justice be done 
against racist crimes (see Le Monde, 4–5 December 1983: 1 and 11). The 
summer of 1983 was marked by racist killings targeting mainly young 
people of North African origin, claiming about forty lives (Dubet, 1987). 
President Mitterrand received a group of organizers, and announced the 
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generalization of residency permits of ten years. He also stated that voting 
rights for immigrants remained still a ‘preoccupation’. However, he main-
tained, public opinion did not seem to be ready to accept such a measure 
(Le Monde, 6 December 1983: 12).

The municipal elections of 1983 and their aftermath seem relevant to 
urban policy for three reasons. First, urban policy, as we have seen, is tightly 
linked to the issue of immigration. With the anti-immigrant vote, the ‘legiti-
macy of the immigrants’ presence in France, and their relation with French 
society became appealing targets’ (Feldblum, 1999: 42). A nationalist-
populist discourse appeared on the right and sections of the left, presenting 
immigrants as a ‘threat’ to the integrity of French nation and identity.

Second, the left’s power at the local level diminished considerably. The 
left had gained strong local powers in the municipal elections of 1977, 
especially in larger communes with more than 30,000 inhabitants. In the 
1983 elections, half of these larger municipalities were lost. Thus the 
decentralization reforms of the left benefi ted the right by giving it more 
power at the local level, where the left was starting to lose its base. There-
fore, when the right returned to power after the 1986 legislative elections, 
it left decentralization largely untouched, and even asked for further powers 
at the local level (Mazey, 1993; Preteceille, 1988).

Finally, a right-wing candidate, Alain Carignon (RPR), was elected 
mayor in Grenoble, replacing Hubert Dubedout. This electoral defeat had 
immense symbolic power, and Dubedout immediately resigned from his 
position as the president of the National Commission for the Social Devel-
opment of Neighbourhoods (CNDSQ). Rodolphe Pesce, mayor of Valence, 
was assigned as the new president of the commission. Dubedout left 
Grenoble, and settled in Paris with bitter memories of the 1983 municipal 
elections. During the campaign, he was attacked on his alleged Kabyle 
origins, and was accused of having changed his name to a more French-
sounding one. Here is how he described the campaign:

The campaign took place in the context of a considerable anti-immigrant 
racism. They said my mother was Kabyle. There is nothing you can do 
against a rumour. The situation reminds me of the rise of fascism in the 
1930s: unemployment, a hard-line right, the poor white settler [le petit blanc]. 
[.  .  .] For instance, I received letters demanding that I prove that my mother 
was not Kabyle. In 1940, some French people were cowardly enough to 
declare publicly that they were not Jewish. Some people in the Socialist Party 
would have wanted me to make a public statement. I would rather lose an 
election than to give way to cowardice. (Cited in Parent and Schwartzbrod, 
1995: 50)

The so-called ‘anti-immigrant vote’ of 1983 and its aftermath was a 
turning point for urban policy. In 1984, Prime Minister Pierre Mauroy was 
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replaced by Laurent Fabius, who, as Dominique Figeat explained, did 
not support the DSQ programme in the way Mauroy did. President 
Mitterrand, similarly, was more supportive of image-oriented actions such 
as the Banlieues 89. Although the initial ideals of DSQ were not completely 
abandoned, ‘there was a tendency [.  .  .], in a way, for the traditional state, 
already, to return to its old habits’ (interview, Dominiqe Figeat).22 This 
tendency would become more marked a few years later, under the Rocard 
government.

Consolidation of Urban Policy

By the time of Dubedout’s departure, the number of neighbourhoods 
included in the DSQ programme had been raised from an initial 16 to 23 
(see Figure 3.5 above), covering 300,000 inhabitants and 90,000 housing 
units. The selection process was still locally based; municipalities made 
proposals, and the fi nal decision about which neighbourhoods would be 
included was made by the commission (CNDSQ) after taking the opinion 
of the prefect of the department in which the neighbourhoods were located. 
The geography of intervention areas that urban policy was consolidating, 
thus, was closely linked to local conditions without yet ‘objective’ criteria 
to determine which neighbourhoods to include. In this sense, it was a ‘local 
geography’, based on a knowledge of local conditions, and sensitive to local 
specifi cities (Estèbe, 2001). In a sense, the relatively small number of 
intervention areas made this kind of approach possible. After all, the DSQ 
was to be experimental and not necessarily permanent. But the geography 
of urban policy kept expanding. A year later, with the contracts signed 
between the state and regions in the framework of the IXth Plan (1984–
8),23 the number of urban policy neighbourhoods increased from 23 to 148, 
including now 1.5 million inhabitants and some 350,000 housing units 
(Figure 3.6).

When Jacques Chirac became Prime Minister in 1986 in the ‘cohabita-
tion’ government with the Socialists,24 the future of DSQ, as a programme 
initiated by the Socialists, was not clear. However, Pierre Méhaignerie, his 
centrist minister, pushed the government to maintain the programme in 
order to address the issue of immigration and to counter the rise in the 
popularity of the extreme right in the peripheral areas of cities (Collovald, 
2001; Damamme and Jobert, 1995), although Chirac’s party, the RPR, 
had once again benefi ted largely from local alliances with the FN in the 
1986 elections (following which the FN entered the parliament with 35 
members).

Urban policy, therefore, continued during the two years of the Chirac 
government. A report commissioned by Chirac was published in 1988, 
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Figure 3.6 The 148 urban policy neighbourhoods (1984–8) (Source: Délégation Interministérielle à la 
Ville (DIV))

known as the Levy Report. The report’s evaluation of the DSQ was largely 
positive, and the programme was seen as a ‘national priority’, the termina-
tion of which would have severe consequences (Levy Report, 1988: 63). 
The Levy Report, thus, opted for the continuation of urban policy, and 
added that the ‘exceptional’ quality of the DSQ had to be maintained. In 
this sense, it considered 150 to be a reasonable number for neighbourhoods 
to be included in the programme. However, the choice of these neighbour-
hoods had to be made more rigorously than it had been (the report called 
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for ‘a precise diagnostic’), and the programme had to be reserved for social 
housing neighbourhoods with grands ensembles in the peripheral areas of 
cities. These two propositions of the Levy Report were signifi cant in that 
they diverged from earlier approaches in two ways. First, they proposed a 
shift from a more locally based selection process to a more ‘objective’ and 
centralized one. Second, they proposed a shift in the ‘target’ of DSQ inter-
ventions. Dubedout was in favour of not limiting the interventions to 
peripheral areas only, although most of the selected neighbourhoods were 
in the banlieues. The proposal of the Levy Report would make the DSQ a 
policy for the social housing neighbourhoods in banlieues.

As we will see in the next chapter, the Levy Report’s proposal to devise 
criteria for the selection of urban policy neighbourhoods would be fol-
lowed. However, as we will see shortly, its proposal to maintain the excep-
tional quality of urban policy by limiting the maximum number of included 
neighbourhoods to 150 would look almost bizarre compared to what urban 
policy became a year later. In fact, it would have been impossible not to 
have ‘objective’ and centralized criteria given the form urban policy took 
at the end of the 1980s – institutionalized, bureaucratized, consolidating 
and intervening upon an ever-expanding geography of neighbourhoods.

These transformations of urban policy took place during the second term 
of François Mitterrand as President, which started in 1988 with ambitious 
projects for the city. He declared that the city would be one of his priorities 
during his second term. In a message sent to a conference organized 
by Banlieues 89, Mitterrand qualifi ed the work undertaken as ‘inventing a 
real urban civilization’, stated that he had always been supportive of the 
efforts that focused ‘on the situation of certain banlieues’ since 1981, and 
expressed the government’s support in order ‘to break the circle of degra-
dation and despair, restore civility, and develop citizenship’ (Banlieues 89, 
1989: 3).

A few months following the start of Mitterrand’s second term, which 
was no longer a cohabitation, Prime Minister Michel Rocard (PS) advanced 
reforms for the institutionalization of urban policy, which was part of the 
government’s programme on the reform and renewal of public service (Le 
Galès, 2005). Indeed, the Rocard government’s (1988–91) reform pro-
gramme has been referred to as ‘perhaps the most ambitious programme 
of public-sector reform attempted under the Fifth republic’ (Knapp and 
Wright, 2001: 294). The decree of 28 October 1988 established the 
National Council of Cities (CNV, Conseil National des Villes), bringing 
together the CNDSQ and CNPD. It also created an inter-ministerial com-
mittee (CIV, Comité Interministériel des Villes), and the Délégation Intermin-
istérielle à la Ville (DIV). Thus, in 1988, the current institutional structure 
of urban policy was consolidated. The CIV, chaired by the Prime Minister, 
was charged with decision-making, the CNV with research and proposals, 
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and the DIV with the coordination of actors and actions concerning urban 
policy. The creation of the DIV not only served to bring an administrative 
focus to urban policy programmes within other state institutions and poli-
cies, it also made clear that ‘urban policy was given greater prominence, 
thereby symbolizing the commitment of the state to tackling the urban 
crisis and in turn encouraging a greater involvement of the various minis-
tries’ (Le Galès and Mawson, 1994: 27–8). However, this institutional 
structure also meant, as we will see in the following chapter, a departure 
from urban policy’s experimental and militant approach towards a much 
more bureaucratic one.

A new programme started experimentally in 1989 with the preparation 
of 13 City Contracts (Contrats de Ville). These contracts defi ned a pro-
gramme of action between the state and the localities for a period of fi ve 
years, which was more comprehensive than the DSQ. This programme was 
conceived with three major objectives. The fi rst was to change the scale of 
intervention from individual neighbourhoods to the entire city-region. 
Related to this, the second objective was to encourage mayors to take into 
consideration broader social and economic issues. And fi nally, it was hoped 
that this programme would foster inter-communal cooperation by bringing 
communes together in devising projects to address deprived areas. However, 
the City Contracts programme encountered serious problems in implemen-
tation. It was argued that the proposed projects failed to take into con-
sideration deprived areas, and that some localities used the contracts as an 
opportunity to fi nance projects that had little or nothing to do with the 
so-called ‘neighbourhoods in diffi culty’. Inter-communal cooperation also 
was far behind expectations (Donzelot and Estèbe, 1999; Le Galès and 
Mawson, 1994; OECD, 1998).

In addition to institutionalization and the launch of the new City Con-
tracts programme, there were two discursive changes in urban policy. The 
fi rst concerned the title: Social Development of Neighbourhoods (DSQ) 
became Urban Social Development (DSU, Développement Social Urbain), 
implying a more comprehensive approach by changing the scale of inter-
vention from the neighbourhood to the city. The second change concerned 
the name of the problem urban policy was supposed to address: (social) 
exclusion. Whether or not this change refl ected European Union policies 
is open to debate, although the EU’s emphasis on social exclusion in the 
1990s was probably infl uential for the term’s widespread use. As Percy-
Smith, a policy analyst, wrote:

The term ‘social exclusion’ originated in the social policy of French socialist 
governments of the 1980s and was used to refer to a disparate group of people 
living on the margins of society and, in particular, without access to the 
system of social insurance. [.  .  .] However, when the term began to be used 
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in the European context it referred more to the European Union objective 
of achieving social and economic cohesion. (2000: 1)

The turning point, according to Percy-Smith, was 1994, when the Council 
of Europe rejected a new poverty programme. Since then, she argues, 
‘social exclusion’ rather than ‘poverty’ has become the major focus of EU 
social policy. In France, the term ‘exclusion’ fi rst entered the agenda in 
1974 with the publications of René Lenoir’s Les exclus. Paugam (1996), in 
his account of the evolution of this term, argues that it was only in the late 
1980s that the term re-appeared in political discourse in France. This had 
to do with the passing of a new law (with a unanimous vote in the National 
Assembly) in 1988, the Revenu Minimum d’Insertion (Minimum Insertion 
Income, RMI hereafter).25 The RMI offered a minimum income to unem-
ployed people over the age of 25 provided that they were not students, and 
were willing to be trained for or placed in work. This highly publicized and 
largely supported law was presented as a fi ght against (social) exclusion, 
which was an important part of the Socialist government’s discourse at the 
time. As we will see in the next chapter, the term ‘exclusion’ became an 
integral part of urban policy in the 1990s.

A fi nal change in urban policy in the late 1980s concerned the number 
of neighbourhoods included in the programme, which has continued to 
increase since the policy’s inception. With the Xth Plan (1989–93), the 
number of neighbourhoods went up from 148 to 400 (Figure 3.7). Urban 
policy was no longer an experimental policy concerned with a few neigh-
bourhoods, as Dubedout insisted, but rather an ambitious programme with 
400 neighbourhoods to be tackled. The new list of urban policy neighbour-
hoods included the same neighbourhoods that were designated in 1982 (16 
neighbourhoods), 1983 (23 neighbourhoods) and 1984 (148 neighbour-
hoods). In other words, all the neighbourhoods that were included in urban 
policy since its inception in 1982 were among the 400 neighbourhoods of 
1989. Once designated, it seemed, there was no way out.

Conclusions: Consolidation of the Police

The early years of urban policy were marked by an aspiration to initiate a 
local political dynamic in its selected neighbourhoods by building upon 
their specifi cities – a refl ection of the ideological affi liation of its initiators 
to autogestion and urban movements of the 1960s and 1970s. However, the 
initial political ideals of urban policy found little realization. Following the 
so-called ‘anti-immigrant vote’ of the 1983 municipal elections, the politi-
cal context in which the social housing neighbourhoods of banlieues were 
addressed changed signifi cantly. In a context of rising economic insecurity, 
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Figure 3.7 The 400 urban policy neighbourhoods per department (1989–93) (Source: Délégation 
Interministérielle à la Ville (DIV))

immigration and citizenship became salient issues in the 1980s. Social 
housing neighbourhoods in the banlieues spatially reifi ed growing concerns 
about these issues, which were tightly linked to urban policy right from the 
start, already haunted as it was by the ghost of the so-called ‘Anglo-Saxon 
world’ unleashed by the Brixton revolts. There was a marked effort to avoid 
stigmatizing such areas with a lazy ‘ghetto’ label in the early years of urban 
policy. The presence of different cultures and ways of life were seen as a 
condition of urban life, which had to be recognized and respected. The 
problems of peripheral social housing neighbourhoods were related to the 
negative consequences of the economic crisis settling in (rather than, say, 
to ‘cultural differences’), and such areas were referred to as working-class 
neighbourhoods – the ones most hard-hit by the loss of industrial and 
manufacturing jobs. In other words, there was an attempt to relate the 
banlieues to larger processes rather than articulating them as a ‘threat’ in 
and of themselves.
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The initiators of urban policy saw a spatial approach – as opposed to 
sectoral policies – as an effective one in pursuing their political ideals, from 
autogestion to right to the city. The spatial designations were driven more 
by a desire to foster such political ideals than by a concern to institute a 
governmental order. There were concerns with stigmatization, which had 
already led some mayors to refuse inclusion in urban policy. But a choice 
was made in favour of a spatial approach, with the conviction that unless 
efforts were spatially focused on social housing neighbourhoods, it would 
always be the other parts of the city that would benefi t from the measures 
(interviews with Sylvie Harburger and Pierre Saragoussi). ‘Because it was 
always the [social housing] neighbourhoods that were forgotten’ (interview, 
Sylvie Harburger).

The CNDSQ insisted, however, that urban policy be an experimental 
programme, focused on a few selected neighbourhoods with the aim of 
generating new ways of thinking politically about the city. It could generate 
ideas for future policies, but the initial programme was seen as far from 
permanent: ‘We thought if it worked we ought to stop at that’ (interview, 
Sylvie Harburger).

However, as urban policy institutionalized and the number of neigh-
bourhoods increased (from an initial 16 to 400 in less than a decade), urban 
policy started to become a means for fi nancing renovation projects and 
preventing revolts. In the meantime, the earlier emphasis on generating a 
local political dynamic started to disappear. Furthermore, once designated, 
it seemed unlikely that neighbourhoods could escape the geography of 
urban policy, which only continued to expand. The police order was start-
ing to consolidate, making the social housing neighbourhoods of banlieues 
– some of which had been included for almost a decade now – the ‘usual’ 
objects of urban policy.

In terms of spatial conceptualizations, the geography of urban policy 
neighbourhoods in the 1980s was a ‘local geography’, defi ned through 
negotiations with local offi cials, paying particular attention to local dynam-
ics. The selection of neighbourhoods was based on local knowledge and 
specifi cities rather than on centrally defi ned criteria. The spatially targeted 
areas were seen as part of their larger geographies, not as separate, self-
contained areas.

This way of doing things was perhaps possible in an experimental policy 
dealing with a few selected areas, run mainly by a small number of com-
mission members pursuing political ideals of a seemingly other epoch. But 
it just did not seem right for an ambitious urban policy preparing for the 
coming decade with new institutions, a new problem to tackle (i.e. exclu-
sion) and a list of some 400 neighbourhoods. Urban policy in the new 
decade would have adequate institutions, a clearly defi ned problem to 
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address and more precise and ‘objective’ knowledge of its ever more numer-
ous intervention areas. But these reforms, as we will see in the next chapter, 
would also shift the orientation of urban policy from a political to a proce-
dural one, proceeding with bureaucratic – and no longer militant – forms 
of intervention.



4

Justice, Police, Statistics: Surveillance of 
Spaces of Intervention

What would the young people of a ‘sensitive neighbourhood’ (one of 
the names given to the urban policy neighbourhoods), organized in the 
form of an association, have to do if they wanted to buy a ping-pong 
table?

1.  Write out a consistent project report, underlining the educational value 
of the said table.

2. Get an estimate for the table.
3.  Attach to their request the statutes of the association, the budget of the 

previous year, an updated list of the administrative council and the 
board.

4.  Provide a deliberation of the council of administration confi rming the 
fi rm intent on the part of the association to buy the table.

5.  Place the application with the municipality for examination by the head 
of the DSQ project.

6. Wait until the application is transmitted to the local commission.
7.  Then wait for the application to move on to the prefecture for submission 

to the technical committee for cities. Everybody then meets up and 
gives an opinion on the table: the sous-prefect, the regional council, 
the DRASS, the DRAC, the DRE, the DRFP, the DRPJJ, the DRJSP, 
the CAF, the National Education, the regional delegation of the FAS  .  .  .  Is 
the project valid? Is it really educational? Do all the administrations 
agree for this purchase? Is the city associated? Is the municipality’s 
intent fi rm? After the table, what further educational content can be 
foreseen?1

A rather overlooked report was published in early 1990, the fi ndings of 
which had inspired this ping-pong table joke at the time. The report was 
quite critical of the workings of urban policy, which, as we have seen in 
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the previous chapter, was institutionalized along a more bureaucratic line 
at the end of the 1980s (hence the joke). As we will see in this chapter, 
this trend would continue in the early years of the 1990s, transforming 
urban policy from a militant to a bureaucratic form of intervention. This 
transformation would also affect the ways in which the spaces of urban 
policy were constituted; statistics would replace local knowledge and speci-
fi cities, constituting the spaces of urban policy as clearly defi ned objects of 
intervention. Thus consolidated, this police order would also provide the 
basis for the engagement of the Ministry of Justice and the French Intelli-
gence Service with the question of banlieues.

But let us go back to the report for the moment, which was prepared 
upon the request of Prime Minister Michel Rocard following the incidents 
of unrest in Chanteloup-les-Vignes, a banlieue of Paris.2 The author of the 
report, Claude Sardais, was quite critical of the implementation of urban 
policy, which he was asked to evaluate. The concern of the Prime Minister 
was understandable: despite the state’s engagement with the question of 
banlieues, incidents of unrest recurred. Chanteloup-les-Vignes had been 
included in urban policy since 1983; it was, in other words, one of the 
‘priority neighbourhoods’ of urban policy for seven years at the time of the 
incidents.

The Sardais Report (1990), as I mentioned, received relatively little 
attention (though it did inspire the ping-pong table joke). There seem to 
be two possible explanations for this. The fi rst is that it was not really 
overlooked, but was simply overshadowed by the incidents of Vaulx-en-
Velin, which occurred a few months after Chanteloup-les-Vignes, and 
received unprecedented media and political attention (as we will see 
shortly). The second has more to do with the content of the report than 
with the context in which it was prepared; it was, perhaps, Sardais’s rather 
severe critique that contributed to the relative neglect of the report. Sardais 
was a member of the Financial Inspectorate (Inspection des Finances), one 
of the most prestigious institutions of French higher administration. Being 
an Inspector des Finances, he was mainly focused on the workings of urban 
policy in terms of credits, although, interestingly enough, his report was 
structured around the themes of citizenship and recognition. We will also 
see that his critique of urban policy resonates well with the critique made 
by the local activists in Vaulx-en-Velin, which will be presented in Chapter 
6. Indeed, in an annex to the report written shortly after the incidents of 
Vaulx-en-Velin, Sardais wrote the following:

In Vaulx-en-Velin, it is the policy implemented that is to be blamed: the 
major part of the means is spent on rehabilitating and improving the built 
environment while the social and educational approach is merely palliative. 
This conception is insuffi cient to deal with the anxiety of adolescents and the 
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young adults faced with failure at school and lack of stable professional inser-
tion. (Annex to Sardais Report, 1990: 1)

One of the Sardais Report’s fi ndings was that the state delivered the 
DSQ money with long delays, which undermined both the effi ciency and 
the credibility of the programme. Waiting periods for the allocation of state 
money were too long, procedures too complicated, and structures too 
inconsistent. Furthermore, Sardais argued, the realizations of projects were 
badly coordinated, they did not correspond to the priorities of the pro-
gramme, and the opinion of inhabitants was hardly taken into account. In 
Chanteloup-les-Vignes, for example, the local association was attributed a 
subvention for the year 1989, which was still not delivered in 1990. Indeed, 
the issue was not yet even on the agenda of the Municipal Council. Only 
after the incidents was the money delivered, following the intervention of 
higher authorities. Sardais (1990: 23) wrote: ‘How not to conclude that 
“the administration only understands the language of violence”, as the 
author of this report heard several times from disillusioned local actors?’ 
But the problem, for Sardais, was not simply a matter of a system that 
worked too slowly. Certain groups of the population seemed to be system-
atically left out of political decisions, and even ‘denied existence’:

These [social] categories bordering on exclusion (on either side of the border) 
weigh little, or even not at all in the case of immigrants, from an electoral 
point of view; they have no weight from the economic point of view (they do 
not possess capital and are not organized in unions), they are, most of them, 
denied existence from the cultural point of view, they are not organized as a 
lobby group: they do not exist in media reports, except for events of the type 
of what happened in Les Minguettes or Chanteloup-les-Vignes. But do they 
exist? That is the worrying question the author of this report felt amongst 
many of the young people he met in the cités and who have a strong desire 
for recognition. (1990: 68)

Sardais, therefore, argued that the issue was beyond simply ‘fi ne-tuning’ a 
system that worked in an unsatisfactory way. There was a strong desire for 
recognition in the cités, the denial of which seemed to contribute to the 
recurrence of such incidents. The system, yes, was not working effi ciently, 
but the problem was more profound than that. As long as the young people 
in these cités were systematically denied recognition and rejected from 
the school system and the job market, Sardais argued, ‘claiming their mar-
ginality’ would remain the only way for them to construct their identity 
(1990: 126).

For Sardais, the goals of urban policy were quite ambiguous. Further-
more, the extraordinary mediatization of urban policy posed problems. 
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Some mayors, Sardais argued, might be too busy trying to get subventions 
rather than really engaging with the economic and social development of 
neighbourhoods. The whole system, he argued, was aimed more at ‘fi nan-
cial visibility’ than at ‘action and implementation’ (1990: 44). He pro-
posed, therefore, that the main line of urban policy be clearly defi ned, 
taking into consideration the constant exclusion of certain groups from the 
policy process. His proposal was to focus urban policy actions on ‘the 
insertion of inhabitants through economic and social development of dis-
advantaged neighbourhoods and banlieues, [and] the construction of their 
citizenship with an emphasis on the young population’ (1990: 90). He 
held that providing the necessary conditions for the inhabitants to fully 
enjoy their citizenship was as important as improving material conditions, 
and insisted that insertion had to been seen as at once economic, social 
and civic.

The conceptualization of urban policy was no less problematic for 
Sardais. When urban policy was fi rst conceived, Dubedout had insisted on 
the ‘exceptional’ quality of the programme with a small number of sites to 
be included. However, the number of sites (i.e. ‘priority neighbourhoods’ 
of urban policy) has constantly increased since then, rising, as we saw in 
the previous chapter, from an initial 16 to 400 in less than a decade, which, 
according to Sardais, resulted in the loss of originality of the state’s inter-
vention. What started as an innovative and political spatial approach in the 
early 1980s became a relatively stable spatial order for intervention – more 
procedural and bureaucratic – in the early 1990s.

The incidents of Chanteloup-les-Vignes and the Sardais Report, however, 
did not receive much attention. The decisive moment was still yet to come, 
a few months later, in Vaulx-en-Velin.

When the Margin is at the Centre

Was it a marginal problem, that is, on the margins of the city, on the margins 
of institutions? Or was it a central problem that challenged the very evolution 
of French society, through the issue of its cities and its cohesion? Public 
opinion, as well as most elected offi cials and professionals in the early 1980s, 
were convinced that it was a marginal problem. In 1989 [sic],3 after the inci-
dents of Vaulx-en-Velin, which demonstrated the frailty of the urban balance, 
the message was different, and the discourse was reversed. The depth of the 
crisis had transformed what was only an exception into a central problem.

Harburger, 1994: 388

The weekend of 6–7 October 1990 came as a big surprise to the govern-
ment and local offi cials: Vaulx-en-Velin, which was until then seen as one 
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of the ‘exemplary’ sites of urban policy, included in the programme since 
1984, was in fl ames. Incidents started on the 6th, following the death 
(killing, according to the young people of the neighbourhood; accident, 
according to the police) of a young person of immigrant origin by a police 
car, and continued most intensely for two days. The reverberation of inci-
dents went well beyond urban policy, and Vaulx-en-Velin immediately 
entered the national political agenda. Remarks from President Mitterrand 
and Prime Minister Rocard, visits to the site by urban policy authorities 
and other offi cials, and a discussion at the National Assembly immediately 
followed the incidents. Politicians of all colours, ‘experts’, academics, jour-
nalists – everyone had something to say, a remark to make, a message to 
pass on, as if everyone was waiting for Vaulx-en-Velin to happen. For some 
reason, Vaulx-en-Velin was not ‘just another site’ of urban policy; it stood 
for something more.4 As Boubeker (1997: 87–8) wrote, with the incidents 
of Vaulx-en-Velin,

the public images of the banlieue and of immigration allow French society to 
discover its internal frontiers. The malaise of banlieues puts into perspective 
the failures of the republican model of integration and the decay of the 
abstract universality of a community of citizens: the unity of the social body 
seems to be challenged by the emptiness of political response to urgent cul-
tural and social claims which remain unsatisfi ed.

But why did Vaulx-en-Velin stand for something more? One of the 
reasons, apparently, was that it had been seen as an exemplary site of urban 
policy since 1984. And in this sense, it was the fi rst time that urban policy 
was being contested (interview, Sylvie Harburger). With the incidents, 
Vaulx-en-Velin’s reputation changed from being an exemplary site of urban 
policy to one of its ‘two founding events’ (CNV, 1991b: 11), next to Les 
Minguettes, remembered for the incidents of the ‘hot summer’ of 1981. 
But compared to Vaulx-en-Velin, Les Minguettes seemed rather trivial in 
terms of the mediatization of incidents. The change brought about by the 
incidents of Vaulx-en-Velin was both quantitative and qualitative, as a press 
review made clear (CNV, 1991b). Quantitatively, there was a genuine 
explosion in the number of experts and specialists (mostly sociologists) 
appearing in the newspapers presenting their views on what had happened 
in Vaulx-en-Velin. Moreover, some journalists were now specialized in the 
issue of banlieues. By contrast, nine years earlier, following the incidents of 
Les Minguettes, there was merely one person interviewed by a newspaper, 
Bernard Grasset, the then prefect of the department of Rhône, and the 
attention of the media was remarkably low. In the major national news-
papers, for example, only a little paragraph had appeared in Le Monde, Le 
Figaro and L’Humanité, and nothing in Libération. In the week following 
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the incidents of Vaulx-en-Velin, however, there were some 60 articles, nine 
editorials and 34 reports diffused on the radio or television (Bonelli, 2001). 
Libération, which had passed Les Minguettes in silence, this time published 
a special section on Vaulx-en-Velin, and devoted its cover page to the 
incidents, with the title ‘Why Vaulx-en-Velin?’ (13–14 October 1990). 
Qualitatively, interviews, information boxes and maps were presented when 
reporting the incidents, presenting a mix of journalistic accounts, com-
mentary, the expert’s view and the specialists’ comments. All of these 
contributed to the emergence of new actors and new discourses concerning 
the banlieues. Indeed, as Hargreaves (1996) shows, the construction of the 
banlieues as a journalistic category followed the incidents of Vaulx-en-Velin. 
As we will see in this chapter, the incidents also led to the engagement of 
other state institutions – namely, the Ministry of Justice and the French 
Intelligence Service – with the question of banlieues, contributing to the 
articulation of banlieues more in terms of ‘threat’.

The exemplarity of Vaulx-en-Velin prior to the revolts and the magni-
tude of incidents, however, only partly accounts for the unprecedented 
media and political attention. A crucial factor that made Vaulx-en-Velin a 
turning point was the context in which the incidents occurred. Like Les 
Minguettes in 1981, the incidents of 1990 in Vaulx-en-Velin occurred in 
a context of hotly debated issues, national as well as international, which 
resonated with the anxieties at home about immigration and Islam. The 
Intifada had already been in progress for three years (which led to com-
ments about the ‘Intifada of the banlieues’), the Salman Rushdie affair had 
happened only a couple of years previously, and the Gulf War was about 
to start. The early 1990s was also particular in that the continent was no 
longer divided neatly to distinguish friend from enemy following the demise 
of the Berlin Wall in 1989, urging the French state, already preoccupied 
with ‘menaces to French identity’, to affi rm its authority and sovereignty 
in the midst of political restructuring that modifi ed seemingly immutable 
political spaces. In addition to these developments, the Los Angeles riots 
occurred two years after Vaulx-en-Velin, summoning once again the ghost 
of the ‘ethnic’ nightmare haunting the French republic. In France, there 
was a hot debate following the Islamic headscarf affair of 1989, to which 
the ‘public response was almost unanimously hostile, not to say at times 
hysterical’ (Jennings, 2000: 584).5

The refl ection of these events in France was a resurgence of debates 
around, and arguments against, immigrants and ‘communities’, focusing 
particularly on North African immigrants and Islam.6 Just as the context in 
which the incidents of Les Minguettes occurred led to the articulation of 
banlieues with immigration, the context in which the incidents of Vaulx-en-
Velin occurred led to their articulation with Islam – or, better yet, with a 
particular interpretation of Islam seen to be incompatible with the values 
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of the republic, and prone to taking fundamentalist and terrorist turns. 
Islam in banlieues was not a novelty. Indeed, as Battegay and Boubeker 
(1991–2: 58) argue, it was until then seen as a ‘good thing’ by the admin-
istrators, who thought it would calm down the banlieue youth a bit. In the 
context of the late 1980s and early 1990s, however, the issue of Islam 
entered the debate around banlieues, following the incidents in Vaulx-en-
Velin and other banlieues in the following years.7 To this was added Islamic 
terrorism following the bomb attacks in Paris in 1995, perpetrated by a 
group of second-generation Algerians, one of whom – Khaled Kelkal from 
Vaulx-en-Velin – was shot dead by the police. Khaled became an emblem-
atic fi gure of the articulation banlieue–Islamic terrorism, not least because 
his killing was screened on prime-time television only minutes after the 
event – where, as it turned out, an off-camera police voice calling ‘Finish 
him!’ while he lay wounded on the ground was censored.8

But incidents were not confi ned merely to peripheral areas. In Paris, 
high-school students were on the streets a month after Vaulx-en-Velin, 
protesting against the projects of then Minister of Education, Lionel Jospin. 
The manifestations, however, produced unintended consequences: shop 
windows were smashed in Montparnasse, a fairly well-off neighbourhood 
of Paris, followed by looting of clothes from stores and confrontations with 
the police. The dominant discourse in the media was that the young people 
doing the damage were coming from the banlieues, and were mainly of 
North African and African origin. This conviction was not limited to the 
media only. A telling example is a report presented two years later at the 
National Assembly by Julien Dray, one of the co-founders of the anti-racist 
organization SOS-Racisme and now a member of the Socialist Party. His 
report was entitled Violence of Young People in the Banlieues, the idea for 
which was ‘born out of a shock during the demonstrations by high-school 
students in the Fall of 1989 [sic]’ (Dray, 1992: 9). In other words, what 
prompted Dray to present a report on the ‘violence of young people in the 
banlieues’ were incidents that took place not in the banlieues but in the 
middle of Paris (which, in fact, took place not in 1989 but in 1990). Ban-
lieues were now coming into the city.

The National Council of Cities (CNV) attempted to counter this image 
with a study published shortly after the incidents in order to fi nd out who 
these young people really were. The report looked at the nationalities of 
46 young people questioned by the police, stating that most of them (31 
out of 46) were in fact French citizens.9Although a high proportion of 
banlieue youth were implicated in the incidents, the report stated, there was 
no sign of a premeditated mobilization in the banlieues to come and provoke 
incidents in Paris, except, perhaps, in a few cases (CNV, 1990a). Banlieues, 
once again, were at the centre of the political agenda. The French state, 
as it did in 1981, took the issue seriously.
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The ‘Return of the State’

The early 1990s, as far as urban policy goes, has been referred to as ‘the 
return of the state’ (Barthélémy, 1995; CNV, 1992a; Merlin, 1998), with 
the passing of new laws, the creation of new institutional structures and a 
proliferation of reports in order to ‘fi ght against exclusion’ and to ‘prevent 
ghettoization’ of certain neighbourhoods. The so-called ‘return of the state’ 
was fi rst implied by President Mitterrand in his frequently cited speech on 
4 December 1990 at Bron, a banlieue of Lyon just south of Vaulx-en-Velin 
(see Figure 3.4). Mitterrand stated that it was ‘possible to design, in this 
hideous jumble [magma] of banlieues of big cities, an order, an urbanism, 
an aesthetics, a way of life, and maybe a hope’ (Mitterrand, 1990: 2).

Mitterrand proposed four main lines of action. The fi rst was to concen-
trate the efforts of the state on the 400 urban policy neighbourhoods, now 
referred to as ‘neighbourhoods in diffi culty’. The second had to do with 
the diversifi cation of activities in these neighbourhoods, which were seen 
to be suffering from, among other things, architectural uniformity (grands 
ensembles) and separation of functions. The third was the participation of 
inhabitants – a notion that Cubero (2002–3) referred to as the ‘eternal 
leitmotiv’ of urban policy. The last one was the creation of jobs for the 
inhabitants of these neighbourhoods, which had remained a major problem 
since the early 1980s.

Mitterrand also proposed the assignment of sous-prefects to certain 
departments, who would be in charge of the neighbourhoods in question 
as local arms of the state, and evoked the possibility of creating a Ministry 
for the City. The assignment of sous-prefects as local arms of the state 
seemed contradictory compared to the reforms realized during Mitterrand’s 
fi rst term. With the decentralization reforms of the 1980s, the centrally 
appointed prefect had lost a priori supervisory control over the communes, 
and his executive powers over departments and regions were transferred to 
the elected presidents of departmental and regional councils. These changes 
were not merely administrative; they also carried symbolic power, even 
though the prefect still remained the representative of the central state. 
While Mitterrand’s proposal did not imply a transfer of all the local power 
to the sous-prefect, the assignment was still made by the central state. As 
Nakano (2000: 98) argues, ‘Monsieur le préfet was once the very embodi-
ment of the centralising, overbearing state in France.’ The decentralization 
reforms of the early 1980s, in this sense, refl ected the commitment of the 
Socialist government to locally elected offi cials, rather than to centrally 
appointed representatives of the state, which was also evident in urban 
policy by the appointment of Dubedout. With the reforms, even the title 
was changed from ‘prefect’ to ‘Commissaire de la République’.10 As we will 
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see in the following chapter, the prefects’ role in urban policy would be 
reinforced in the 1990s with the nomination of a prefect to the head of the 
DIV and the initiation of a major urban policy programme conceived by 
two prefects.

Two weeks after Mitterrand’s Bron speech, on 21 December 1990, 
Michel Delebarre (mayor of Dunkerque) was appointed as the Minister of 
State for the City, and the following month, 13 sous-prefects were assigned 
to the ‘most sensitive’ departments, charged with urban policy as their 
mission.11 One of the missions of the new Minister for the City was ‘elimi-
nating exclusion’ (DIV, 1999: 8).

In addition to new institutionalizations, the ‘return of the state’ of the 
early 1990s in the domain of urban policy was marked by the passing of 
new laws. The ‘Besson Law’ of 31 May 1990 defi ned the right to housing 
(droit au logement) as a ‘duty of solidarity for the entire nation’, and required 
the departments to fi nancially contribute to ‘solidarity funds’ at least as 
much as did the state (Articles 6 and 7). More importantly perhaps, it 
prohibited the use of the pre-emptive right against social housing projects 
in communes where social housing accounted for less than 20% of housing 
(Article 14). This was an important measure since some mayors used their 
pre-emptive right whenever a social housing organization was looking for 
land in their communes (see, for example, Libération, 13 July 2006).

Another law on ‘fi nancial solidarity’ – the Loi de dotation de solidarité 
urbaine of 13 May 1991 – was aimed at establishing inter-communal soli-
darity (as was suggested by the Dubedout Report of 1983 and Pesce report 
of 1984) through a transfer of funds from richer communes with fewer 
social problems to poorer communes with more social problems. This was 
a signifi cant redistributive measure that was aimed at fostering solidarity 
between communes.12

The most mediatized of the new laws, however, was the Loi d’Orientation 
pour la Ville (LOV) of 13 July 1991, known also as the ‘anti-ghetto law’. 
The LOV was presented at the National Assembly in April 1991 by the 
new Minister for the City. In his presentation, Delebarre identifi ed segrega-
tion and social exclusion as major problems, induced partly by the concen-
tration of populations with diffi culties in certain areas. The new law was 
conceived to address this problem by encouraging the dispersal of future 
social housing construction. What was at stake, Delebarre stated, was ‘the 
cohesion of French society’, and the aim was ‘restoring cohesion’ (Projet 
de loi, 24 avril 1991: 4). The LOV was published in the offi cial journal on 
19 July 1991, and its fi rst article read:

In order to realize the right to the city, urban districts, other territorial collec-
tivities and their groupings, the state and its public institutions assure to all 
the inhabitants of cities conditions of living and dwelling promoting social 
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cohesion as to avoid or abate the phenomena of segregation. This policy must 
provide for the insertion of each neighbourhood in the city and assure the 
coexistence of diverse social categories in each agglomeration.

The reverberation of Lefebvre’s notion of the right to the city was clear:

To exclude the urban from groups, classes, individuals, is also to exclude 
them from civilization, if from not society itself. The right to the city legitimates 
the refusal to allow oneself to be removed from urban reality by a discrimina-
tory and segregative organization. (Lefebvre, 1996: 195)

The LOV was basically concerned with social housing. It was designed 
to oblige communes located in agglomerations with more than 200,000 
inhabitants to provide 20% social housing. The aim was to avoid further 
concentration of social housing in agglomerations that already had a high 
proportion of it, and to achieve ‘social mixity’ in agglomerations that did 
not have much social housing. Although the idea of a fairer distribution of 
social housing among agglomerations was a signifi cant step, the LOV nev-
ertheless seemed far from achieving its stated objectives – ‘social cohesion’ 
and ‘the right to the city’. Concerning the former, the law was premised 
upon a supposed correlation between residential mixity and social cohesion 
(Simon, 1995). Concerning the latter, it transformed Lefebvre’s political 
notion of the right to the city into a procedural one – which conformed to 
the bureaucratic shift in urban policy in the early 1990s. But even pro-
cedurally it was not clear what the notion really implied. A letter, then, was 
circulated on 31 July 1991 to clarify the articles of the law, which stated 
that the opening article on the right to the city had ‘no normative nature’. 
Why was it there then? As ‘a homage to the work of Lefebvre’, perhaps, as 
Véronique de Rudder put it.13

Both the LOV and the ‘Besson Law’, however, remained largely inef-
fective due to ‘bureaucratic inertia’ (Merlin, 1998: 148). A year after the 
passing of LOV, for example, only two decrees – out of more than a dozen 
necessary for its implementation – had been published. Furthermore, the 
obligation for the mayors to organize meetings for each urban project that 
infl uenced the inhabitants was relinquished under the pretext of giving ‘free 
rein to local initiatives’ (Le Monde, 21 July 1992: 9).14 Finally, there was 
resistance on the side of agglomerations to provide social housing. In this 
respect, the LOV was not assertive enough, although this issue was brought 
to attention by the Conseil économique et social (1991) during the preparation 
of the law. The Conseil stated that the law did not push hard enough in 
terms of solidarity between communes, but ‘simply expect[ed] that each 
commune [would] accept and organise the mixity of populations’ (1991: 
6). The LOV was, thus, never fully implemented. The necessary decrees 
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for its implementation were still not completely prepared when the Balladur 
government took offi ce in 1993 and modifi ed it with the passing of the so-
called ‘Carrez Law’ in 1995, which largely eliminated the measures that 
sought to achieve a more balanced distribution of social housing.15

The institutional reforms and the new laws of the early 1990s were 
nevertheless representative of the state’s commitment to the urban ques-
tion. It was also necessary to defi ne the orientations of urban policy for the 
new decade. In his mission letter dated 19 February 1991, Delebarre 
defi ned the priority of urban policy as ‘the insertion of disadvantaged 
neighbourhoods and populations in the city’, and requested a report from 
Jean-Marie Delarue, who became the head of DIV the same year.

‘I Like the State’

Interviewer: Bourdieu talks about technocratic arrogance combined with 
 political marketing to characterize state policy.
Jean-Marie Delarue: I like the state.

Panoramiques 1993: 157

Jean-Marie Delarue’s report, Banlieues en diffi cultés: La relégation (Banlieues 
in diffi culty: the relegation), was published in 1991. Previous reports defi n-
ing the orientations of urban policy were prepared by mayors with a knowl-
edge and experience of local conditions (with the exception of Schwartz, 
who was an academic, and Levy and Sardais, whose reports were aimed 
more at evaluation than at defi ning the course of urban policy). Delarue’s 
profi le differed remarkably: a graduate of the Ecole Nationale d’Administration, 
the elite school for the civil servants of French administration, he was 
counsel of the Conseil d’Etat, the highest administrative court in France. 
His proposals for urban policy did not break new ground compared to those 
in the earlier reports. He was, nevertheless, more focused on the workings 
of the system than on promoting a local political dynamic, as the initiators 
of urban policy were. In this sense, the Delarue Report marks a turning 
point in urban policy – which is perhaps best captured by the epigraph that 
opens this section – towards a better institutionalized, and more bureau-
cratic and technocratic approach.

The Delarue Report is also emblematic of a change in urban policy dis-
course in the 1990s, not so much for its literary allusions as for its reference 
to ‘the republican tradition’ for the fi rst time in an urban policy document. 
The report was structured around the notion of citizenship, which had to 
be reaffi rmed in the ‘relegated’ neighbourhoods. Otherwise, Delarue main-
tained, there would be ‘alternative solutions’, some of which could ‘already 
be discerned’. These included ‘ “communitarian” groupings, alien to the 
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republican tradition, as emphasized in its fi rst report by the Haut Conseil 
à l’Intégration [HCI]’; ‘a Sicilian-style degradation in the cités’; and 
‘an extension of phenomena that are appearing marginally, these law-
less [sans foi ni loi] places in which nothing and no one can take hold’ 
(1991: 90).16

The Delarue Report’s reference to the HCI, the republican tradition and 
communitarian groupings incompatible with it is signifi cant. The HCI was 
created immediately after the Islamic headscarf affair of 1989 as council 
for advising the government on the issue of integration. The political 
agenda in the early 1990s was largely dominated by this issue – not ‘inte-
gration’ in general, but the ‘integration’ of non-European immigrants and 
their descendants into French society, which were the main ‘targets’ of the 
so-called ‘republican model of integration’, in practice if not in theory.17 
The HCI’s aim was to conceive a ‘republican model of integration’, which 
eventually led, as de Rudder (2001: 30) argues, to ‘an exclusive republican 
nationalism’ with connotations of French identity and the acceptance of 
French cultural values. Although many scholars have noted the effects of 
republican nationalism on immigration and citizenship policies (see, for 
example, Balibar, 2001; Blatt, 1997; Feldblum, 1999), how it affected 
urban policy did not receive attention. As we will see, urban policy in 
the 1990s increasingly framed issues with references to ‘the republic’, and 
the Delarue Report, in this sense, is a turning point in urban policy 
discourse.

The Delarue Report shared the same conviction in terms of the role of 
urban policy programmes with the Levy Report. In 1988, the Levy Report 
had maintained that the situation would have been worse in the absence 
of such programmes. It was followed, two years later, by the incidents of 
Chanteloup-les-Vignes and Vaulx-en-Velin, the former in the seventh year 
of its inclusion in urban policy, and the latter in its sixth. Likewise, the 
Delarue Report held that urban policy programmes had played an impor-
tant ‘preventive’ role in the selected neighbourhoods. It was followed by 
seven revolts in the same year, and four others in the following year. The 
fi rst seven in 1991 took place in the social housing neighbourhoods of 
Sartrouville (included since 1989), Mantes-la-Jolie (included since 1982), 
Meaux (included since 1984), Garges-les-Gonesse (included since 1984), 
Aulnay-sous-Bois (included since 1984), Amiens (included since 1983) 
and Vénissieux (included since 1982). The four others in 1992 took place 
in Vaulx-en-Velin (included since 1984), Reims (included since 1984), 
Tourcoing (included since 1989) and Brunoy (later included in 1996).

This is a curious situation that suggests two non-exclusive possibilities 
(other than the possibility that this is pure coincidence). The fi rst one is 
that despite being included in urban policy programmes for several years, 
these neighbourhoods suffered from embedded problems to which urban 
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policy was unable to respond adequately. The other is that the actions 
carried out in the framework of urban policy programmes were conceived 
poorly, increasing the already latent tensions between young people and 
fi gures of authority, such as the municipality and the police. Indeed, the 
Vaulx-en-Velin story presented in Chapter 6 suggests such a possibility. 
One thing, however, was sure: revolts in the social housing neighbourhoods 
of banlieues recurred with increasing magnitude, and they expanded geo-
graphically. A working group of the National Council of Cities published 
a report in order to examine the ‘movements of violence’ that had occurred 
in October 1990 (CNV, 1991a, known also as the Cardo Report since the 
group was chaired by Pierre Cardo, mayor of Chanteloup-les-Vignes). This 
fairly short report stated that the majority of the young people implicated 
in these incidents were from immigrant backgrounds and came from socio-
economically disadvantaged families. Despite an element of violence, such 
incidents, it was argued, were nevertheless responses to a ‘feeling of exclu-
sion’ generated by school failure, unemployment and lack of facilities in 
the banlieues. These young people, the report maintained, ‘want a fairer 
society’, and even if there had been recourse to violence during the inci-
dents, the aim was to ‘assert their claims’ (CNV, 1991a: 4).

These remarks and the institutional reforms of the early 1990s show that 
revolts in the banlieues were still taken seriously by the government. However, 
the early 1990s, as noted above, was also a period in which other state 
institutions would engage with the question of banlieues, including the 
Ministry of Justice, the French Intelligence Service and the State Statistical 
Institute. These engagements, to put it in Rancière’s terms, would intro-
duce new sensible evidences (new categories, new statistics, new offi cial 
terms and discourses – in short, new statements) and contribute to the 
further consolidation of the police order with a more precise delineation of 
the spaces of intervention.

Justice, Police, Statistics

In 1991, the Ministry of Justice published a document entitled ‘The Law 
Acts in the City’ (Ministère de la Justice, 1991).18 After a reminder as to 
the two objectives of urban policy as social development of neighbourhoods 
and prevention of delinquency, it was stated that the ‘law [was] mobilized 
to better respond to urban problems’. There was a concern with the weak-
ening authority of the law in the city, and the aim was to have a ‘more 
direct presence of the Law [la Justice] in sensitive neighbourhoods’ – a new 
term entering the agenda in the early 1990s. The Maisons de Justice et du 
Droit (MJD) were conceived for this purpose. They were to bring the juridi-
cal system closer to inhabitants in order to ‘reinforce the presence of the 
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Law’ through a rapid, on the spot, treatment of delinquency in the so-called 
‘sensitive neighbourhoods’ (Ministère de la Justice, 1991: 4 and 5). The 
following year, the Minister of Justice issued a circular, and stated that it 
was ‘necessary to ensure that no criminal act, even minor, even committed 
by a young person, remain without judicial response. Greater swiftness in 
the punishment is also particularly important’ (Circulaire no. 92–13 du 2 
octobre 1992: 2).

The circular was not about penal policy in general, but about ‘responses 
to urban delinquency’ – another new term entering the agenda in the early 
1990s. Thus, ‘a new stage of prevention of delinquency’ started in this 
period with the collaboration of the Ministry of Justice, the Ministry for 
the City and the DIV (Ministère de la Justice, 1991: 13). The spatial order 
consolidated by urban policy – ‘the police’ – was the starting point of this 
collaboration with the repressive machinery of the state. It also provided 
the spatial basis for the French Intelligence Service.

Another state institution that turned to urban issues in the early 1990s 
was the Renseignements Généraux (French Intelligence Service, RG hereaf-
ter). Following the incidents of Vaulx-en-Velin and the demonstrations by 
high-school students in Paris, a special section was created at the RG in 
December 1990. It was initially a sub-section of a larger unit at the RG, 
and was called ‘Urban Violence’ – another new term entering the agenda 
in the early 1990s. In April 1991, it became an autonomous section within 
the RG, and changed its name to ‘Cities and Banlieues’ (Villes et banlieues). 
Directly attached to the Ministry of the Interior, the section was, and 
still is, ‘responsible for studying problems of violence in sensitive neigh-
bourhoods’ in collaboration with other actors, including those involved in 
urban policy. Lucienne Bui-Trong, a former high-school philosophy 
teacher, was the creator and head (until her retirement in 2002) of this 
section.19

[O]ur mission was to have a general view on the issues of banlieues, on vio-
lence in the banlieues, we wanted to be able to give the Minister of the Interior 
an assessment of the situation, we wanted to be able to anticipate riots, to 
be prepared in case serious incidents occurred  .  .  .  and we also wanted to help 
all the police forces to deal with this problem, while of course working with 
the other actors, since there was also an urban policy operating, we tried to 
see how the police could work in harmony with the other actors. (Interview, 
Lucienne Bui-Trong)

With a focus mainly on the banlieues, the section started work analysing 
and anticipating ‘urban violence’ and terrorist activities:

[W]e are not visible for the population. [.  .  .] We try to keep up with the 
evolution of opinions, we are a bit like meteorologists of opinion. Therefore 
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we work in two directions, in fact: fi rst, information on the problems, facts 
of society, of opinion, and, on the other hand, we also work against terrorism, 
against terrorist violence, where we work in a more focused way. [.  .  .] In our 
services, there were two ways of working, so, on the one hand, there was the 
work in which you introduce yourself, state you’re working for the prefect, 
for the Ministry of Interior, and you gather information, and, on the other 
hand, a more focused infi ltration work, to anticipate on  .  .  .  on terrorism 
itself. (Interview, Lucienne Bui-Trong)

With the creation of this section concerned with ‘urban violence’, the 
RG moved in new directions. As Bonelli (2001) argues, the RG has tradi-
tionally been concerned with the defence of institutions and social order. 
It was specialized in the surveillance of ‘subversive’ political and social 
movements, which involved the surveillance of the activities of government 
offi cials, prefects and politicians in general. Especially in the 1970s and 
until the mid-1980s, it was largely preoccupied with the ‘menace’ of leftist 
‘political subversion’. But since then, such a ‘menace’ has largely disap-
peared. Furthermore, the surveillance of the activities of politicians created 
a lot of tension. Therefore in the early 1990s, the RG lacked ‘legitimate 
targets’ of its own. Indeed, even the organization’s dissolution was envis-
aged. The notion of ‘urban violence’ came as a ‘lifesaver’ to the RG; it had 
a collective dimension, and thus required the organization’s involvement. 
The urban policy neighbourhoods were taken as a starting point. In 1991, 
800 ‘sensitive neighbourhoods’ were under surveillance by the RG, which 
went up to 1,200 by the end of the decade (Bui-Trong, 2000).

Since then, the activities of the ‘Cities and Banlieues’ section have become 
highly mediatized, especially following the publication of the so-called 
‘Bui-Trong scale’ of ‘indicators of violence in sensitive neighbourhoods’ 
(Bui-Trong, 1993). The scale consisted of eight degrees, ranging from acts 
of vandalism and delinquency with no institutional connotations (degree 
1) to confrontations with the police, ‘guerrilla’ and ‘riot’ (degree 8). Using 
this scale, ‘a cartography of sensitive neighbourhoods’ was prepared. As 
Bui-Trong explains, ‘the fi rst practical interest of the cartography of sensi-
tive neighbourhoods is that it allows to better target (qualitatively) the 
efforts of urban policy’ (1993: 245). Thus, the section started to collaborate 
with the newly created Ministry for the City.

[M]y own criteria have nothing to do with those of urban policy. But what 
happens is, and that’s the issue, of course, most riots we had happened, took 
place in neighbourhoods which were included in urban policy, so of course our 
work interested, from that very moment, it interested the Ministry for the 
City, so we sent our work to them too. But, you see, the fact that the neigh-
bourhood was or was not included in urban policy was never a criterion for 
us to get interested in it. (Interview, Lucienne Bui-Trong)
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The data collected by the RG, including the list of neighbourhoods 
under surveillance, are confi dential and not released. There is, however, 
evidence that suggests that the neighbourhoods under surveillance largely 
overlap with the urban policy neighbourhoods. All but two of the areas 
where large-scale (degree 8) revolts occurred in the 1990s are urban policy 
neighbourhoods.20 Furthermore, a map prepared by Bui-Trong (without 
giving the names of neighbourhoods) suggests such an overlap. This map 
shows the number of neighbourhoods under surveillance by department 
(Bui-Trong, 2000: 132). A similar pattern occurs when a comparable map 
is prepared for the urban policy neighbourhoods (Figures 4.1 and 4.2)

This overlap is not very surprising because when it was decided, in 1990, 
that the RG would keep certain neighbourhoods under surveillance, it was 
the list of urban policy neighbourhoods that was directly taken as a starting 
point (Bui-Trong, 2000). The list included 546 neighbourhoods at the 
time. Since then, however, the RG has developed its own criteria, and 
the list expanded gradually, from 800 in 1991 to some 1,200 by the end 
of the decade.

While the data collected by the RG remain confi dential, it is possible to 
obtain some information about these neighbourhoods by using another set 
of data provided by the State Statistical Institute (Institut National de la 
Statistique et des Etudes Economiques; INSEE, hereafter), the second body 
with which the Ministry for the City would collaborate in the early 1990s. 
The problem for the new ministry, whose mission was defi ned as ‘fi ghting 
exclusion’, was to spatially constitute its object of intervention: that is, 
spatially defi ning and delimiting ‘exclusion’. Fighting exclusion meant to 
fi ght it spatially, given the way urban policy had operated since its incep-
tion. However, this had to be done with an already existing geography of 
priority neighbourhoods – the ‘local geography’ of the 1980s – which ini-
tially was to have 400 neighbourhoods, but consisted of 546 by the time 
INSEE got engaged. Thus the Ministry for the City started to collaborate 
with INSEE for the statistical profi ling and mapping of the urban policy 
neighbourhoods. A section called ‘City’ (Ville) was created at INSEE to 
this purpose. This collaboration was aimed at re-constituting the spaces of 
urban policy as the objects of a national policy in a more rational and 
precise way. As Estèbe (2001: 31) put it: ‘What is at stake is the transfor-
mation of the essentially local geography of the 1980s – based on reputa-
tions, empirical and grounded knowledge [des connaissances sensibles et 
empiriques], parallel histories of cities and neighbourhoods – into a set of 
territories likely to become an acceptable object for a national policy for 
fi ghting exclusion.’ The neighbourhoods were thus re-constituted as objects 
of a national policy for spatially fi ghting exclusion, using long-term unem-
ployment, young people under 25 and foreigners as criteria. This new 
geography of the priority neighbourhoods of urban policy was a ‘relative 
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geography’ in that the defi ned criteria were used to measure the ‘gap’ 
between urban policy neighbourhoods, national means and mean values 
for communes and agglomerations of which they were a part. What was 
measured, therefore, was the concentration of long-term unemployed, 
young people under 25 and foreigners in relation to mean values at the 
commune, agglomeration and national levels. The spaces of urban policy 
were thus conceptualized not as separate from, but in relation to, wider 
geographies.

The neighbourhoods in question were the ones included in urban policy 
for the Xth Plan (1989–93), which were selected by local collectivities 
(communes and regions) and the state. The list consisted of 546 neighbour-
hoods, which were also the ones initially used by the RG. Table 4.1 pres-
ents some of the characteristics of these neighbourhoods.21

In 1990, there were 3 million inhabitants living in the priority neighbour-
hoods of urban policy (5.3% of the total population of metropolitan 
France). Most of these neighbourhoods were located at the peripheral areas 
of cities, and were often further separated from the city by power lines, 
freeways and railways. Around seven neighbourhoods out of ten were situ-
ated next to railways, although only four out of ten were served by a train 
station (Champion et al., 1993). More than half of the inhabitants of prior-
ity neighbourhoods lived in social housing (HLM), while this ratio was 
20% in agglomerations to which they belonged, and 15% for the rest of 
France.

Table 4.1 Characteristics of the priority neighbourhoods of urban policy in comparison with their 
agglomerations and metropolitan France, 1990 (%)

  Agglomeration
 Priority (city and its
 neighbourhoods banlieues) France total

Unemployment rate 18.9 11.5 10.8
Unemployment rate/15–24 28.5 20.7 19.9
Unemployment 26.2 19.8 18.8
 rate/foreigners
Proportion of young 18.2 15.8 15.0
 people/15–24
Proportion of foreigners 18.6 9.0 6.3
Proportion of people with
 no high-school diploma 39.3 26.8 29.1
 (excluding students)
HLM inhabitants 59.0 20.3 14.6

Source: INSEE-DIV (no date).
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The priority neighbourhoods of urban policy were places with concen-
trations of unemployed people, young people under 25 and foreigners. 
However, the situation varied depending on regional particularities, such 
as the economic history of a particular region. Although the urban policy 
neighbourhoods were marked by high levels of unemployment – almost 
twice the national mean – there were nevertheless neighbourhoods with 
equally high levels of unemployment that were not included in urban policy 
(Champion and Marpsat, 1996).

The proportion of young people aged between 15 and 24 was slightly 
higher in the priority neighbourhoods compared to the agglomerations to 
which they belonged. What was particularly high in the priority neighbour-
hoods was youth unemployment, although it must be noted that the level 
of youth unemployment is rather high in France, where one fi fth of the 
young population was unemployed in 1990.

The proportion of foreigners living in the priority neighbourhoods was 
relatively high (more than twice compared to the agglomeration, and almost 
thrice compared to the national mean). Foreigners from North Africa were 
over-represented in the priority neighbourhoods of urban policy; in 1990, 
more than half the foreigners living in these neighbourhoods were of North 
African origin (Champion et al., 1993).

Another distinguishing feature of the priority neighbourhoods concerned 
the level of education. Four out of ten people did not have a high school 
diploma in the urban policy neighbourhoods.

This summary gives some insight into the characteristics of the urban 
policy neighbourhoods (and of the RG, as well) in 1990. We should, 
however, keep in mind that despite common characteristics (peripheral 
locations, concentrations of unemployed people, youth and foreigners, 
school failure, etc.), there were also variations among the urban policy 
neighbourhoods, as the fi rst statistics about them showed (Champion and 
Marpsat, 1996; Champion et al., 1993). As we will see in the next chapter, 
all of these neighbourhoods would remain in the ever-expanding list of 
urban policy, but their spatial conceptualizations and discursive articula-
tions would change remarkably.

Although these transformations of urban policy in the early 1990s pro-
vided more information about its spaces of intervention, they did some-
thing else: they defi ned those spaces in the fi rst place. This relates to Rose’s 
(1999) discussion of ‘political numbers’, where he explores the relationship 
between numbers and government. He argues that numbers make govern-
ment possible ‘because they help make up the object domains upon which 
government is required to operate’ (1999: 197). In other words, they are 
constitutive of the spaces of government, contributing to the drawing of 
their boundaries and making them intelligible. Numbers, Rose (1999: 212) 
argues, ‘do not merely inscribe a pre-existing reality. They constitute it.’ 
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In so doing, they also problematize it: that is, defi ne it as a problem and 
make it amenable to government. In other words, they help to constitute 
the very objects or subjects of government: ‘Numbers, like other “inscrip-
tion devices”, actually constitute the domains they appear to represent; they 
render them representable in a docile form – a form amenable to the appli-
cation of calculation and deliberation’ (Rose, 1999: 198). Rose’s argument 
resonates with my approach to urban policy and its spaces of intervention. 
Just as political numbers do not simply represent (given) domains of gov-
ernment but constitute them as such in the fi rst place, the spaces of urban 
policy, as I have argued in Chapter 2, are not given but constituted through 
various practices of articulation (of which statistics is one).

Paradoxically, the recourse to numbers took place in a context where 
the question of banlieues became more politically charged, thus establishing 
what Rose (1999: 207) called a ‘domain of objectivity’ in the midst of 
heated debates around the issue of banlieues, ranging from ‘integration’ to 
terrorism. Urban policy moved away from local specifi cities and militant 
forms of intervention towards quantifi cation, standardization and bureau-
cratic forms of intervention. Thus, new tools were put in place to address 
the question of banlieues in a more precise and ‘objective’ manner. But 
these new tools were also new sensible evidences that helped constitute the 
banlieues as objects of thought and intervention in a certain way. The sta-
tistics and mappings of INSEE, the so-called ‘Bui-Trong scale’ that classi-
fi ed ‘urban violence’ to create ‘a cartography of sensitive neighbourhoods’, 
and the new statistics on ‘urban violence’22 – a new term entering the 
agenda – were all part of that system of sensible evidences that I call 
‘the police’. On the one hand, therefore, new ways of thinking and talking 
about the banlieues were encouraged. On the other, there was a search for 
a ‘better’ police through the use of new tools and techniques aimed at 
precision.

Conclusions: Looking for a ‘Better’ Police  .  .  .

Following the incidents of Vaulx-en-Velin in 1990, Prime Minister Rocard 
had charged the two presidents of the National Council of Cities (CNV) 
with a mission to visit the commune and prepare a report on the situation. 
The report was prepared shortly after, and it stated that the disturbances 
were not to be seen as a failure of urban policy, despite the fact that Vaulx-
en-Velin had been part of urban policy since 1984. Urban policy had still 
to be pursued, the report maintained, but its conception and objectives had 
to be reconsidered (CNV, 1990b).

Urban policy remained a priority for the government, which showed its 
commitment to the issue with the creation of the Ministry for the City and 
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the passing of new laws in the early 1990s. A remarkable feature of this 
period was the changing tone of urban policy and the engagement of the 
repressive machinery of the state with the urban question, or, better yet, 
with the question of banlieues. The initial reports on the orientation of 
urban policy were aimed at generating new ways of thinking about the city. 
Their vision of urban policy was one of political experimentation; they had 
hope more in militants working in the neighbourhoods than in procedural 
approaches. In the 1980s, social development of neighbourhoods was 
above all the work of these militants (see Donzelot and Estèbe’s 1993 
report). ‘So there was really this desire to do something  .  .  .  for and with 
the people. With, because we were leaning on them, a network of associa-
tions’ (interview, Pierre Saragoussi).

In the early 1990s, however, this approach gave way to a more techno-
cratic and administrative one; the ‘privileged interlocutor’ of urban policy 
was now the parliament, and no longer locally elected offi cials (Donzelot 
and Estèbe’s 1993 report: 101). As the members of the original DSQ pro-
gramme of the early 1980s maintain, with the reforms of the early 1990s, 
the nature of urban policy changed; ‘it became an administration’ (inter-
view, Sylvie Harburger). With the bureaucratization of urban policy and 
the expansion of its geography, the initial ideas of experimentation and 
local specifi cities disappeared. ‘And then there is this other  .  .  .  path that 
was chosen [in the early 1980s], like, carrying on always with, with, speci-
fi city, [.  .  .] and that was lost, and we created discursive places [‘lieux de 
discours’]’ (interview, Pierre Saragoussi).23

In terms of spatial conceptualization, the urban policy neighbourhoods 
were constituted as more precisely defi ned objects of intervention, with 
clear boundaries and corresponding statistical information. This emphasis 
on precision and statistical manipulation, however, was not premised on a 
conception of the spaces of urban policy as self-contained. Although their 
boundaries were now more clearly defi ned, they were nevertheless concep-
tualized in relation to wider geographies rather than as separate entities in 
themselves, thus transforming the ‘local geography’ of the 1980s into a 
‘relative geography’. As we will see in the next chapter, there will be another 
shift in the spatial conceptualization of the spaces of urban policy, trans-
forming the relative geography of the early 1990s into a ‘statist geography’. 
This shift will also correspond to two other shifts from the mid-1990s 
onwards: fi rst, a shift from more comprehensive and potentially redistribu-
tive policies to initiatives ‘confi ned’ to the designated areas (in the form of 
tax concession zones, for example); and, second, a shift towards more 
repressive and penal forms of state intervention, the effects of which will 
be more pronounced in the urban policy neighbourhoods.

Before taking on this repressive orientation, however, urban policy in 
the early 1990s was a search for a ‘better’ police. Institutions of urban 
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policy, the problem they were to tackle (‘exclusion’), and the spaces they 
were to intervene upon were all constituted almost simultaneously in a 
couple of years. Equipped with new institutions, a problem to address, 
rationally and more accurately defi ned spaces of intervention, urban policy 
sought to operate in a more precise and effi cient manner, but its spatial 
premises and the spatial order it consolidated were never questioned. The 
police order was simply expanded with more precise delineations and a 
new name for ‘the problem’ – exclusion. Thus, the inclusion of neighbour-
hoods in this police order – which had proven far from temporary by the 
1990s – became the very sign of their exclusion, even deviance. The remark 
of the mayor of Vaulx-en-Velin – made in 2002, almost two decades after 
having fi rst been included in urban policy – is emblematic in this sense: 
‘My objective is that the city acquire one day the status of normality’ (inter-
view, Maurice Charrier).

This police order also provided the spatial basis for the engagement of 
the Ministry of Justice and the French Intelligence Service, which led to 
the production of new state statements around the banlieues. In a context 
of growing anxieties about Islam, terrorism and the formation of ‘commu-
nities’ and ‘ghettos’ at the peripheral areas of cities, the urban policy 
neighbourhoods came to be articulated increasingly as ‘menace’ – especially 
following the engagement of the RG with the question of banlieues, 
introducing such new notions as ‘urban violence’, ‘urban guerrilla’ and 
‘sensitive neighbourhoods’. ‘Justice’ was mobilized to respond to ‘urban 
problems’.

But other notions of justice – not merely in its penal form – were also 
being mobilized in the early 1990s. I have argued, in Part I, that urban 
policy and other state’s statements are place-making practices, but not 
the only ones. There is, in this sense, a contestation for space between 
state’s statements and other voices. The Mouvement de l’Immigration et des 
Banlieues (Immigration and Banlieues Movement, MIB) is one of the alter-
native voices on banlieues. Created in 1995 by mainly second-generation 
immigrants from the banlieues of the Paris region, the MIB is one of 
the most prominent mobilizations in the banlieues, with an aim to federate 
local associations in a larger movement. As one of its founding members 
put it:

Originally, the objectives and claims of the movement, you can see them on 
the poster downstairs, ‘Justice in Banlieues’, a programme which raises issues 
such as housing, access to school, double peine,24 crime, and discrimination 
in general. (Interview, Guy, MIB)

The starting point was the identifi cation of these ‘various forms of injustice’ 
(interview, Farid, MIB), with the objective of creating a movement in the 
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banlieues which would become ‘an important political force, existing as a 
sort of counter-power’ (interview, Lahlou, MIB). In fact, what would then 
become the MIB – the ‘Resistance of Banlieues’ – had started around the 
same time as the engagement of the repressive machinery of the state with 
the question of banlieues following the revolts of the early 1990s, which had 
a different signifi cance for the banlieue youth:25

When a young person is killed in a cité, for the revolts of the 1990s were 
above all about police violence, it would be far more worrying if nothing 
happened. [.  .  .] Therefore, I always thought that it was rather a phenomenon 
of resistance that exposed the limits of political discourse. [.  .  .] Revolt is the 
only remaining possibility to say at a given moment, that’s enough, we’re 
capable, let’s go. [.  .  .] The period of ‘Resistance of Banlieues’ was so clear 
in that way, revolts were taking place daily, that was between the late 1980s 
and early 1990s. (Interview, Guy, MIB)

As we will see in more detail in Chapter 7, most of the banlieue revolts are 
triggered by the killing of banlieue youth in circumstances where the police 
are implicated. As we have seen above, the state’s statements of the early 
1990s highlighted mainly a criminal dimension in revolts, and articulated 
the banlieues with new notions, such as ‘urban violence’, ‘urban guerrilla’ 
and ‘sensitive neighbourhoods’. ‘Resistance of Banlieues’, on the other 
hand, was created, as one of its founding members put it, ‘to make people 
hear another voice, and to make claims about what the people needed 
in these so-called sensitive neighbourhoods, about which the only sensi-
tive thing is the misery and precarious situation of people’ (interview, 
Nordine, MIB).

Such voices, however, have not been very effective in changing the 
discursive terms of banlieues, and we will see some of the reasons why 
in Chapter 6. In addition to fi nancial and organizational diffi culties, such 
alternative voices originating in the banlieues have increasingly been 
undermined by accusations of ‘communitarianism’, which has become a 
common practice from the early 1990s onwards with the rise of republican 
nationalism.

.  .  .  a ‘Republican’ One

The early 1990s were also marked by the consolidation of what Blatt 
(1997) called ‘the republican consensus’, with references to so-called 
republican ‘values’, ‘principles’ and ‘tradition’, and the development of a 
so-called ‘republican model of integration’. Despite the rise of republican 
nationalism in the early 1990s with considerable hostility towards different, 
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notably non-European, cultures, the focus remained on the National Front 
(FN) and its leader, Jean-Marie Le Pen, which became the major target of 
anti-racist movements.26 But Le Pen was not the only politician deploying 
racist discourses. In 1991, Jacques Chirac, then mayor of Paris, expressed 
his concern about immigration in quite explicit terms, stating that ‘the 
threshold of tolerance’ had been surpassed, and that there was an ‘over-
dose’ of immigrants:

The worker who [.  .  .] works with his wife to earn around 15,000 francs and 
who sees, on the same fl oor of his HLM, a packed family with the father, his 
three or four wives and some twenty kids, who makes 50,000 francs through 
welfare payments without, naturally, working  .  .  .  if you add to this the noise 
and the smell, the French worker goes crazy. Saying this does not mean being 
racist. (Le Monde, 21 June 1991: 40)

Chirac did not regret having said this. In an interview the following day, 
he claimed that this was what was heard ‘in these neighbourhoods’, and 
stated, by using precisely the same reasoning Le Pen uses to substantiate 
his own racist remarks, that all he did was to ‘say loudly what many think’: 
‘I am not suspected of sympathizing with Le Pen, I do not see why he 
would have the monopoly over highlighting the real problems.’ Le Pen, on 
the other hand, was ‘surprised to see that more and more people subscribe 
to the analysis and the proposals that the National Front has been making 
for 10 years, while still demonizing it’ (Le Monde, 21 June 1991: 40).

Chirac’s words, coming from the mouth of a former Prime Minister, the 
mayor of Paris and the president of the opposition party RPR at the time, 
were not without political weight. However, Le Pen and FN remained as 
the symbols of racism in French political life. Chirac, on the other hand, 
was elected President of the Republic four years later, in 1995. Ironically, 
when he was faced with Le Pen during the second round of 2002 presi-
dential elections, he presented himself as defending ‘republican values’ and 
the ‘republican tradition of tolerance and democracy’, and was eventually 
elected President of the Republic for the second time.

The republican consensus was centred on the alleged ‘threat’ of the 
formation of ‘communities’ deemed incompatible with the principles of the 
French republic, which was spatially reifi ed in the image of the banlieue. In 
the early years of urban policy, the presence of different cultures was seen 
as a condition of urban life, and the diversity engendered by this presence 
was celebrated. There were even occasional references to ‘right to differ-
ence’, until the notion’s appropriation by the extreme right,27 and its offi cial 
denunciation by the HCI’s second annual report in 1992. The report stated 
that ‘[n]otions of a “multicultural society” and the “right to difference” 
[were] unacceptably ambiguous’, and that ‘it would be wrong to let anyone 
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think that different cultures can be allowed to become fully developed in 
France’ (HCI, 1992; cited in Hargreaves, 1997: 184). This was a clear 
message, but a more brutal one was delivered by Charles Pasqua, a couple 
of days before the fi rst round of 1993 legislative elections. He declared that 
it should not be

accepted that certain communities be constituted, that they refuse our culture, 
and try to impose theirs on us, their customs and habits.  .  .  .  If France does 
not suit them, all they have to do is go home and bugger off [ foutre le 
camp].  .  .  .  We must not tolerate in our society the evolution towards a multi-
ethnic, multi-racial and multi-cultural society. Multi-ethnic and multi-racial, 
yes, but not multi-cultural. Those who want to live on the national territory 
must become French and assimilate our culture, we don’t have to put up 
with the others. We must both show openness and welcome all those who 
want to become our brothers, and reject those who accept neither our culture 
nor our civilization, and who, in the long term, constitute the seed of serious 
ethnic or racial diffi culties. (Le Monde, 21–2 March 1993: 11)

This was a far cry from Dubedout’s formulation for the social development 
of neighbourhoods (DSQ) programme:

The cultural element is essential in this respect. To foster the necessary con-
ditions for the emergence of ‘other’ cultures, considered today as minor, even 
ignored or despised, to provide social groups that do not identify with ‘high’ 
culture with the means to assert their cultural identity and way of life – such 
is the ambitious aim towards which urban societies should strive to take up 
the challenge of their multiracial condition and their own future. (Dubedout 
Report, 1983: 60)

It was in this context of a renewed enthusiasm for the ‘republican tradition’ 
that a centre-right government came to offi ce in 1993, winning a sweeping 
majority in the parliamentary elections of 21 and 28 March, with Edouard 
Balladur as Prime Minister, Charles Pasqua as the Minister of the Inte-
rior,28 and Simone Veil as Minister for Social Affairs, Health and Urban 
Affairs, taking the former Ministry for the City under her ministry.
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From ‘Neighbourhoods in Danger’ to 
‘Dangerous Neighbourhoods’: The Repressive 
Turn in Urban Policy

The fi rst parliamentary debate of the new government was devoted to cities 
and banlieues, which was rather uncommon for a right-wing government. 
The banlieues were immediately on the fi rst page of the newspaper Le Figaro 
on 27 April 1993(a), with the following title: ‘As the debate on the banlieues 
opens at the Assembly, Pasqua wants to re-establish identity checks’, 
although the article was not really about banlieues, but about two new laws 
on security and immigration that Pasqua wanted to present at the Ministry 
Council.

There was another article, again on the front page, by Alain Peyrefi tte, 
former Minister of Justice and the author of the 1977 report on violence, 
which we have discussed in Chapter 3. Linking unemployment, insecurity, 
immigration and the ‘malaise of banlieues’, Peyrefi tte accused the left of a 
soft, even naïve, attitude, and pointed to a widespread ‘fear’ of HLM cités 
and banlieues, which he qualifi ed as ‘outlaw areas’ (zones de non-droit)’. The 
solution required ‘fi rmness in the respect of republican principles’.

At the National Assembly, the issue of the ‘problems of cities and 
banlieues’ was presented as one of the priorities of the new government, 
which, again, was pretty uncommon for a right-wing administration. A so-
called ‘Marshall Plan’ was declared for banlieues. Prime Minister Balladur 
had already identifi ed the causes of the ‘malaise of banlieues’ as overpopula-
tion, degraded housing, school failure, unemployment, insecurity and 
‘communitarian co-existence’ (Le Figaro, 27 April 1993b: 1). During the 
parliamentary debate, he argued that ‘the spirit of the republic’ and ‘the 
authority of the state’ were ‘challenged’ (‘mise en cause’). He affi rmed 
the necessity to reaffi rm the authority of the state, particularly in the so-
called ‘outlaw areas’. The three priorities envisaged by his party, the RPR, 
were ‘authority, activity, and identity’. Authority meant the ‘return of the 
state in the cités’; activity referred to tax benefi ts for fi rms locating in the 
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urban policy neighbourhoods; and identity meant integration by ‘giving 
renewed pleasure at being French to those who become so by chance’ (Le 
Figaro, 28 April 1993: 6). This last priority refl ected a series of new laws 
in preparation, which passed three months later. Known as the ‘Pasqua–
Méhaignerie Laws’,1 they restricted entry and residence rights of foreigners 
with a stated aim of ‘zero immigration’, and facilitated easier identity 
checks by the police. But more importantly perhaps, they introduced a 
revision of the French Nationality Code. No legislative reform of the code 
had passed in the 1980s, despite the (failed) attempts of the Chirac govern-
ment of 1986–8. This 1993 nationality reform defi ned children born in 
France of immigrant parents as foreigners, whereas before the reform they 
would almost automatically have acquired French citizenship upon birth. 
The reform required immigrant youth to ‘manifest their wish’ to become 
French citizens between the ages of 16 and 21 (see Feldblum, 1999, for a 
detailed account of the reform).

The discourse of the new government diverged remarkably from the 
earlier governments’ discourse on the banlieues. Linking the banlieues with 
issues such as ‘the spirit of the republic’, ‘the authority of the state’ 
and ‘French identity’ was something virtually absent from the state’s state-
ments in the 1980s. Whereas earlier policies were more concerned with 
alleviating inequalities rising from the economic crisis, the new government 
proposed a shift in the legitimation of state intervention. With the introduc-
tion of new notions such as ‘outlaw areas’ and the ‘malaise of banlieues’, 
banlieues evoked an image of imminent ‘menace’, and were no longer spaces 
where one could identify the signs or symptoms of larger problems. The 
‘threat’ to the integrity of the republic had found its spatial form: ‘the 
banlieue’.

Encore! The Ghost Haunting the French Republic

[U]rban policy defi nitely contributed to limit effects of urban segregation. By 
improving public service in the neighbourhoods, it prevented a dangerous 
trend [dérive dangereuse], like the one experienced by Anglo-Saxon 
countries.

Geindre Reprort, 1993: 42

The consolidation of the republican consensus was easily discernible in the 
next urban policy report. The Geindre Report of 1993 was part of the work 
of commissions working for the preparation of the XIth Plan (1994–8). 
The report was critical of the ambiguity of urban policy and its lack of clear 
objectives. The report’s major proposition concerned the focus of urban 
policy; it had to be ‘fi ghting against exclusion’. Like many of the previous 
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reports, the Geindre Report maintained that the objective of participation 
of inhabitants had not been achieved. Although it was recognized that 
almost half of the inhabitants in the urban policy neighbourhoods were 
excluded from formal participation through voting (either because of age 
or nationality), the report did not opt for voting rights for foreigners. 
Overall, it was stated that urban policy had been helpful in avoiding ‘dan-
gerous evolutions, the formation of ghettos or outbursts of violence’ 
(Geindre Report, 1993: 236). Since Vaulx-en-Velin, however, 14 large-
scale revolts had taken place in social housing neighbourhoods, and another 
12 a year after the publication of the report. All but two of the areas where 
incidents occurred were urban policy neighbourhoods, and all except one 
were located in the banlieues.

What really distinguished the Geindre Report, published a year after 
the Los Angeles riots, was its emphasis on the republic, its values and 
authority, and the ‘threat’ posed by the formation of ‘communities’. The 
problem had changed direction from the neighbourhoods themselves to 
the republic; once the neighbourhoods were ‘at risk’, now it was ‘the 
republic’:

Some neighbourhoods are escaping republican law. Problems of ethnic co-
existence should not be evaded. [.  .  .] Immigrant workers of the ‘trente glo-
rieuses’ had the opportunity to integrate into French society, but what are the 
opportunities for unemployed immigrants or children of immigrants? In 
ravaged neighbourhoods, isn’t there already a quest for ‘community’ identity, 
to the image of what happens in the United States or Great Britain, and isn’t 
there a risk that secular principles and republican values be challenged? (1993: 
8; emphasis added)

This was a remarkable change because ‘the republic’ was virtually absent 
from the previous statements of the state in the domain of urban policy, 
except for a brief reference in the 1991 Delarue Report. The Geindre 
Report was the fi rst urban policy document in which the neighbourhoods 
were explicitly seen as potential ‘threats’ to the republic and its values. 
Thus conceiving the problem, or the ‘risk’, the Geindre Report emphasized 
the necessity of a strong territorial presence of the state through its 
‘politiques régaliennes’ and ‘services régaliens’. The adjective ‘régalien(ne) is 
signifi cant. The services régaliens of the state designates state functions (such 
as administration and fi nance) and state authority (such as the police and 
the justice system). It was the latter that was advocated by the report:

The reassertion of the rule of law [état de droit] in the diffi cult neighbourhoods 
[quartiers diffi ciles] implies for the state to take steps to both make everyone 
respect the law and give everyone the possibility to have his/her rights 
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respected. [.  .  .] It is therefore necessary to ensure a strong territorial presence 
of state services [services régaliens]. The aim is to make the rule of law visible 
mainly by locating police stations and justice representatives in the toughest 
neighbourhoods. Ensuring that the law be respected implies an increased 
presence of police forces in the fi eld and a quick and adapted judicial response. 
(1993: 81)

The Geindre Report refl ected the changing tone of state’s statements in 
the domain of urban policy with its emphasis on ‘the republic’ and the 
authority of the state. This trend intensifi ed following the change of govern-
ment. In May 1995, Jacques Chirac was elected President of the Republic 
following a campaign organized around the theme of ‘social fracture’. Alain 
Juppé replaced Balladur as the Prime Minister, and Jean-Louis Debré 
replaced Pasqua as the Minister of the Interior. First put into circulation 
in the early 1990s, the notion of ‘urban violence’ immediately became a 
priority for the new government. In a circular addressed to the prefects, 
Debré qualifi ed the ‘control of urban violence’ as ‘a priority action’. The 
phenomena of urban violence, he stated, ‘must be taken into account 
rapidly and effi ciently, failing which they will become a major factor of 
trouble in the banlieues likely to jeopardize the balance of our society’.2

While the new Ministry of the Interior was occupied with responding to 
‘urban violence’ with a focus on the banlieues, urban policy-makers were 
already busy with the delimitation of priority neighbourhoods for the XIth 
Plan (1994–8). Francis Idrac, a prefect, was now the head of DIV. In a 
circular addressed to prefects, he asked them to indicate the ‘precise loca-
tion of neighbourhoods’ on maps, and to establish a hierarchy of the areas 
delimited. The attempt was to establish the ‘geography of the priority 
neighbourhoods of urban policy’. The criteria were set as the following:

–  gap between the situation of the neighbourhood and the rest of the urban 
areas with respect to the proportion of young people under 20, unemploy-
ment rates, proportion of immigrant population;

–  mono-functionality of the area with an imbalance between residents 
(grands ensembles and degraded housing) and economic activity and 
employment;

–  isolation [enclavement] of the area with respect to the rest of the city and 
in terms of access to public services.3

The following year, a report on ‘urban integration’ was prepared by Idrac 
and Jean-Pierre Duport, another prefect. Their diagnosis was that the 
‘social cohesion’ of French cities was ‘threatened’ by segregation, unem-
ployment and urban violence. The envisioned programme for urban inte-
gration was basically concerned with ‘neighbourhoods in diffi culty’ and 
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‘cités’, which were seen to be turning into ‘ghettos’: ‘[T]he phenomenon 
of transformation of certain marginalised urban areas into ghettos contin-
ues and becomes more pronounced’ (Programme National d’Intégration 
Urbaine, 1995: 1). The notion of ghetto was now part of the offi cial 
discourse, although other statements of the state contradicted this 
assertion. The results of the fi rst statistical profi ling of the urban policy 
neighbourhoods showed that they were neither ethnically homogeneous 
nor large enough to function as self-contained segregated areas (see, 
for example, Champion and Marpsat, 1996; Champion et al., 1993). The 
image of the ghetto, however, was a powerful one to summon the ghosts 
haunting the French republic: ‘Life in the cités tends to breed exclusion 
and to express itself by behaviour beyond the cultural and social realm 
of the republican model’ (Programme National d’Intégration Urbaine, 
1995: 1).

Based on this articulation of the danger menacing the social cohesion of 
French cities, Duport and Idrac defi ned the four major objectives of the 
National Programme for Urban Integration as the following: (i) developing 
activity and employment in neighbourhoods; (ii) diversifi cation and restruc-
turation of neighbourhoods; (iii) development of associations; and (iv) 
restoring the presence of the state and of public services. This programme 
would form the basis of a new law the following year, the Pacte de Relance 
pour la Ville – presented by President Chirac as a ‘Marshall Plan for the 
banlieues’.4

Pacte de Relance: Old Ghost, New Spaces

Unlike the United States, we cannot accept that portions of our territory be 
defi nitely excluded, abandoned to others, and drift into violence and misery 
under the disillusioned or cowardly eyes of public powers.

Gérard Larcher, spokesperson for the 
special commission on Pacte de Relance

Indeed, [.  .  .] this Pacte de Relance is in a way the last chance to avoid what 
occurs in other countries, ghettos and confl icts between communities.

Jean-Pierre Fourcade, president of the 
special commission on Pacte de Relance

André Vezinhet (Senator, PS): But how shall we avoid troubles similar to that 
experienced by England, where the enterprise zones policy had to be given 
up because of its ineffi ciency?

Jean-Claude Gaudin (Minister, UDF): That’s in England!5

The spatial focus of the Pacte de Relance did not differ from the previous 
programmes. Its aim was presented by Prime Minister Juppé as the better 
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integration of the so-called ‘neighbourhoods in diffi culty’. It was conceived, 
in the words of Jean-Claude Gaudin, the Minister for Territorial Planning, 
City and Integration, to ‘respond to the problems of banlieues’. The aim, 
he stated, was to fi ght against ‘territorial fracture’ – the spatial ramifi cation 
of Chirac’s electoral campaign theme, ‘social fracture’ – which drifted parts 
of the population away from ‘the republic’ and ‘its values’. The Pacte de 
Relance, he affi rmed, was a ‘republican pact’. Everything in the 1990s, it 
seemed, was ‘republican’, except the banlieues, which were deemed to 
somehow defy the republic’s values and principles.6

The major features of the Pacte de Relance were defi ned by Idrac, head 
of the DIV. He stated that the Pacte was aimed at reducing ‘social fracture’ 
as its primary objective. This fracture consisted of four main lines. The fi rst 
was housing, notably social housing. In addition to physical degradation, 
the problem identifi ed by Idrac was the populations living in the social 
housing estates. Social housing estates were mainly inhabited by poor seg-
ments of the population. But more importantly, the concentration of immi-
grants and people from immigrant backgrounds in certain areas, Idrac held, 
led to a process of ‘ghettoization’ (1996: 20). The second line of fracture 
was unemployment, and the third the inability of young people to integrate 
themselves economically into society. The fourth was ‘the phenomena of 
urban violence’, which, in the words of Idrac, was a ‘characteristic element 
of contemporary cités’ (1996: 20).7 And these lines of fracture were pro-
duced in a social context in which ‘traditional bearings’ were destabilized. 
Parental authority, for example, no longer played its role as the ‘traditional 
regulator’; the ‘image of the father’ was devalorized with unemployment; 
the credibility of political organizations and syndicates was lost; and reli-
gious values were largely absent, although there was a revival of ‘certain 
forms of fundamentalism’ (1996: 21). Such were the ‘elements of diagno-
sis’ provided by the head of the DIV.

In order to respond to these problems, Idrac identifi ed four major axes 
for the Pacte de Relance. The fi rst and foremost of these was the ‘revival of 
activity in the neighbourhoods’, which basically consisted of tax conces-
sions and subsidies to business locating in the designated areas, and the 
creation of jobs for young people aged between 18 and 25. The second 
major axis of the programme was ‘security and public peace’. Idrac stated 
that the novelty of the new programme was that policies of prevention – the 
focus of previous urban policies – would be complemented by policies of 
‘security, public tranquillity and public peace’, with improved police pres-
ence in the banlieues and a more effective judicial response (1996: 30). To 
this end, 4,000 new police offi cers would be assigned to communes with 
‘diffi cult neighbourhoods’. The other two major axes of the programme 
were education, which implied a coordinated action in the priority neigh-
bourhoods with the Ministry of Education, and urban integration, which 
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was aimed at achieving ‘social mixity’ in these neighbourhoods, which were 
seen to be in a process of social and ‘ethnic’ segregation. Encouraging local 
political formations and the democratization of the management of the city, 
which were at the heart of Dubedout’s original conceptualization of urban 
policy, did not fi gure among the major axes of the programme. Dubedout, 
a mayor involved in the autogestion movement, was concerned with the 
inhabitants and their democratic aspirations. Idrac, a prefect, was con-
cerned with the order and cohesion of the republic. ‘The Pacte de Relance 
pour la Ville’, he concluded, ‘is at the service of the Republican Pact, which 
is the basis of the social cohesion of the Nation’ (1996: 34).

The Pacte de Relance was conceived with these concerns, which high-
lighted ‘the problem of banlieues’ more in terms of ‘ethnic’ origins and 
public order. The main tenet of the programme was the ‘differential’ treat-
ment of the urban policy neighbourhoods by providing fi nancial advantages 
for businesses in these areas. The name given to this differential treatment, 
however, could not be ‘affi rmative action’ for it connoted too strongly the 
wrong-headed approach of the so-called ‘Anglo-Saxon model’. Thus an 
oxymoron was produced: ‘positive discrimination’, the French version of 
affi rmative action.

‘They are Already Stigmatized’: Affi rmative 
Action à la française

Guy Fischer (Senator, PC): The historic model of positive discrimination is 
American: it is based on an objective identifi cation of disadvantaged 
minorities – Blacks, Chicanos, women  .  .  .

Gérard Larcher (spokesperson of the Pacte de Relance, RPR): So women come 
after Chicanos? (laughter and shouts)

Guy Fischer: .  .  .  whose social handicaps it aims to compensate by establish-
ing quotas in schools, universities and public employment.

Jean-Claude Gaudin (Minister, UDF): No quotas! (smiles)
Gérard Larcher: Quotas are an Indian tribe, aren’t they? (more smiles)8

Trying to foster economic activity and to increase employment through tax 
concessions was not a novelty brought about by the Pacte de Relance. 
Attempts had already been made in 1987 by the creation of zones 
d’entreprises, inspired by Margaret Thatcher’s enterprise zones, by the then 
Minister of Industry, Alain Madelin, in the framework of the admittedly 
neoliberal programme of the 1986–8 Chirac government. The LOV of 
1991 had also envisaged such a measure for businesses locating in the 
designated neighbourhoods, although it was never widely applied (Estèbe, 
2001). Finally, Charles Pasqua had created the Zones Urbaines Sensibles 
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(ZUSs) and Zones de Redynamisation Urbaine (ZRUs) with the so-called 
‘Pasqua Law’ of 4 February 1995.9 With this law, tax concessions were 
introduced for new business locating in the designated areas. What the 
Pacte de Relance did was to appropriate this measure by creating a third 
category, the Zones Franches Urbaines (ZFUs), and extend tax concessions 
to already existing fi rms as well.

The law was passed on 14 November 1996 with a stated aim to ‘fi ght 
against the phenomena of exclusion in urban space, and further the profes-
sional, social, and cultural insertion of populations living in grands ensembles 
or degraded residential neighbourhoods’. The ZUSs were defi ned as areas 
‘characterized by the presence of grands ensembles or areas of degraded 
housing and by a major imbalance between housing and employment’. 
They comprised the ZRUs and the ZFUs. The ZRUs were

those of the Zones Urbaines Sensibles [ZUSs] defi ned above that are confronted 
with particular diffi culties to be appreciated according to their location in the 
built areas, the economic and commercial characteristics and according to a 
synthetic index. This index is established, according to conditions laid out in 
a decree, taking into account the number of inhabitants of the area, the 
unemployment rates, the proportion of young people under 25 years old, the 
proportion of school drop-outs, and the fi scal potential of the relevant 
commune.

The ZFUs were defi ned using the same criteria as the ZRUs, but included 
‘particularly deprived’ areas with more than 10,000 inhabitants.10 With the 
Pacte de Relance, 700 sites were designated as ZUS (containing some 1,300 
neighbourhoods), of which 350 were ZRUs, and 38 were ZFUs. The 
neighbourhoods that were already included in urban policy remained, 
while new ones were added. With the addition of new neighbourhoods, 
the population living in the urban policy neighbourhoods reached 4.7 
million – around 1 inhabitant in 12 for the total population of metropolitan 
France.

The special treatment of these areas was legitimized through the intro-
duction of a new notion. Appropriating the notion of affi rmative action to 
the image of the republic, the Pacte de Relance offi cially introduced affi rma-
tive action à la française: ‘territorial positive discrimination’. ‘Positive dis-
crimination’ based on culture, ethnicity or religion, as we have seen in 
Chapter 1, is contrary to the republican principles and is unconstitutional. 
Given this, it could only be territorial positive discrimination. This is what 
separates the republic from the so-called ‘Anglo-Saxon’ model, which is to 
be avoided at all costs. As Idrac, one of the conceivers of the Pacte de 
Relance, (wrongly) explained: ‘The Anglo-Saxon discrimination is embed-
ded in a communitarian logic that recognizes ethnic communities as such. 
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Such an approach would sharply be contrary to the constitutional and 
republican principles of France’ (1996: 25).

Designating spaces, on the other hand, was not contrary to the principles 
of the republic, since it did not imply the offi cial recognition of any particu-
lar groups based on culture, ethnicity or religion. Space, in the statist 
geography of the Pacte de Relance, seemed both homogeneous and homog-
enizing. Such an exclusive focus on designated spaces, however, carried 
the risk of (further) stigmatization. Since the Dubedout Report, almost all 
urban policy reports had been cautious about the perils of such an approach, 
the stigmatizing effects of which were largely recognized. The Pacte de 
Relance not only continued this approach, but also put the urban policy 
neighbourhoods on a scale as absolute spaces of exclusion, albeit to varying 
degrees. Idrac recognized the risk of stigmatizing certain neighbourhoods, 
but justifi ed the approach by stating that it was obvious to see that they 
were ‘already stigmatized’ (1996: 27).

In spatial terms, the basis of urban policy did not change; it still defi ned 
and intervened in a ‘geography of priority neighbourhoods’ – what I have 
referred to as ‘the police’. But the Pacte de Relance brought about a major 
change in the conceptualization of the spaces of urban policy, and turned 
the previous ‘relative geography’ of priority neighbourhoods into a ‘statist 
geography’, defi ned in absolute and hierarchical terms through centrally 
determined criteria. This change again required a collaboration with the 
INSEE. For the most part, the Pacte de Relance retained areas that were 
already included in DSQ and City Contracts programmes. The novelty 
of the programme was what it did with these areas. A formula called 
‘Synthetic Index of Exclusion’ (Indice Synthétique d’Exclusion, ISE) was 
devised to categorize neighbourhoods and assign them to their proper 
places on a scale of exclusion. In the ‘relative geography’ of the 1990s, the 
attempt was to measure the gap between the designated neighbourhoods 
and their surrounding areas. The designated neighbourhoods were seen as 
‘neighbourhoods at risk’, depending on the size of the gap, and the attempt 
was to discern symptoms of larger problems and populations at risk (Estèbe, 
2001). This time, however, the attempt was to measure how badly these 
neighbourhoods were ‘excluded’. As Béhar (1998: 3) argued:

For the City Contracts, the criteria used to defi ne the priority geography 
(unemployment rates, proportion of young people, of foreigners, of school 
drop-outs) could identify the signs of a problem, the roots of which are to be 
found elsewhere. For the Pacte de Relance, they are the very roots of the 
problem – an excessive concentration – to be reduced.

The calculation of the degree of exclusion was based on the ISE, which 
took into consideration the level of long-term unemployment,11 proportion 
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of young people and proportion of people without a high-school diploma, 
which replaced the proportion of foreigners used in the previous calcula-
tions.12 What the Pacte de Relance did was to constitute the urban policy 
neighbourhoods as spatial categories of exclusion, and to create a hierarchi-
cal geography of priority neighbourhoods, some of which more excluded 
(i.e. ZFUs) than the others. It was premised upon a view of space geo-
metrically divisible into discrete parts, which could then be categorized 
and placed on a scale. The remarks of Jean Pirot, the project manager in 
Vaulx-en-Velin (which became a ZFU with this programme), are exem-
plary here:

I remember the Zones Franches [ZFUs], I was working here, wasn’t I. You’d 
see, it’s a pity I no longer have the map, the limits of the Zones Franches. The 
Zone Franche, it was unbelievable, it was part of the city, with one side of 
certain streets included, the other side excluded! So a very constrained, a very 
limited geography. (Interview, Jean Pirot)

The decree that defi ned Vaulx-en-Velin’s ZFUs gives a sense of what Pirot 
is referring to:13

–  intersection between the bypass and 8-Mai-1945 avenue (parcel section 
AW n 308) until A42 motorway;

–  A42 motorway until Louis-et-Marie-Louise-Baumer street;
–  Louis-et-Marie-Louise-Baumer street until Balmont path;
– Balmont path until the western limit of the parcel section AV n 2;
– western limit of the parcel section AV n 2 until Pierre-Cot street;
– Pierre-Cot street until Henri-Barbusse avenue;
–  Henri-Barbusse avenue until the northern limit of the parcel section AX 

n 293;
–  northern limits of the parcels section AX nos 293 and 294 until Georges-

Rouge avenue  .  .  .  [the list continues for another 46 lines]

In an interview before the passing of the law, the mayor of Vaulx-en-Velin, 
Maurice Charrier, criticized the Pacte de Relance as follows: ‘Most of the 
proposed measures are but re-formulations of old methods that have long 
shown their limits because they lead nowhere: managing the problems of 
the ghetto, within the ghetto, by the ghetto’ (interview in Libération, 19 
January 1996: 6).

Although Vaulx-en-Velin is hardly a ghetto, Charrier’s remarks are 
telling; the new programme closed the neighbourhoods upon themselves. 
The Pacte de Relance was arguably the closest French urban policy got to 
a neoliberal approach, with a shift in focus from solidarity between com-
munes to economic success within strictly defi ned spaces of intervention. 
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It was conceived mainly in economic terms, with an exclusive focus on 
delimited neighbourhoods as neatly defi ned, absolute and calculable spaces 
of intervention. This spatial conceptualization meant a farewell to redis-
tributive policies conceived to foster collaboration between communes 
within the larger city-region. Solidarity between communes in terms of 
fi nance and provision of social housing, which was an important – if unreal-
ized – feature of the LOV, had disappeared. The attempts to open up the 
spatial focus of urban policy by considering the neighbourhoods in relation 
to their larger city-regions came to a halt. For the Pacte de Relance, the 
designated spaces of urban policy existed in and of themselves as neatly 
delimited areas that supposedly contained both the problem and its solu-
tion. In the process, the earlier ideals about the political implication of 
inhabitants in the production of their lived spaces vanished. The inhabit-
ants and local specifi cities turned into internally homogeneous spatial cat-
egories, which led Béhar (2001) to argue that urban policy, despite all its 
spatial focus, was in fact an ‘a-territorial’ policy in that it became discon-
nected from local specifi cities.

Despite the neoliberal orientation of the Pacte de Relance, however, it 
did include a government-sponsored work programme. Called ‘emplois de 
ville’, this programme was aimed at creating jobs for young people aged 
between 18 and 25, with no university degree, and living in designated 
areas with grands ensembles and degraded housing, which were basically the 
urban policy neighbourhoods. The state’s fi nancial engagement, however, 
was degressive, which meant increasing costs for the local collectivities. 
The state’s share in the subvention of these jobs would either be 75% for 
the fi rst year with a 10% decrease in each successive year or a constant 
55% for a total period of fi ve years. The aim was to create 25,000 jobs a 
year, although in the fi rst year of the programme, only half of this objective 
was achieved (DIV, 1999). Moreover, the programme meant increasing 
costs for the local collectivities as they had to participate in the subvention 
of jobs. The Jospin government that took offi ce in 1997 changed the pro-
gramme into a general youth employment programme for people under the 
age of 30, and augmented state subvention to 80% of the minimum wage 
plus all social security contributions. Called ‘emplois jeunes’, this programme 
provided full-time employment for a period of fi ve years,14 whereas the 
previous programme provided either full- or part-time jobs for one year, 
renewable each year for a total of fi ve years. Twenty per cent of the jobs 
created within the framework of this programme would be for young people 
either from the urban policy neighbourhoods or working for them (CIV, 
1998a). However, the Raffarin government that took offi ce in 2002 saw 
this programme as a ‘social treatment of unemployment’, modifi ed it by 
allowing the contracts to end once their fi ve-year term expired, and replaced 
the programme with a smaller one (‘contrat jeunes en entreprises’) which was 
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aimed at placing unskilled youths in private-sector jobs (see Levy, 2005: 
186–7).

Is ‘Positive Discrimination’ Negative?

A year after the Pacte de Relance, the left was back in power in June 1997 
under the cohabitation, with Lionel Jospin (PS) as Prime Minister. It was, 
once again, necessary to defi ne the orientations of urban policy. A report 
was demanded from a commission chaired by Jean-Pierre Sueur, mayor of 
Orléans. The Sueur Report, Demain, la Ville, was published in 1998. It is 
possible to discern fi ve main features of this report. The fi rst two involve 
a critique of the economic measures brought about by the Pacte de Relance, 
and, more generally, the idea of ‘zoning’. The third is about the ‘proper 
scale’ of urban policy, and the last two refl ect the republican consensus 
that seemed to have characterized urban policy discourse since the early 
1990s with its emphasis on the republic and the authority of the state.

As we have seen, the Pacte de Relance was conceived almost exclusively 
in economic terms with the idea of attracting business to designated areas 
through tax concessions. The idea behind this measure was that jobs would 
eventually be created for the inhabitants of designated areas. However, the 
Sueur Report argued that this measure faced two problems. First, most of 
the fi rms moving to these areas were of small-scale, and did not create 
many jobs. Second, when larger ones moved in, they did so with their 
own employees rather than providing jobs for the inhabitants of designated 
areas. The Pacte de Relance required the fi rms to employ one fi fth of 
their employees from the designated areas where they were located. But 
no effective measure was envisaged to monitor the obligation to employ 
locally; assessment was based on declarative data, provided by the fi rms 
themselves.

A similar observation was made in an OECD report on ‘integrating 
distressed urban areas’. The Pacte de Relance, it was argued, demonstrated 
the potential dangers and unwanted side-effects of actions oriented on 
spatially delimited areas with the aim of creating jobs and economic activ-
ity. The report’s fi ndings for the ZFUs created in the framework of the 
Pacte de Relance were as follows: a relatively small number of businesses 
were created; the fi rms attracted to these areas did not necessarily have a 
profi le of activities to contribute to economic revitalization in these areas; 
in some cases, available commercial real estate was occupied by industrial 
enterprises, making the area even less attractive as a residential district; 
jobs created in such areas were often transferred in, and there was no 
guarantee that new jobs would go to the inhabitants of designated areas; 
and, fi nally, the ‘ZFU’ labelling contributed to the stigmatization of these 
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areas, drawing away the very thing that it was conceived to draw in: that 
is, businesses (OECD, 1998: 126).

This last point resonated with the Sueur Report’s main criticism of the 
spatial approach of urban policy: the so-called ‘positive discrimination’, 
introduced and institutionalized by the Pacte de Relance, was not all that 
‘positive’ after all. Not only did the designated areas to be positively dis-
criminated have fewer resources in terms particularly of public services (for 
example, 40% of them did not have a post offi ce), but their very spatial 
designation as ‘zones’ stigmatized these areas even further. ‘No one wants 
to live in a “zone”. “Zoning” a space is very often to contribute to its dis-
qualifi cation, even with the best intentions’ (Sueur Report, 1998: 26).

‘Zoning’, however, has never been in short supply in French policies, 
and the ‘zones’ designated by policies did not always necessarily carry 
negative connotations: Zones à Urbaniser en Priorité (ZUPs) in the 1960s, 
replaced after 1967 by the Zones d’Aménagement Concerté (ZACs), the Zones 
d’Education Prioritaires (ZEPs) since 1981, the Zones Urbaines Sensibles 
(ZUSs) and Zones de Redynamisation Urbaine (ZRUs) since 1995, and the 
Zones Franches Urbaines (ZFUs) since 1996. Although some of the previous 
reports on urban policy were sensitive to the issue of an exclusive spatial 
delimitation and designation, they had merely pointed to the risk of stig-
matization without really denouncing the approach as such. The Sueur 
Report, in this sense, involved a ‘radical’ critique of urban policy: ‘Twenty 
years of urban policy have taught us that a neighbourhood could not 
be changed by enclosing it within limits, within its perimeter. With 
“zoning” one stigmatizes as much as one helps the “zones” concerned’ 
(1998: 171).

The problem was not just designating ‘zones’, but assigning them certain 
qualities. As we have seen in the fi rst chapter, although the term ‘zone’ 
carries negative connotations, the way it was fi rst used in policies did not 
necessarily convey a negative image. Maybe this was an unfortunate choice 
of terms given the negative connotations of ‘zone’ in daily language. The 
evolution of urban policy discourse thus far suggests that it was not spatial 
designation as such that automatically assigned such areas a negative image, 
but their discursive articulations in increasingly negative terms over the 
years.

The Sueur Report’s recommendation was that the ‘proper scale’ of 
urban policy was the whole agglomeration, and not merely the neighbour-
hood. What was recognized was not only the stigmatizing effects of desig-
nating neighbourhoods, but also the larger dynamics of the city-region. 
Although the negative effects produced by such dynamics were concen-
trated and more easily discernible in certain areas, urban policy had to be 
opened up, and comprehensive policies in other realms – not merely in the 
domain of urban policy – had to be devised.
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Despite its critique of the spatial focus of urban policy and its call for 
comprehensive policies – which were fairly innovative – the Sueur Report 
nevertheless shared the same republican consensus that had characterized 
urban policy since the early 1990s. Unlike the previous reports prepared 
by Socialist mayors in the 1980s, the Sueur Report passed in silence over 
issues such as the confl ictual nature of urban life, discrimination and 
racism. A warning as to ‘communitarian sociabilities incompatible with the 
republican model’ (1998: 157) was made, and the integration of foreigners 
and people from ‘foreign backgrounds’ was stated as a major challenge 
posed to ‘the French Nation’ (1998: 205; emphasis in original). In terms of 
the authoritarian functions of the state, the report called for an increase in 
the number of Maisons de Justice et du Droit (MJDs) in order to render the 
law ‘visible and legible on the terrain’. The rapid establishment of MJDs 
in the urban policy neighbourhoods was proposed, with an objective to 
increase their number to 200 in the following two years.15 The report also 
supported a new measure called ‘local security contracts’, and called for 
its generalization in the communes concerned by urban policy. In addition, 
the number of police forces in ‘sensitive neighbourhoods’ was deemed 
inferior compared to the rest of the country in terms of the populations 
concerned, and a recommendation was made to achieve ‘equality’ in this 
sense (1998: 200).

Although the Jospin government did not opt for comprehensive sectoral 
policies, it nevertheless tried to open up the focus of urban policy by rein-
troducing the City Contracts programme, which was fi rst introduced in 
1989, and passing a new law that sought to redistribute social housing more 
fairly, which was a revised version of the LOV of 1991. However, its more 
immediate actions after taking offi ce concerned the issue of security, with 
‘the police’ consolidated by urban policy as the spatial basis.

Insecurity Wins the Left: The Villepinte Colloquium

In less than fi ve months after coming to power, the Socialist government 
organized a colloquium with the initiative of the Minister of the Interior, 
Jean-Pierre Chevènement, which took place in Villepinte (Seine-Saint-
Denis) on 24–5 October 1997. Called ‘Safe Cities for Free Citizens’, 
known commonly as the Villepinte colloquium, this highly publicized 
event marked a major turning point in the attitude of the left towards the 
issue of security. In his inaugural speech, Chevènement delivered a clear 
message: ‘[T]oday there are two threats the republic has to face up to: 
unemployment and insecurity’ (Chevènement, 1997: 13). In his conclud-
ing speech, Prime Minister Jospin expressed the determination of the 
government to deal with the issue of insecurity, which, he stated, would be 
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a priority issue after unemployment. ‘There cannot be’, he said, ‘on the 
one hand, safe neighbourhoods and, on the other, outlaw areas [zones 
de non-droit]’. Insecurity, Jospin held, was a form of inequality, and the 
‘right to security’ would follow from ‘the republican principle of equality’. 
His spatial references were ‘outlaw areas’, ‘diffi cult areas’ and banlieues 
(Jospin, 1997).

Jospin also announced the creation of a new institution – the Interior 
Security Council (Conseil de Sécurité Intérieure), chaired by the Prime 
Minister – and the implementation of a new measure – Local Security 
Contracts (Contrats Locaux de Sécurité, CLSs hereafter). Three days later, 
the Minister of the Interior’s circular on the implementation of CLSs was 
out. The CLS’s primary objective was the ‘sensitive neighbourhoods’. 
Elaborated conjointly with the prefect, state prosecutor and the mayor, the 
fi rst step in the preparation of a CLS involved a ‘local security diagnostic’ 
based on three criteria: a report on the current situation in terms of delin-
quency; ‘an appraisal of the feeling of security’; and assessment. The cir-
cular also stated that new recruitments would be made in the National 
Police in order to be deployed in ‘the most sensitive areas’, and more MJDs 
would be created in order to ‘reintroduce the law in areas where it has 
disappeared’.16

The Villepinte colloquium and the prioritization of the issue of security 
were a major turn for the left. This partly had to do with the municipal 
elections of 1995, after which the left had lost many cities to the right, 
whose campaign was centred on the issue of insecurity. Consequently, 
there was a pressure on the government from local offi cials to address the 
issue, which it did, perhaps too zealously. In any case, its attitude was 
unprecedented for a Socialist government. Following the 1997 elections, 
many people expected a strong political gesture from the new government 
in the domain of urban policy (Jaillet, 2003), as all the previous Socialist 
governments had done since 1981. After all, urban policy was initiated by 
the Socialists. However, Jospin remained silent on urban policy, immedi-
ately proposed security-related measures towards the banlieues, and adopted 
a discourse that shared many elements of the republican consensus and the 
right’s discourse on the banlieues (‘right to security’, ‘outlaw areas’, ‘repub-
lican values’). Before even the assignment of a Minister for the City (which 
had to wait 1998), new security measures directed mainly towards the 
urban policy neighbourhoods were already in place.

More security measures directed towards the so-called ‘sensitive neigh-
bourhoods’ followed in 1999. The Interior Security Council, creation of 
which was announced by Jospin at the Villepinte colloquium in 1997, was 
formed the same year.17 The new Minister for the City, Claude Bartolone, 
was present at two meetings of the council in 1999, although he was not 
formally a member of it. The fi rst of these meetings took place in January 
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1999. In his speech at the press conference, Jospin stated that insecurity 
affected ‘the values of the republic’, and pointed to the need to conceive a 
global policy to ‘act against violence’ and its causes. ‘These causes are 
known’, Jospin continued: ‘economic distress based on unemployment and 
precariousness; the social run-down of some neighbourhoods; the lack of 
integration of a part of youth of immigrant background.’ Jospin defi ned 
three priorities. One of these was fi ghting against violence in school. The 
other two concerned ‘the neighbourhoods’. The fi rst was ‘ensuring an 
effective presence in neighbourhoods and sensitive places’. The measures 
to this aim involved the recruitment of 7,000 new police and gendarme, 
the creation of 30 new MJDs and a ‘police de proximité’ (literally, ‘proximity 
police’) in ‘sensitive areas’.18 The second was ‘improving the effi ciency of 
responses to acts of delinquency’. Young people and minors were of par-
ticular concern: 100 ‘reinforced education centres’ – 77 more than was 
originally planned – would be created for ‘minors for whom being taken 
out of their usual environment for a few months is necessary’. For the most 
‘diffi cult’ ones, 50 detention centres would be created in order to put them 
‘at a distance from their neighbourhoods’ while awaiting judgement.19 The 
measures proved effective: the incarceration of minors doubled in less than 
three years (Marchands de sécurité, 2002).

The council met again in April 1999 to discuss, among other issues, the 
relationship between urban policy and the CLSs (Local Security Con-
tracts), launched in October 1997. This was part of the preparations for 
the so-called ‘new generation of City Contracts’ that the government was 
planning to start the following year. The council decided that the CLS 
would be ‘one of the essential components of future city contracts’.20 As 
Minister for the City stated in another context, the urban policy neighbour-
hoods were, and would be, given priority in terms of policies of security, 
including the police de proximité, the CLSs and the MJDs. Two hundred 
and nineteen districts would have the police de proximité starting from 
January 2002. By June 2001, 527 CLSs, of which 60% were in the inter-
vention areas of urban policy, were signed, and another 209 were under 
elaboration (Cour des Comptes, 2002).21 In 2002, there were 89 working 
MJDs in metropolitan France, and 38 were expected to be constructed by 
the end of the year.22 Figure 5.1 shows the location of MJDs in metropoli-
tan France in 2002. Not all of them correspond to communes involved in 
urban policy. Some are in small communes whose remoteness from the 
court on which they depend justifi es the presence of MJDs (for example, 
Lannion in Brittany, Brive-la-Gaillarde in southern Limousin, Bergerac in 
Aquitaine). However, 77 out of 89 MJDs are located in communes with 
urban policy neighbourhoods.

Security, however, was not the only preoccupation of the Jospin govern-
ment, although it replaced urban policy as a priority issue compared to the 
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Figure 5.1 The location of Maisons de Justice et du Droit (MJDs) in mainland France in 2002 (Source: 
Ministry of Justice)

previous Socialist governments. A year after coming to power, the govern-
ment started working on the orientations of urban policy.

Remaking Urban Policy in Republican Terms

On 30 June 1998, the inter-ministerial committee for cities (CIV) met 
under the presidency of Prime Minister Jospin. The press release after the 
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meeting stated that the government had decided upon its orientations 
regarding urban policy, based partly on the propositions of the Sueur 
Report of the same year. Referred to as ‘a new ambition for cities’, these 
orientations consisted of four objectives: ‘to guarantee the republican pact 
on the whole of territory; to ensure the social cohesion of our cities; to 
mobilize around a collective project; and to construct a new democratic 
space with inhabitants’ (CIV, 1998a).

The fi rst objective was conceived to address ‘the urban crisis’, which 
was seen fi rst of all as a consequence of social and economic transforma-
tions. This ‘urban crisis’ was characterized by high levels of unemployment 
and ‘violence and insecurity’, which not only challenged the ‘right to secu-
rity’, but also hampered ‘the integration of the neighbourhood into the 
city’. The role of urban policy, in this sense, was defi ned as ‘re-founding 
the republican pact’.

‘Ensuring social cohesion’ was the second objective defi ned by the CIV. 
This implied urban renewal programmes aimed at the physical transforma-
tion of several neighbourhoods, and housing policies aimed at achieving 
‘social and urban mixity’. However, neither ‘social cohesion’ nor ‘mixity’ 
(social or urban) was explained. The CIV presumed that more ‘mixity’ 
would lead to ‘social cohesion’, establishing, therefore, a causal link between 
an undefi ned cause and an undefi ned effect.

The third objective was ‘mobilizing around a collective project’. This 
implied cooperation between different territorial collectivities (regions, 
departments and communes). Inter-communal cooperation was particu-
larly emphasized. The state’s role would be to ensure the equality of public 
services in order to ‘guarantee the respect of republican values and 
principles’.

The last objective, ‘constructing a new democratic space with inhabit-
ants’, followed a long tradition in urban policy: that is, reiterating the 
importance of the participation of inhabitants and criticizing previous pro-
grammes for the lack of it. The CIV declared that the state would not sign 
contracts unless forms of participation of inhabitants were specifi ed. Defi n-
ing these conditions, however, was not binding. Although the ‘involvement’ 
of inhabitants was encouraged, even required, they were not offi cially rec-
ognized partners in the process of contract preparation.

The CIV met for the second time in less than six months, again under 
the presidency of Jospin, to further elaborate the ‘new ambition for cities’, 
and to clarify the features of the ‘new generation of city contracts’ for the 
period 2000–6. Once again, the state’s determination to ‘guarantee social 
cohesion and the respect of republican values’ was affi rmed, and urban 
policy’s three priorities were defi ned as employment, security and educa-
tion (CIV, 1998b). A few weeks after this meeting, Jospin issued a circular 
addressed to prefects in order to clarify the features of the ‘new generation 
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of city contracts’ for the XIIth Plan (2000–6).23 He emphasized that while 
interventions targeted at priority areas would continue, the contracts were 
to be conceived at the scale of commune and agglomeration, with the 
general objective of ‘fi ghting urban and social segregation’.

Thus started the Jospin government’s actions in the domain of urban 
policy, which included an impressive amount of measures. What the Jospin 
government did in this period was more or less a remake of the measures 
of late 1980s and early 1990s – extended and couched in ‘republican’ 
terms. It reintroduced the City Contracts programme (which, as we have 
seen in Chapter 3, was initiated in 1989), passed two laws that sought to 
encourage inter-communal cooperation and change the scale of interven-
tion to the agglomeration (these ideas were already there in the late 1980s 
with the City Contracts programme and the shift from DSQ to DSU), 
another one that was aimed at a more balanced distribution of social 
housing (just like the LOV of 1991 which we have seen in the previous 
chapter), and introduced a large-scale physical renovation programme, 
which took after the Grands Projets Urbains (GPUs) of the early 1990s. 
Similarities did not end here: all of these were preceded by another law 
that was passed in 1998 to fi ght against exclusion, as was the case in 1988 
when the law introducing a minimum insertion income (RMI) was passed 
with the same stated objective. The ‘left hand’ of the state was catching up 
with its ‘right hand’.

In spatial terms, these measures implied an opening up of the spatial 
focus of urban policy, which was severely limited by the statist geography 
of the Pacte de Relance. The reintroduction of the contracts led to a process 
open to negotiations between the state and local collectivities rather than 
a geography imposed by the technocrats of the central state. This, however, 
did not mean an abrupt end to the geography and measures of the Pacte 
de Relance. The system of tax concessions in designated areas (ZFUs) 
would continue, but would be phased out and would not be renewed after 
2002. In the meantime, measures were introduced for ‘moralizing’ this 
procedure (such as the suppression of tax concessions for fi rms moving 
from one area to the other; see DIV, 2000b).

One of the objectives of the previous generation of City Contracts was 
to encourage inter-communal cooperation, and to change the scale of 
urban policy from the neighbourhood to the larger city-region, while 
addressing the problems of particular neighbourhoods. The Sueur Report 
of 1998 had emphasized this issue as well, arguing that the proper scale 
for urban policy should be the agglomeration, which is constituted by the 
central city and its banlieues. The new generation of City Contracts took 
this issue into consideration. It was complemented by two laws, both of 
which tried to encourage the opening up of the scale of urban policy, and 
inter-communal cooperation. The ‘Voynet Law’ of 25 June 1999 gave the 
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agglomeration an offi cial status, and sought to encourage contracts con-
ceived at the level of agglomeration.24 City Contracts could be integrated 
into these contracts as their ‘territorial and social cohesion’ facet. The other 
law, the ‘Chevènement Law’ of 12 July 1999 was aimed at encouraging 
inter-communal cooperation through a redistribution of business tax 
between communes provided they organized in the form of an ‘Agglomera-
tion Community’ (‘Communauté d’Agglomération’).25 These communities 
would bring together communes to include at least 50,000 inhabitants 
(which was a requirement to be eligible for a contract in the framework of 
the ‘Voynet Law’), and would have a juridical status. With this law, com-
munes organized in the form of agglomeration communities would receive 
more money from the state for their functioning, but also see their respon-
sibilities increased in the domains of economic development, planning, 
transportation, housing and urban policy.

These two laws were complemented by another aimed at achieving a 
more balanced distribution of social housing. Passed in 2000, the Solidarity 
and Urban Renewal Law (Loi de Solidarité et Renouvellement Urbains, SRU) 
had the same objective as the LOV of 1991: a more balanced distribution 
of social housing by requiring communes to attain an objective of 20%.26 
However, its scope was larger than the LOV’s: whereas the LOV obliged 
communes in agglomerations with more than 200,000 inhabitants to 
provide 20% social housing, the SRU required the same proportion of 
social housing from communes of more than 3,500 inhabitants (1,500 in 
the Paris region) in agglomerations with more than 50,000 inhabitants in 
20 years. Failing to do so would incur a fi ne of 1,000 francs (152 euros) 
for each ‘missing’ social housing unit per year.

The communes, however, did not want social housing because they 
did not want immigrants. They preferred simply to pay the fi nes they 
incurred for not achieving the required amount of social housing. The 
mayor of Vaulx-en-Velin, Maurice Charrier, commented on the SRU as 
follows:

Well, all right, one day I put myself in the place of a mayor of the west of 
Lyon, and I took the case of a commune, it was St-Foy-lès-Lyon. See, I 
had worked out that, in fact, not respecting the SRU law obliged me to 
pay one million francs  .  .  .

Fines?
.  .  .  in fi nes, by year. After ten years, I think! I’m convinced that my population 

is ready to have taxes raised by one or two percent as long as we have no 
social housing [which means immigrants, as it becomes clear later in the 
interview].27 See? [.  .  .] On the other hand, if you have to build 500 social 
housing units, you’ll have to build a school. And just that school will cost 
more than a million in maintenance. (Interview, Maurice Charrier)
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In this sense, the SRU did not push hard enough, which was also a critique 
directed at the LOV. Following the autumn 2005 revolts, the SRU and its 
requirements in terms of social housing became topical issues again. The 
SRU’s requirement of 20% social housing was to be achieved in 20 years, 
and an assessment would be made every three years starting from 2002 
(when the law came into effect). At the end of 2005, therefore, an assess-
ment was made by the prefects to see if communes concerned by the SRU 
had satisfi ed their three-yearly obligations, and to fi ne those that failed to 
do so. The situation was as follows: among 735 communes concerned by 
the SRU, only half of them satisfi ed their three-yearly requirements. Among 
the other half, 200 of them were so behind the required amount that their 
fi nes would be augmented. Some of the smaller communes (fewer than 
10,000 inhabitants) did not construct social housing at all, mainly for 
electoral concerns. In the Paris region, fewer than half (91) of the 186 
communes concerned satisfi ed the requirements. Among those who were 
behind the required amount, one quarter did not construct social housing 
at all (Libération, 7–8 January 2006: 14). Shortly before these results were 
announced, Minister of the Interior Sarkozy was ironical about the SRU: 
‘What failed in Eastern Europe should work in France, so the aim of a 
social housing policy should be to cover France with HLM!?!’ (Le Parisien, 
4 December 2005; cited in Le Canard enchaîné, 1 February 2006: 5). 
Sarkozy was the mayor (between 1983 and 2002) and is, at the time of 
writing, the deputy mayor of Neuilly-sur-Seine, located to the west of Paris, 
between the city limits and La Défense. The proportion of social housing 
in this commune is 2.6% (Le Canard enchaîné, 1 February 2006), and in 
2005, only half of the required three-yearly amount was constructed. Thus 
the commune, one of the wealthiest banlieues of the Paris region, would be 
fi ned 57,152 euros plus an additional 14,860 euros for falling that behind 
the required amount (Libération, 7–8 January 2006: 14).

Nevertheless, the SRU, together with the ‘Voynet Law’ and ‘Chevène-
ment Law’, was an important step for opening up the spatial focus of urban 
policy by encouraging contracts conceived at the scale of agglomeration. 
All three laws had a redistributional aspect; they were all marked by an 
emphasis on solidarity (Goze, 2002), although they also implied more 
responsibility and bidding for communes, interpreted as a sign of the rela-
tive disengagement of the state (Donzelot, 2006; Le Galès, 2005). Indeed, 
the Jospin government’s discourse on urban policy was characterized by 
elements of republican rhetoric, solidarity being one, social cohesion the 
other. This was a departure from the discourse of the early years of urban 
policy, where republican rhetoric was largely avoided in an attempt to 
connect issues to structural dynamics with the use of terms such as ‘inequal-
ity’ and ‘social justice’ (see Silver, 1994). The Jospin government’s empha-
sis on ‘social cohesion’, however, implied an organic conception of society 
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with no structural confl icts. Its emphasis on ‘solidarity’, on the other hand, 
implied a tacit acceptance of lasting inequalities (see Jobert and Théret, 
1994; Schmidt, 2002).

Urban policy was on its way to ‘re-found the republican pact’, guarantee 
‘the right to security’, and ensure ‘social cohesion’ when an eminent gov-
ernment institution questioned its raison d’être.

Whither Urban Policy?

Jospin’s 1998 circular regarding the new generation of city contracts had 
identifi ed the general objective of urban policy as ‘fi ghting urban and social 
segregation’. With this in mind, more specifi c programmes were defi ned as 
follows: mixity in housing; diversifi cation of functions in social housing 
neighbourhoods; coordination of the interventions of different actors 
involved in actions aimed at prevention and fi ghting exclusion; employment 
and local economic development; opening up of neighbourhoods through 
a coherent transportation policy; equality of citizens before public services 
(education, health, culture, justice, access to rights); prevention of delin-
quency; public tranquillity; and the integration of immigrants and their 
families.28

The list was ambitious, if not excessive, and begged the question as to 
whether urban policy could reasonably be expected to deal with all these 
issues. Despite the engagement of the state for years, the fi nancial means 
of urban policy were still token compared to the money spent on its neigh-
bourhoods in the framework of social service and welfare provision (Béhar, 
1998; Le Galès, 1995). And yet, urban policy was the most publicized of 
them all, enjoying a status of priority for years in successive governments.

The list also evoked another question about the nature of urban policy. 
What, exactly, was this policy about? This question lay at the heart of a 
report that appeared in February 2002, prepared by a ‘heavy-weight’ gov-
ernment institution, the Cour des Comptes (equivalent of the Government 
Accounting Offi ce in the United States or the National Audit Offi ce in the 
United Kingdom).

The Cour des Comptes’s (the Cour hereafter) critique started with a ques-
tioning of the denomination that was used to refer to the interventions 
of the state in the neighbourhoods – ‘la politique de la Ville’, a policy for 
the City. This denomination was rather ambiguous, it was argued, since 
the interventions did not apply to all cities, or to the whole city. It was 
used to refer to actions that were concerned with many issues (remember 
Jospin’s list) – from physical planning to social issues, from cultural activi-
ties to political preoccupations, from economic development to ‘public 
tranquillity’, from housing to the ‘integration of immigrants – but nothing 
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specifi c. For the Cour, this ambiguity signalled deeper problems: ‘The 
ambiguity of the expression and the diffi culty of defi ning it [i.e. urban 
policy] simply reveal deep-seated problems about the content and the 
objectives of a policy which is, however, considered a priority by successive 
governments’ (Cour des Comptes, 2002: 7).

The Cour’s report criticized the imprecision of the objectives of urban 
policy, which it saw as the consequence of the constant broadening of its 
intervention areas and the issues it sought to address. Urban policy ‘until 
now has been characterized by the imprecision of its objectives and of its 
strategy, and by a quest for public exposure [une volonté d’affi chage] which 
means that new measures are constantly being devised’ (2002: 213). This 
critique brings to mind the comments of Nordine, one of the founding 
members of the MIB (Mouvement de l’Immigration et des Banlieues) whom 
we ‘met’ in the previous chapter:

[Urban policy is] a providential windfall for local authorities and others, 
though not necessarily used appropriately for inhabitants. This does not mean 
that this money was diverted, but simply that something totally different was 
done with it. As far as we’re concerned, unless someone can show otherwise, 
words were all we got [ça a toujours été des effets d’annonce], up until now and 
I believe that urban policy is pure make-believe [poudre aux yeux] for the 
inhabitants. (Interview, Nordine, MIB)

The Cour’s critique was informed by case studies of seven sites, which 
were referred to in the report as the ‘historical’ sites of urban policy. All 
but two of these sites have been included in urban policy since its incep-
tion, benefi ting from various measures aimed at its so-called ‘priority neigh-
bourhoods’. These sites included the social housing neighbourhoods of the 
following communes, all in the banlieues:

In the Ile-de-France region:
• Mantes-la-Jolie (included since 1982; revolts in 1991);
• Grigny (included since 1982; revolts in 1995 and 1999); and
•  Clichy-Montfermeil (included since 1989; starting place of the 

autumn 2005 revolts).

In the Rhône-Alpes region:
•  Vénissieux (revolts in 1981; included in 1982; revolts again in 1991); 

and
•  Vaulx-en-Velin (included since 1984; revolts in 1990 and 1992).

In the Provence-Alpes-Côte d’Azur region:
•  Marseille (revolts in 1981; included in 1982 and 1983, northern 

neighbourhoods fi rst, and the centre the following year).
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In the Nord-Pas-de-Calais region:
•  Roubaix/Tourcoing (revolts in Roubaix in the early 1980s; included 

in 1982; Tourcoing included in 1989, revolts in 1992 and 1993).

Let us take a look at the situation in these neighbourhoods in order to 
comprehend the basis of the Cour’s severe critique of urban policy.29 All of 
these sites were benefi ciaries of various urban policy programmes. All of 
them were designated as ZFU following the Pacte de Relance of 1996, except 
Vénissieux, which became a ZFU in 2003. The ZFUs were conceived with 
the aim of creating jobs for the inhabitants living in these areas, which were 
made attractive for business through tax concessions. The unemployment 
rates in these areas, however, continued to increase. From 1990 to 1999, 
the unemployment rate in the ZFU of Mantes-la-Jolie rose from 15.7% to 
25.7%; of Grigny from 17.0% to 26.2%; of Clichy-Montfermeil from 
17.6% to 27.9%; of Roubaix/Tourcoing from 26.9% to 34.4%; of Vaulx-
en-Velin from 17.9% to 28.4%; and the ZRU of Vénissieux (which is now 
a ZFU as well) from 20.3% to 29.1%.30

These unemployment rates followed regional patterns in a much more 
amplifi ed way. For the same period, the unemployment rate in Ile-de-
France increased from 8.5% to 11.5%; in Nord-Pas-de-Calais from 15.1% 
to 17.6%; and in Rhône-Alpes from 8.9% to 11.0%. The most hard-hit 
groups were young people aged between 15 and 24 and foreigners, with 
unemployment rates reaching as high as 46.7% for the former and 43.7% 
for the latter (Roubaix/Tourcoing), and never below 37% for the former 
and 28% for the latter.

The fi gures were similar when the entire list of neighbourhoods was 
taken into consideration (Table 5.1). From 1990 to 1999, unemployment 
rate in the priority neighbourhoods of urban policy increased by 35%. In 
1999, one quarter of the active population in the priority neighbourhoods 
of urban policy was unemployed.

As Table 5.1 shows, the proportion of foreigners is twice as high in the 
priority neighbourhoods of urban policy as in their agglomerations, and 
thrice the national mean. This has to do with the allocation of social 
housing and the history of these neighbourhoods, most of which were 
constructed in the banlieues with concentrations of social housing estates 
(in 1999, 61% of the inhabitants of priority neighbourhoods lived in 
HLMs). As we have seen in Chapter 3, when the middle-class populations 
started to leave the HLMs towards the end of the 1970s, many immigrants 
had moved into these areas, partly because they were not welcome by the 
property market in the central city, or pushed away from the city centres 
because of urban renewal programmes and speculation.

The proportion of young people is also higher than regional and national 
means, and they seem to be the most hard-hit group by increasing 
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Table 5.1 Characteristics of priority neighbourhoods of urban policy in comparison with cities and 
metropolitan France, 1990–9 (%)

 Priority Agglomerations
 neighbourhoods with priority
 of urban policy neighbourhoods France total

 1990 1999 1990 1999 1990 1999

Unemployment 18.9 25.4 11.5 14.3 10.8 12.8
 rate
Unemployment 28.5 39.5 20.7 27.0 19.9 25.6
 rate/15–24
Unemployment 26.2 35.3 19.8 25.8 18.8 24.1
 rate/foreigners
Proportion of young 18.2 16.2 15.8 14.2 15.0 13.0
 people/15–24
Proportion of 18.6 16.5    9.0    7.9    6.3    5.6
 foreigners
Proportion of people
 with no high-school 39.3 33.1 26.8 18.7 29.1 20.0
 diploma (excluding
 students)

Source: INSEE-DIV (no date).

unemployment. In 1999, four out of ten young people living in the priority 
neighbourhoods of urban policy were unemployed. This may have to do 
with lower levels of education in a context in which there is less demand 
for unskilled labour, although the table suggests an improvement in edu-
cational achievement. There may also be other factors, such as discrimina-
tion in the job market because of ethnic origins or of being associated with 
a stigmatized neighbourhood. The interviews from Vaulx-en-Velin, as we 
will see in the following chapter, suggest such a possibility.

Although unemployment rates increased throughout France following 
the crisis of the 1970s, the priority neighbourhoods of urban policy seem 
to have been hit particularly hard by this increase. The reasons for such 
increases in unemployment are no secret. The economic instability that 
ensued from the oil crisis in the 1970s was infl uential in increasing unem-
ployment rates. The major change, however, was brought about by the 
economic restructuring processes of the 1980s and 1990s, which translated 
into sharp declines in the manufacturing sector after the relocation of fi rms 
in parts of the world that were economically more profi table. There were 
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4.6 million people employed in the manufacturing sector (construction not 
included) in France in 1989, and half a million of these jobs were lost from 
1989 to 1994. This trend was aggravated even further with technological 
advances and the development of new service sectors, increasing the 
demand for more skilled labour than was already available following the 
losses in the manufacturing sector. Many working-class neighbourhoods, 
most of which today are urban policy’s priority neighbourhoods, were hit 
severely by unemployment ensuing largely from plant closures in manufac-
turing and industrial sectors, and the restructuring of demand for relatively 
more skilled labour (OECD, 1998).

French urban policy, as the Cour’s report held, was not ‘effi cient’ enough 
to address these intensifying problems. Or, at least, it was not capable of 
delivering what it kept promising increasingly since the 1990s, which was 
the creation of jobs for the inhabitants of priority neighbourhoods (although 
fi rms were created following tax concessions). Unemployment remains a 
major problem in the urban policy neighbourhoods, although the discursive 
articulations of these neighbourhoods, as we have seen, have changed 
remarkably, from social development of neighbourhoods in the 1980s to 
the ‘republican pact’ in the 1990s. The coming to power of an even more 
authoritarian and ‘republican’ government would bring about further 
changes and increase the pressure on the police order.

The Police Order and the Police State

The Jospin government’s last year and the early years of the right-wing 
government that replaced it were marked by the repercussions of Septem-
ber 11. Two months after the attacks, the Jospin government passed a law 
on ‘security in daily life’, known as the ‘LSQ Law’.31 This law sought to 
associate mayors with security actions, extend the possibilities for police 
checks, and made it possible for the police to intervene in the common 
areas of buildings, which basically was aimed at youth gathering at building 
entrances in social housing estates. Jospin had already announced that the 
issue of security was a priority for his government. The more the presiden-
tial elections of 2002 approached, the more ‘securitarian’ Jospin (who was 
a candidate himself) became. Indeed, with the exception of the extreme 
left and the greens, every single candidate prioritized the issue of security 
in their campaign. So much so that a couple of months before the election, 
Chirac was urged by his fellow party members to ‘toughen up’ his discourse 
on security, which, to start with, was not weak at all with terms such as 
‘zero tolerance’ and ‘zero impunity’ (see Le Monde, 27 February 2002a: 
10). Jospin lost eventually, and Chirac – a recidivist himself enjoying immu-
nity as the President of the Republic – was re-elected President after the 
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second round of elections, where his opponent was the extreme right leader 
Le Pen.

The Raffarin government came to power in 2002 in this context to fulfi l 
such promises, with Nicolas Sarkozy as the Minister of the Interior. Sarkozy 
immediately passed two laws, one only a few months after taking offi ce 
(‘Sarkozy Law’), and another complementary one a year later (‘LSI’ on 
interior security).32 With these laws, Sarkozy gained control over the police 
and gendarmerie with a stated aim to repress ‘new forms of delinquency’. 
These laws made identity checks and vehicle searches almost arbitrary, 
justifi ed merely by ‘reasonable ground for suspicion’. They targeted four 
categories of people in particular, introducing repressive measures towards 
them: prostitutes, beggars, gypsies and youth gathering at building entrances 
(Jean, 2004). The Jospin government had also targeted youth gathering at 
building entrances with the LSQ a year earlier, making it possible for the 
police to intervene. The LSI pushed this measure to the extreme, and 
turned such gatherings into a criminal offence (provided they were deemed 
to hinder free movement of others) punishable by a penalty of two months 
in prison and a fi ne of 3,000 euros. This is how Guy from MIB commented 
on these developments:

This is colonial, we’ve come back to dynamics of spatial control, which 
belong to the domain of colonial policies. We could say it is neo-colonial; 
obviously things are not taking place in the same way, but there are still traces 
of that, not everywhere but defi nitely in the [social housing] neighbourhoods. 
(Interview, Guy, MIB)

Complementary to Sarkozy’s laws were Minister of Justice Dominique 
Perben’s two laws, the fi rst one passed in September 2002 (‘Perben Law 
I’) and the second in March 2004 (‘Perben Law II’).33 While Perben 
Law I intensifi ed penal responses to minor delinquency, Perben Law II 
increased police custody to four days, and extended the scope of the notion 
of ‘organized gang’, making it possible to treat infractions of this kind 
by using measures hitherto limited to terrorism (Jean, 2003; Nuttens, 
2004). In this sense, it is signifi cant that Sarkozy insisted on the ‘organ-
ized’ nature of the revolts of autumn 2005, a claim refuted by a report 
prepared by the French Intelligence Service (which eventually cost its 
director his job).

The repressive measures introduced by these laws are only partially 
presented here, with a focus on measures that relate more closely to banli-
eues and youth (for more on these laws, see Bourmeau, 2003; Brun, 2002; 
Jean, 2003, 2004; Nuttens, 2004). These laws, as Jean (2003: 28) argued, 
were unprecedented in terms of reinforcing the powers of the police and 
the penalization of society.34 One of the principal targets of these new laws 
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was the banlieues and banlieue youth (Bonelli, 2003; Wacquant, 2003). As 
Sarkozy had announced immediately after taking offi ce in May 2002, one 
of the main targets of his law and order policies would be what he referred 
to as ‘sensitive neighbourhoods’ and ‘outlaw areas’ (‘zones de non-droit’). 
One of his immediate measures was the distribution of fl ash-ball guns to 
the proximity police working in ‘sensitive neighbourhoods’, although the 
measure was criticized by many human rights associations as a provocation 
of the banlieue youth and a departure from the main mission of the proxim-
ity police, which originally was prevention. Flash-ball guns fi red rubber 
balls, and were used since 1995 by the anti-criminal brigade only (Le 
Monde, 18 May 2002; 31 May 2002b). Thus started Sarkozy’s offensive 
with his stated conviction that ‘repression is the best of preventions’ (Libéra-
tion, 11 July 2002: 2). For Michel Tubiana, the president of the League of 
Human Rights, these developments were ‘[t]he worst step back for human 
rights since Algeria’ (Libération, 25 May 2004).35 In the 2004 annual report 
of the League, the actions of the government were interpreted as follows: 
‘2003 was a dark year for liberties. Seldom in the history of the Republic 
did any government as rapidly after its accession of power set up, to accom-
pany its regressive social policies, a system as effi cient to restrict the citi-
zens’ guarantees’ (Leclerc, 2004: 27).

Back to the Statist Geography

‘After measures aimed at restoring the republican order, the fi ght against 
injustice has started,’ declared Jean-Louis Borloo, the new Minister for the 
City, soon after the passing of fi rst the Sarkozy and then the Perben laws 
(Libération, 3 October 2002). Shortly after taking offi ce, Borloo had out-
lined his vision of urban policy, which he referred to as a ‘new battle of 
France’. The ‘republic’, he had maintained, had to guarantee the protec-
tion of the inhabitants of the urban policy neighbourhoods through its 
‘forces of order’ (Le Monde, 28 May 2002: 12). Borloo had identifi ed three 
priorities for urban policy: ‘break up the ghettos’; ‘jobs and professional 
insertion’; and ‘simplifi cation of procedures’ (DIV, 2004: 24). Thus, for 
the fi rst time in urban policy, a Minister for the City explicitly and without 
reservations referred to the urban policy neighbourhoods as ghettos ‘at the 
margins of national territory’ (Le Monde, 19 June 2003).36

The priorities defi ned by Borloo guided a new law on urban policy, 
known as ‘Borloo Law’, passed in August 2003.37 This law translated the 
fi rst priority, ‘break up the ghettos’, into demolition programmes; the 
second, ‘jobs and professional insertion’, into more areas with tax con-
cessions; and the third, ‘simplifi cation of procedures’, into the creation of 
the ‘National Agency for Urban Renovation’ (‘Agence Nationale pour la 
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Rénovation Urbaine’, known as ANRU). Except for this last measure, there-
fore, the Borloo Law did not introduce any novel measures. What it did 
was radicalize measures that had already been introduced by the Pacte de 
Relance in 1996 and the Jospin government’s urban renewal programme 
in 1999.

The Borloo Law was conceived along three main lines that refl ected the 
three priorities identifi ed above: physical renovation, economic develop-
ment and institutional restructuring. The fi rst, physical renovation, had the 
objective of achieving ‘social mixity’ (Article 6). The measure introduced 
to this end was the demolition of social housing estates. Thus, the law 
radicalized a measure that was already introduced by the Jospin govern-
ment’s urban renewal programme, which included demolitions, renewal 
programmes (Opérations de Renouvellement Urbain, ORUs) and the so-called 
‘Grands Projets de Ville’ (GPVs). In the framework of these programmes, 
conceived in relation to City Contracts, 50 sites were designated for large-
scale urban projects (GPVs), and 30 for smaller-scale renewal projects 
(ORUs). The rhythm of demolition was announced fi rst as 10,000 to 
12,000 units per year (CIV, 1999), and as the 2002 elections approached, 
this number went up to 30,000 (CIV, 2001a). The Borloo Law radicalized 
these measures with a stated objective of 200,000 demolitions, 200,000 
rehabilitations and 200,000 new social housing units in fi ve years. This 
measure, however, worries inhabitants and associations, who fear that 
reconstructions will not equal demolitions in a context where there is 
already an acute social housing shortage. There are also signs that suggest 
that demolition decisions are imposed on inhabitants. In February 2005, 
among the 83 projects approved by the ANRU there were 39,000 planned 
demolitions and 36,000 planned reconstructions (Libération, 24 February 
2005a: 6–7).

The second main line, economic development, had the objective of 
‘reducing territorial disparities’ (Annex 1, section 2 of the law). The 
measure introduced to this end was the re-opening of the previous 44 ZFUs 
(which were not renewed by the Jospin government) and the creation of 
41 more areas benefi ting from tax concessions. Thus, the Borloo Law 
geographically expanded a measure introduced by the Pacte de Relance in 
1996. Following the autumn 2005 revolts, 15 more ZFUs were created 
(CIV, 2006), raising the total number of ZFUs to 100 (seven of them in 
France’s overseas territories). Opinions about the ZFUs, however, vary. A 
2001 report pointed that they were not that helpful for providing jobs 
for the inhabitants of the designated areas, which was also the critique of 
the Sueur Report in 1998. Another report prepared in 2003 gave a more 
positive evaluation, stating that fi rst 44 ZFUs had created 10,000 fi rms and 
45,000 jobs (DIV, 2004). But there lay the problem with the ZFUs. 
New jobs were usually precarious, most of the time never turning into a 
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stable position. Furthermore, there was no indication that jobs went to the 
inhabitants of designated areas. Although the fi rms were obliged to hire 
one third of the employees from the designated areas (as opposed to one 
fi fth, as the Pacte de Relance had it), the evaluation was based purely on 
declarative data provided by the fi rms themselves, which was not all that 
reliable (see, for example, Le Monde, 18 February 2003 and Libération, 8 
May 2006). However, the government created more ZFU, and is currently 
trying to stretch the boundaries of existing ones, open up the measure to 
large fi rms as well (currently it is limited to small fi rms with fewer than 50 
employees), and make them more attractive for business in fi nancial terms 
(Le Monde, 2 December 2005: 14).

The third main line, institutional restructuring, had the objective of 
simplifying procedures. To this end, the National Agency for Urban Reno-
vation (ANRU) was created. ANRU would centralize, manage and dis-
tribute subventions, thus providing a single stop (‘guichet unique’) for the 
fi nancing of renovation programmes (Depincé, 2003: 28). This indeed was 
a signifi cant reorganization, but the creation of ANRU meant much more 
than just simplifi cation of procedures. The creation of ANRU, and the 
Borloo Law in general, re-centralized urban policy. This re-centralization 
implied an urban policy that risked becoming purely procedural, reduced 
to the physical transformation of the built environment or the designation 
of more ZFUs. It also took urban policy back to the statist geography of 
Pacte de Relance and remarkably limited its spatial focus.

The creation of ANRU for physical renovation, on the one hand, and 
re-opening and expansion of ZFUs, on the other, implied a major diver-
gence from previous urban policies, which combined physical interventions 
and measures with social aspects. Urban policy had always had a social 
dimension. The Borloo Law brought about a dissociation in terms both of 
the nature of urban policy and of the relationship it had established between 
the state and local collectivities (Epstein, 2004; Epstein and Kirszbaum, 
2006; Estèbe, 2004; Jaillet, 2003). Regarding the former, it narrowed down 
the engagement of the state to physical interventions only, leaving the social 
dimension to the initiative and capabilities of local collectivities. Regarding 
the latter, it dissociated the contractual relationship between the state and 
local collectivities, which also was a feature of the Pacte de Relance. The 
previous City Contracts programme was more fl exible in terms of objec-
tives and actions, which were negotiated by the state and local collectivities. 
The new programme, on the contrary, was very rigid; it defi ned objectives 
and actions by law (Annex 1 of the law precisely defi ned the objectives and 
indicators of urban policy actions over ten pages). Thus, the objectives of 
urban policy were given – not negotiated (Epstein and Kirszbaum, 2006). 
Furthermore, instead of a process of negotiation, a hierarchical relationship 
was established between a central agency (ANRU) and local collectivities, 
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which risked reducing the latter’s role to a purely administrative one exe-
cuting the centrally defi ned actions (Estèbe, 2004).

In spatial terms, the Borloo Law implied a narrowing down both in 
terms of the geography urban policy consolidated through its spaces of 
intervention, and of the way in which spaces of intervention themselves 
were conceived. In terms of its geography, the Borloo Law, as noted, took 
urban policy back to the statist geography of Pacte de Relance. This geog-
raphy was centrally defi ned – not negotiated – and absolute, constituted 
by neatly delimited spaces of intervention as if they existed in and of them-
selves. Thus, urban policy was re-focused on the 751 ZUSs that were 
defi ned in 1996, leaving out some 600 neighbourhoods that were defi ned 
as priority in City Contracts but were not part of the centrally designated 
ZUSs (Epstein, 2004).38 The attempts to open up the focus of urban policy 
by encouraging projects conceived at the level of agglomeration thus came 
to an end. When asked his opinion of the SRU, which sought to achieve a 
more balanced distribution of social housing among communes, Borloo 
stated that it was a ‘good idea’, but that sanctioning communes that did 
not construct social housing was ‘idiotic’ (Le Monde, 28 May 2002: 12).

In terms of the conceptualization of spaces of intervention, the Borloo 
Law reduced the spaces of urban policy to an ensemble of housing estates. 
Over the years, urban policy gradually shifted focus from the inhabitants 
themselves to spaces of intervention. The Borloo Law followed this trend 
to the extreme, and transformed urban policy to a policy ‘addressed not to 
inhabitants but to space seen as a problem in and of itself’ (Estèbe, 2004: 
255). Unsurprisingly perhaps, with the Borloo Law, the ‘eternal leitmotiv’ 
of urban policy – participation of inhabitants – disappeared. Not only 
was there no allusion to it in the law, but also the institutional structure 
introduced by the law closed down the spaces for the engagement of 
inhabitants – which were not all that open to start with. ANRU – not the 
inhabitants – was now the local offi cials’ interlocutor, where they had to 
have their projects validated and give an account of their actions (Epstein 
and Kirszbaum, 2006).

The inclusion of inhabitants in the process – which takes time – would 
undermine the urban renovation programme introduced by the Borloo Law 
– which was indexed to urgency and effi ciency rather than to democracy. 
Demolition was rapid and politically spectacular, even though it might not 
be the best of choices. In 2004, the Ministry of Culture commissioned three 
architects to devise ways other than demolition–reconstruction. They 
remarked that demolition was absurd for two reasons. First, it was absurd 
simply because there was a shortage of social housing (the waiting list for 
social housing consists of one million applications). Second, it was possible 
to transform buildings instead of demolishing them with a cost three to six 
times less. This, however, implied a process that involved the inhabitants 
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themselves. It proceeded slowly as it followed the specifi cities of each case, 
and was not as spectacular as demolitions in terms of demonstrating the 
government’s effort (Libération, 24 February 2005b: 7). Borloo wanted a 
programme that was visible and rapid. But it had to be effi cient too. Thus, 
a national observatory was created as well in order to measure the effi ciency 
of policies pursued in the ZUSs in relation to the objectives and the indica-
tors defi ned in the law.39

Conclusions: Repressive Police

Urban policy after 2002 shared the same features as the same period’s 
security policy: extreme measures focused on results with constant evalua-
tion, and limited in scope, proposing immediately visible actions rather 
than comprehensive measures that address the structural causes of prob-
lems. With the Borloo Law, urban policy entered a new era with a more 
pronounced neoliberal orientation. Such an orientation was already dis-
cernible in the Pacte de Relance of 1996, but the social dimension was still 
there. The Borloo Law brought about a retreat of the state from the social 
in the domain of urban policy. Urban policy was reduced to a renovation 
policy, on the one hand, and to a policy of designating tax concession areas, 
on the other. Emphasis was put on urgency and effi ciency, with a system 
of constant evaluation. In the process, the inhabitants were replaced with 
space, conceived either as the area between the lines delimiting tax conces-
sion areas or as an ensemble of housing estates that need to be demolished. 
This substitution was perhaps best exemplifi ed by the remarks of Sarkozy 
cited by Borloo: ‘There are spaces that have so many more disabilities that, 
if they are not given more, they will never make it’ (Borloo, 2004: 105; 
emphasis added).

For Borloo, such territories had to be addressed by ‘our republic’ in 
order to reduce the ‘territorial fracture’ they induced, ‘which has today 
become social, indeed ethnic’ (Borloo, 2004: 105). Another feature of 
urban policy, not only in the post-2002 period but since the early 1990s, 
was this emphasis on the ‘ethnic’ nature of the problem of social housing 
estates in banlieues, seen to be threatening the integrity of the republic and 
its values. In this sense, ‘the banlieue’ became a ‘useful’ metaphor to talk 
about politically more fragile issues (Estèbe, 2004). It has become com-
monplace to bring up the same spatial references – ‘banlieue’ or ‘neighbour-
hoods’ – when talking about issues such as the ‘problem of integration of 
immigrants’, the republican model of integration, social fracture, violence 
and insecurity. Furthermore, it has become possible to evoke all of these 
issues at once by a simple reference to ‘the banlieue’. ‘Ghetto’ was the 
problem, ‘social mixity’ the solution. It was in the name of ‘breaking 
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up the ghettos’ and achieving ‘social mixity’ that Borloo justifi ed his 
demolition–reconstruction programme, which brought to mind the ill-
famed destruction operations of the 1960s in the name of modernizing the 
old neighbourhoods of city centres (Jaillet, 2003). Massive demolitions of 
such neighbourhoods were eventually accompanied by reconstructions, but 
these operations, in the case of Paris, had diminished the population from 
2.9 to 2 million, pushing away almost a million inhabitants to peripheral 
areas, which are today targeted by Borloo’s demolition–reconstruction 
programme (Simon and Lévy, 2005). But the spectre of ghettos à 
l’américaine and the quest for ‘social mixity’ justifi ed the new orientation 
of urban policy, which seemed to respond less – if at all – to the aspirations 
of the inhabitants of banlieues than to the ‘fear’ invoked by ‘the banlieue’.

Obviously, the quest for social mixity, which is used to justify the current 
policy of demolition–reconstruction, was not a response to claims from the 
inhabitants of those neighbourhoods, but a response to an anxiety from the 
rest of society taken up by politicians who wanted to believe that diluting 
problems would make them disappear, and called for a residential dispersal 
of visible minorities. (Epstein and Kirszbaum, 2006: 44)

But demolition was not the only response to the problem of banlieues. The 
penal state, as we have seen, has largely consolidated itself in and through 
the spaces of urban policy. There were already signs of the coming of the 
penal state in the early 1990s, with the engagement of the Ministry of 
Justice and French Intelligence Service with the question of banlieues and 
‘urban violence’. But the turning point was the 1997 Villepinte colloquium, 
which turned the issue of security into a consensual one. When urban 
policy was severely criticized by the Cour des Comptes report of 2002, the 
then Minister for the City, Claude Bartolone, had responded by stating 
that ‘giving the banlieue a new face [was] the fi rst objective to achieve’. This 
implied, he continued, ‘fi rst of all a safe environment’:

[S]ecurity has been our priority. Re-enforcement of police forces, develop-
ment of proximity police, creation of Maisons de Justice et du Droit [MJDs], 
targeted actions of the police to fi ght all sorts of traffi cs: the decisions taken 
by the government to fi ght insecurity and violence benefi t in the fi rst instance 
the inhabitants of working-class neighbourhoods. Urban policy contributes 
to this fi ght against violence and criminality by funding prevention actions 
carried out within the framework of the local security contracts [CLSs], 
and the development of mediation. (Bartolone in Cour des Comptes, 
2002: 266)

Bartolone’s response summarizes, in a sense, the transformation of urban 
policy in the 1990s with a shift towards security. While the left talked more 
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about prevention and the right more about repression, urban policy was 
marked by the issue of security in the 1990s. Whereas the urban policy 
neighbourhoods were sites of political experimentation in the early 1980s, 
starting with the mid-1990s they have become sites where the republican 
penal state has consolidated itself. Through the consolidation of this police 
order with discursive articulations that depicted an image of ‘the republic’ 
under threat by ‘communities’ and ‘urban violence’, the status of banlieues 
has shifted remarkably. The ‘re-foundation of the republican pact’ implied, 
even required, more repressive measures towards banlieues, now standing 
for the spatially reifi ed form of the ‘threat’ to the integrity and values of 
the republic.

Chapters in this part had the aim of charting the changing articulations of 
the spaces of urban policy. As we have seen, urban policy has consolidated 
and intervened in what I have called, non-pejoratively, a ‘police order’, 
which has included the same neighbourhoods for years. But the discursive 
articulations of this police order through the state’s statements have changed 
remarkably over the years. The result was the consolidation of a police 
order almost in the literal sense. The republican penal state, the coming of 
which, as we have seen in the previous chapter, was already signalled in 
the early 1990s, consolidated itself mainly in and through the social housing 
neighbourhoods of banlieues, constituting the banlieues increasingly as ‘bad-
lands’ that do not quite fi t in the ‘republican’ imagery. As I have maintained 
in the fi rst couple of chapters, however, this articulation as badlands through 
the state’s statements is not an uncontested process. There are alternative 
voices formulated in banlieues which challenge the place assigned to them 
in the police order, and show that what the state’s statements constitute as 
badlands are also sites of political mobilization with democratic ideals. So 
let us now move onto one of these ‘badlands’ and see what a group of local 
activists have to say.



Part III

Justice in Banlieues
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A ‘Thirst for Citizenship’: Voices from 
a Banlieue

Vaulx-en-Velin between Offi cial Processions and Police Forces

In his contribution to a report prepared by the National Council of 
Cities on the media and the urban policy neighbourhoods, Jean-Jacques 
Bozonnet, then responsible for the ‘society’ section of Le Monde, stated 
that journalists visit these neighbourhoods either ‘when things go wrong, 
in the wake of police forces, or when things are better, in the wake of 
offi cial processions for an inauguration’ (CNV, 1991b: 45). The inhabit-
ants of Vaulx-en-Velin had two such visits, in the autumn of 1990, with 
an interval only of one week. On Saturday, 29 September, the neighbour-
hood of Mas du Taureau in Vaulx-en-Velin was, in the words of the mayor, 
‘having a house-warming party’. Three years of rehabilitation projects were 
completed, and the so-called ‘New Mas’ was inaugurated with the par-
ticipation of inhabitants, politicians and journalists. Furthermore, the 
inclusion of this banlieue in the following period of urban policy pro-
grammes for the Xth Plan (1989–93) was affi rmed. Vaulx-en-Velin had 
been included in urban policy programmes since 1984, and it was seen as 
one of its ‘exemplary’ sites, as its mayor, Maurice Charrier, pointed out 
(1991–2: 92–3).

The next Saturday, 6 October, the New Mas was in fl ames, following 
the killing of a young inhabitant of the neighbourhood, 21-year-old Thomas 
Claudio. Claudio was killed after a police car cut (‘deliberately’, according 
to eyewitnesses) in front of the motorcycle his friend was riding. The rider 
lost control of his motorcycle, and Claudio, with no crash helmet, was 
fatally injured after having been thrown out from his seat. This is the 
version provided by two eyewitnesses and the rider himself, who survived 
the accident. As the police version goes, the rider lost control and the 
motorcycle glided and ended up running into a police car that happened 
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to be there at that precise moment. There was not, however, much reason-
ing over which version was true. The relations between the police and the 
young inhabitants of the neighbourhood had always been very tense, and 
the death of the young man was ‘one death too many’, as many inhabitants 
of the neighbourhood put it.

That was the triggering incident – not of an uncommon sort, as we will 
see in the next chapter, on the banlieue revolts. Revolts of a hitherto unprec-
edented scale ensued, lasting for fi ve days. Shops were sacked, and the 
newly built commercial centre was set on fi re. There were wild confronta-
tions between the riot police and the young inhabitants of the neighbour-
hood, who were joined by other young people from some of the 
neighbourhoods in proximity. ‘There were 200–300 rioters [.  .  .], we had 
never observed incidents that serious in the banlieues’ (interview, Lucienne 
Bui-Trong, French Intelligence Service). The shock following the incidents 
was unprecedented as well. The daily newspaper Libération, a week after 
the incidents, published a special section entitled ‘Why Vaulx-en-Velin?’ 
with the aim of informing its readers as to ‘what happened in this banlieue 
presented as a model of rehabilitation’. The editorial piece opened with the 
following observation: ‘Until the fi rst Saturday in October, Vaulx-en-Velin 
seemed like a dream. For the Socialist parliamentary representative of the 
district, Jean-Jacques Queyranne, for the Communist mayor Maurice 
Charrier, and for the president of the urban agglomeration, Michel 
Noir from RPR, the rehabilitation undertaken in this banlieue of Lyon 
since 1985 was simply exemplary’ (Libération, 13–14 October 1990: 23; 
emphasis added).

The Socialist government was once again taken by surprise. Prime 
Minister Michel Rocard charged the two vice-presidents of the National 
Council of Cities with a mission to visit Vaulx-en-Velin and prepare a 
report. A few weeks after the incidents, the report was ready. This rather 
short report had one major message to deliver: that the existing urban 
policy programmes were necessary, and they had to be pursued for the 
development of ‘a new relationship of citizenship’: ‘If Vaulx-en-Velin is to 
become a reference, it should be about the modernization of the state, 
about a new relationship of citizenship’ (CNV, 1990b: 2). And the neigh-
bourhood of Mas du Taureau had important resources for the development 
of this new relationship of citizenship, thanks to the Social Development 
of Neighbourhoods (DSQ) programme: ‘The DSQ policy pursued had a 
remarkable effect on the development of associative life in the neighbour-
hood of Mas du Taureau. This asset should allow for a rapid re-establish-
ment of social dialogue’ (CNV, 1990b: 3).

What, then, happened in this neighbourhood after the incidents? In this 
chapter, I tell the story of Agora, a politically engaged association created 
by the immigrant youth of the neighbourhood soon after the incidents with 
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the intention to ‘participate in the life of the neighbourhood’. Agora is 
of particular signifi cance both socially and politically in Vaulx-en-Velin 
(Chabanet, 1999; Essassi, 1992), and remains one of the most prominent 
political associations in the banlieues of French cities. The story of Agora 
specifi cally illustrates many of the problems faced by banlieue inhabitants 
– youth in particular. It also provides insight into the local reverberations 
of urban policy as Vaulx-en-Velin has been included in urban policy since 
1984, and Agora has been, since its creation in 1991, deeply involved 
in urban policy. Furthermore, the story of Agora’s political engagement 
illustrates the diffi culties encountered by political mobilizations in the 
banlieues, exemplifying the limits placed upon them by ‘the police’. As I 
have argued in Chapter 2, drawing on Rancière, one of the consequences 
of the consolidation of the police as an order of governance is that it creates 
a particular locus of enunciation for the governed. In this chapter, we will 
see the repercussions of the police through the story of Agora’s political 
engagement.

Before presenting the story of Agora’s political engagement, however, 
some background information on Vaulx-en-Velin will be helpful to get an 
insight into the economic dynamics that have affected this banlieue in the 
post-war period. This information should also give a sense of the trajectory 
of many of the social housing neighbourhoods in banlieues that are included 
in urban policy programmes, which followed a similar pattern of decline 
following the economic crisis of the 1970s and the economic restructuring 
processes that followed.

Vaulx-en-Velin after the trente glorieuses

Vaulx-en-Velin is part of the Lyon agglomeration in the department of 
Rhône, the region of Rhône-Alpes (see Figures 3.2, 3.3 and 3.4). Located 
in the east of Lyon, it has, like many of its neighbouring communes, a 
former Priority Urbanization Area (ZUP, hereafter). In this regard, the 
development of Vaulx-en-Velin is characteristic of many of the social 
housing neighbourhoods constructed in the peripheral areas of large cities 
during the post-war growth era: designation as a ZUP in order to respond 
to housing shortage, construction of social housing (HLM) mostly in the 
form of grands ensembles (large housing estates), sudden demographic 
expansion, major job losses following the crisis in the 1970s and economic 
restructuring in the 1980s, and gradual degradation of the housing stock 
due to poor quality of the buildings (cheap and rapid construction) and 
poor maintenance.

The demographic expansion of Vaulx-en-Velin had started before the 
construction of the ZUP, and was closely linked to immigration. For 
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example, towards the mid-1960s, many grands ensembles were constructed 
in the neighbourhood of La Grappinière in order to accommodate repatri-
ated settlers from Algeria. Later, families who were pushed away from the 
central areas of Lyon or neighbouring Villeurbanne because of speculative 
renovation projects settled in the commune, where they could fi nd housing 
with reasonable conditions and prices.

The construction in the ZUP, of which Mas du Taureau neighbour-
hood, where the revolts had started, was a part, began in 1970, and 8,300 
housing units were constructed in the following ten years. The ZUP 
changed the demographic structure of the commune dramatically. In a 
period of ten years, the population increased about 65% (from 26,837 in 
1972 to 44,113 in 1982). After this quick expansion, the population of the 
city was more or less stabilized (44,153 in 1990 and 39,128 in 1999), with 
half of it living in the (former) ZUP. This demographic growth made 
Vaulx-en-Velin the fourth largest commune in the department, and the 
ninth in the region.

In the departmental rankings, Vaulx-en-Velin was the poorest commune 
with regard to per capita income in 1992 and 1993. Its demographic expan-
sion was in large part made possible by the availability of industrial and 
manufacturing jobs. The effects of the crisis of the early 1970s, followed 
by economic restructurings that diminished demand for low-skilled labour, 
have been severe on Vaulx-en-Velin, much more than on other communes 
in the region.

Table 6.1 shows unemployment rates for selected years. In the 1970s, 
the level of unemployment in Vaulx-en-Velin was slightly higher than the 
levels of unemployment for Lyon, the department, the region and mainland 
France. In the 1980s, unemployment rates started to go up in France, and 
the Rhône-Alpes region in general was affected by job losses, although the 

Table 6.1 Unemployment rates in Vaulx-en-Velin and its urban policy neighbourhoods compared to 
departmental, regional and national rates for selected years (%)

 Vaulx-en-Velin

 Urban policy    Rhône- Mainland
 neighbourhoods Commune Lyon Rhône Alpes France

1975 –    4.52    3.58    3.15    3.04    3.82
1982 – 14.01    7.65    7.58    7.71    8.93
1990 17.9 16.0    9.25    8.79    8.97 10.88
1999 28.4 23.3 12.56 11.44 11.05 12.85

Sources: INSEE (1990); INSEE (1999a); INSEE-DIV (no date).
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unemployment rate at the regional level has always been below the national 
level. Communes such as Vaulx-en-Velin were severely hit by diminishing 
industrial and manufacturing activities, due largely to their population 
characteristics (high proportion of workers, usually low-skilled). Compared 
to Lyon, to the department or to the region, the unemployment rate in 
Vaulx-en-Velin, from the 1980s onwards, has been twice as high, and 
unemployed people were concentrated mainly in the previous ZUP, which 
would later become one of the sites of urban policy. In 1999, almost a 
quarter of the active population of Vaulx-en-Velin, and more than a quarter 
of the active population of its social housing neighbourhoods, were unem-
ployed. The rates were even higher for young people between 15 and 24 
years of age (37.1%) and foreigners (29.9%).

The fi gures are even more dramatic for the social housing neighbour-
hoods of Vaulx-en-Velin that have been included in urban policy since 
1984. They consist of the former ZUP (including Mas du Taureau, where 
the incidents had started) and La Grappinière. Table 6.2 offers a compari-
son between the commune of Vaulx-en-Velin and its urban policy neigh-
bourhoods for 1990 and 1999.

Like many banlieues included in urban policy, Vaulx-en-Velin has a rela-
tively high proportion of foreigners and young people, both of which suffer 
disproportionately from unemployment. We should note that unemploy-
ment rates have gone up in all of France since the 1970s, and not only in 

Table 6.2 Unemployment rates and population characteristics of Vaulx-en-Velin and its urban policy 
neighbourhoods, 1990 and 1999 (%)

 Urban policy
 neighbourhoods
 of Vaulx-en- Vaulx-en- Mainland
 Velin  Velin  France

 1990 1999 1990 1999 1990 1999

Unemployment 17.9 28.4 16.0 23.3 10.8 12.8
Unemployment 25.5 40.5 24.1 37.1 19.9 25.6
 (15–24 years
 old)
Unemployment 25.3 33.1 23.6 29.9 18.8 24.1
 (foreigners)
Less than 20 36.2 34.1 34.3 32.0 26.5 24.6
 years of age
Foreigners 25.4 25.0 22.7 20.8    6.3    5.6

Source: INSEE-DIV (no date).
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banlieues like Vaulx-en-Velin. However, these (former) working-class areas 
were the most hard-hit ones following the crisis, where unemployment rates 
went up dramatically in the years to follow, as Table 6.3 exemplifi es by the 
case of Vaulx-en-Velin.

These fi gures may be taken to indicate two issues that concern not only 
Vaulx-en-Velin, but social housing neighbourhoods in banlieues in general. 
First, despite having been included in urban policy programmes for years, 
such neighbourhoods suffer from an aggravating unemployment problem, 
leading to severe conditions in the worst affected neighbourhoods where 
one in four workers – almost one in two among young people – is out of 
a job. Second, as the above fi gures for selected periods show, the transfor-
mations of such neighbourhoods are closely linked to restructuring pro-
cesses: that is, to dynamics that well exceed the perimeters of designated 
intervention areas of urban policy.

What, then, happened in Vaulx-en-Velin after the incidents of 1990, 
where, as the National Council of Cities report put it, a new relationship 
of citizenship would develop in the aftermath of the revolts?

A ‘Thirst for Citizenship’

The association Agora has its origins in a committee created in the aftermath 
of the incidents following the death of Thomas Claudio in 1990, which 
was seen as ‘the last straw’ (interviews with Abdel Della and Pierre-Didier 
Tchétché-Apéa). Called ‘comité Thomas Claudio’, this group had three 
objectives: following the juridical process about the controversial accident, 
keeping the public informed about the evolution of the process, and fi nding 
money to hire lawyers and continue the process.

Table 6.3 Rates of increase in unemployment levels in Vaulx-en-Velin and its urban policy neighbour-
hoods compared to departmental, regional and national rates for selected periods (%)

 Vaulx-en-Velin

 Urban policy    Rhône- Mainland
 neighbourhoods Commune Lyon Rhône Alpes France

1975–82 – 210 114 141 154 134
1982–90 –    14    21    16    16    22
1990–9 59    45    36    30    23    18

Sources: Calculations from INSEE (1990); INSEE (1999a); INSEE-DIV (no date).
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Agora was created out of this committee in November 1991. The asso-
ciation’s objectives included educational and cultural activities, and services 
for the inhabitants of the neighbourhood, ranging from preparation of 
CVs to help with legal questions, especially on issues related to immi-
gration. The activities of the association were stated as the following in its 
statute:

– Denounce and fi ght against all forms of exclusion.
–  Development and encouragement of associative life, leisure and sports 

activities.
– Information on the importance of practices of civic rights.
– Promoting the cultural expression of the inhabitants of the commune.
– Encouraging the creation of socio-economic activities.
–  Contributing and encouraging the participation of young people to their 

city.
–  Encouraging and supporting all such initiatives.1

In addition to these, urban policy in Vaulx-en-Velin would quickly become 
an occupation for Agora, with the objective of following, and questioning 
if necessary, the activities of the local government within the framework of 
this policy.

Before the incidents of 1990, there were large-scale renovation projects 
in Vaulx-en-Velin carried out under the auspices of urban policy. These 
projects focused mainly on improving the physical environment.2 There 
were, however, problems that were not adequately addressed by such a 
focus. The incidents, in this sense, were infl uential in helping to highlight 
deeply embedded problems. They

raise even more sharply issues that questions of architecture and urbanism 
could not deal with adequately. There are questions of justice, social justice, 
discrimination, of discrimination in every respect, for access to knowledge, 
for access to housing, for access to jobs  .  .  .  and beginning with a revolt which 
was based on the death of a young person of the neighbourhood, all these 
issues resurfaced subsequently. (Interview, Yves Mena)

Yves Mena used to work in the mayor’s offi ce, fi rst on economic develop-
ment, and later, after 1989, on establishing communication with the inhab-
itants of the neighbourhood. He resigned in 1995 and started working with 
Agora. Following the incidents, he was asked by the mayor to establish 
dialogue with the young people of the neighbourhood who were willing to 
participate in the life of their cité. The mayor, at fi rst, was ready to respond 
to this ‘thirst for citizenship’, as Mena puts it.

It was in this context that some of the members of Agora started to 
get involved with a social centre, Le Calm, that then existed in the 
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neighbourhood of Mas du Taureau. The centre had never worked very 
well. However, following the incidents, some of the young inhabitants of 
the neighbourhood became more engaged politically, and used the centre 
as a setting. In the winter of 1992, its director resigned, and the adminis-
tration of the centre was taken over by the young inhabitants of the neigh-
bourhood, including the two founding members of Agora, Abdel Della and 
Pierre-Didier Tchétché-Apéa. Pierre-Didier is the president of Agora. He 
is also a founding member of the association Divercité, based in Lyon, which 
tries to bring together the associations of banlieues in the eastern Lyon 
region.

Despite organizational and fi nancial problems, the social centre quickly 
acquired an important place in the neighbourhood. This, as Abdel and 
Pierre-Didier argued, was perceived as a possible threat by the municipal-
ity, undermining its power in the neighbourhoods. Funding for the centre 
stopped, which eventually led to its closing. Then one day in November 
1994, early in the morning, the centre was razed to the ground upon the 
order of the mayor.

The destruction of the social centre put an end to efforts to establish 
dialogue between the municipality and the young inhabitants of the neigh-
bourhood. From the latter’s perspective, the mayor’s initial enthusiasm 
following the incidents had passed, and his perspective on the population 
of the city had changed remarkably; they were ‘too poor, too foreign origin, 
always too something’ (interview, Yves Mena). New notions emerged on 
the municipality’s agenda. ‘Social mixity’ (see Chapter 1) was one of them, 
which was fi rst introduced by a 1991 law in the framework of urban policy 
– the so-called LOV, as we have seen in Chapter 4.

Thus started the construction of a new city centre with an attempt to 
‘change the image’ of Vaulx-en-Velin.

A Toil of Two Cities (in One)

The new centre of Vaulx-en-Velin was originally supposed to be at Mas 
du Taureau, where heavy investments were made before the incidents. 
After the incidents, however, it was decided that another new centre was 
necessary. Mas du Taureau was abandoned, so to speak, and with the 
money pouring in following the incidents, the construction of a new centre 
started from scratch. The location designated for the new centre was away 
from the social housing stock, to its south-east, on the other side of the 
fairly wide and busy D-55 road. When Jean Pirot fi rst arrived in Vaulx-en-
Velin in 1994, he was working for the Conseil Général (departmental council 
in France). Since 2001, he has held a position as project manager (chef de 
projet), and is responsible for social and associative life in Vaulx-en-Velin. 
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He recalls the location designated for the new centre; it was a vacant area 
where there were no residential buildings – where there was, indeed, 
nothing at all:

Say, ten years ago, not even ten, when I arrived, the effect was strange: there 
was the city hall there, and in front, there, it was wasteland, grass, a fi eld.
  .  .  .  (Interview, Jean Pirot)

The municipality’s decision to move the centre away from the social housing 
neighbourhoods, just like its decision to close the Le Calm social centre, 
had immense symbolic value. The decision to build a new centre away 
from Mas du Taureau gave an impression of abandonment, and the munic-
ipality’s attempt to bring in ‘better’ inhabitants in the name of ‘social 
mixity’ added insult to injury. ‘Social mixity’ was now the municipality’s 
policy principle, introduced and institutionalized by urban policy, but it 
was seen as an offensive statement by those ‘on the other side’,

as if people here were of inferior quality, and that to improve them, a greater 
quality of people had to be brought in from elsewhere, who knows where 
from, actually. (Interview, Yves Mena)

[I]n fact they, they wanted to create a new centre, with new inhabitants, in 
order to bring in new people. (Interview, Abdel Della)

This was how the attempt behind the creation of a new centre was inter-
preted by the young people in the social housing neighbourhoods, an 
interpretation that is not contested by the municipality:

The choice that was made to create a city centre, it’s a strategic choice of 
the mayor, which was to say: if we don’t make a proper city, with a real city 
centre, we’ll never be able to attract a different population, and notably what 
we call middle classes, which can contribute to social mixity, and from there, 
precisely, we can reverse the ghetto phenomenon. If we don’t have population 
mixity, the ghetto will remain. [.  .  .] It’s true that by making this decision, the 
mayor indeed took the risk of not spending the money to develop cheaper 
local equipment in the neighbourhood, that’s true. (Interview, Jean Pirot)

But why would Vaulx-en-Velin, characterized by a fairly rich diversity of 
population, have ghettos? The project director explains this as follows:

The problem is that today, that the ghetto has become communitarian. And 
there, we have another problem. That is, in fact we weren’t in, that is, the 
word ghetto is always diffi cult to use  .  .  .  when one lived in a grand ensemble, 
in a ZUP, was it a ghetto up until the 1980s? No, it only became one from 
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the moment when a certain type of population, in particular with community 
forms, moved in. (Interview, Bernard Brun)

Bernard Brun has been working in Vaulx-en-Velin since 2000, and he is a 
project director for the Grand Projet de Ville (GPV) of Vaulx-en-Velin, 
within the framework of which a new city centre, much to the discontent 
of Agora members, is being constructed. The ‘certain type of population’ 
Brun has in mind, given the time of the transformation he is talking about, 
is likely to be non-European immigrants, for it was around that period that 
they started gaining more access, and becoming more visible, in social 
housing neighbourhoods. ‘Communitarian’, in this sense, implies non-
European immigrants, and Brun’s remarks exemplify the common usage 
and connotations of the term in debates around the banlieues. In contem-
porary France, the terms ‘ghetto’ and ‘communitarian’ invoke a very precise 
population: non-European immigrants. As we have seen in Part II, these 
terms have become part of state’s statements on the banlieues from the 
1990s onwards, constituting them as incompatible with the ideal of ‘one 
and indivisible’ French republic.

But let us go back to the new city centre debate in Vaulx-en-Velin. 
Although the decision to build the new city centre away from the social 
housing neighbourhoods in itself caused major discontent, what made it 
even more contentious was that it followed a similar pattern in terms of 
investment strategy and decision-making in Vaulx-en-Velin. For the 
members of Agora, the actions of the municipality in the framework of 
urban policy have been directed less towards the population already living 
there, and more towards the ‘development of the city’ in order to attract 
another, ‘better’ type of population. The effects of urban policy, from their 
point of view, have been hard to discern:

Are you familiar with urban policy?
Yeah, more or less, yeah.
Well, how do things work in this neighbourhood? This is ‘diffi cult neighbourhood’ 

[one of the names for designated urban policy neighbourhoods], isn’t it?
Yeah, this is  .  .  .  yeah, I don’t really get it, I don’t understand what they want, 

I don’t understand, I don’t see the point.
What’s wrong?
[silence] What’s wrong?
Because you know the problems of the neighbourhood and all that.
[silence] I couldn’t  .  .  .  I don’t see, I don’t see  .  .  .  what urban policy is, what 

the point is, why  .  .  .  what the use is, what it could improve  .  .  .  It’s been 
ten years, it hasn’t changed, so I don’t see what use it could be, I don’t 
know  .  .  .  apart from the money they hand out from up there, and that we, 
at least us in the Agora association, we never see any of it, or only a tiny 
portion, I don’t know where the rest goes  .  .  .  I don’t get it.

OK.
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I  .  .  .  urban policy is nothing but words!
This neighbourhood has been included in urban policy for twenty years  .  .  .
Yeah, so, there’s no change, there’s no, there’s not a thing that there’s 

nothing, it’s the same thing  .  .  .  I’ve lived here since ‘74, I don’t see a 
difference.

But there’s money pouring in  .  .  .
And yet, they tell us there’s lots of money allocated to the neighbourhoods, 

but there’s nothing, there’s no change. (Interview, Abdel Della)

A similar critique of urban policy is made by Lahlou, one of the founding 
members of the MIB (Mouvement de l’Immigration et des Banlieues) fi rst 
encountered in Chapter 4:

First, urban policy has never been very transparent, you see. It has never been 
very transparent; we had asked for audits. [.  .  .] Whereas if you ask the inhab-
itants of banlieues, they will tell you, yes but us, we don’t know what has 
happened. In our daily life, nothing has changed; politically, nothing has 
changed. [.  .  .] For 20 years now there has been urban policy, you see, since 
the arrival of Mitterrand basically. I don’t think it has changed much for the 
inhabitants, and it’s even getting worse. Misery, despair  .  .  .  (Interview, 
Lahlou, MIB)

Investment strategy, for the members of Agora, is one source of discontent. 
Another one relates to how decisions are made. As they argue, even in 
1990, when Vaulx-en-Velin was presented as an exemplary neighbourhood 
of urban policy’s renovation programmes, realized projects were far from 
the expectations of many inhabitants. They refl ected more the ‘personal 
desires’ of the local offi cials than the expectations of inhabitants; they ‘were 
not constructed with the inhabitants’ (interview, Abdel Della); ‘the inhabit-
ants do not exist’ (interview, Pierre-Didier Tchétché-Apéa). Either the 
decisions are made and then applied, or meetings are held in the name of 
‘participation of inhabitants’ where already conceived projects are pre-
sented to the public – ‘participation simulacra’, as Pierre-Didier calls them 
(Tchétché-Apéa, 2000: 83).

Because the decisions that are made about these neighbourhoods, they are 
made, there’s no public debate about urban policy. Before setting the money 
on urban policy, do they, is there, I don’t know, when they decide on agri-
cultural policy, or when they want to reform Social Security, it’s done with 
the actors, both political and from civil society. While, as far as we’re con-
cerned, on urban policy, there’s no public debate! (Interview, Pierre-Didier 
Tchétché-Apéa)

Although the members of Agora are quite dissatisfi ed with this form of 
decision- making, the mayor of Vaulx-en-Velin seems to be satisfi ed with 
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the process, and has now more projects in mind for the social housing 
neighbourhoods:

[T]he centre of Mas du Taureau, which has, by the way, been taken care of 
today, with the state, with the urban community [a grouping of communes in 
an urban area], we even deliberated in the municipal council a few months ago, 
we started a survey, which I shall present to the inhabitants in the autumn, 
we started a study to start, to initiate a process of urban renewal on the area 
of Mas du Taureau and the commercial centre of Mas du Taureau.

OK.
So, I think within two years, the time to set up operations and to concert it 

with the inhabitants, operations will be started, and they’ll be of consider-
able importance. (Interview, Maurice Charrier)

Maurice Charrier has been the mayor of Vaulx-en-Velin since 1985. He 
was the deputy mayor before, and was responsible for urban planning. He 
was a member of the Communist Party, but he no longer is, although he 
considers himself ‘still from the communist culture’. Although he is not 
opposed to the participation of inhabitants, there seems to be a major dis-
agreement between him and the members of Agora as to what this should 
entail.

I am for the participation of inhabitants, but not for demagogy. Let’s get this 
straight: there are things to be discussed with inhabitants, and others that are 
not discussed with inhabitants. (Interview, Maurice Charrier)

And in this respect I think Maurice Charrier wants there to be, he always 
says: there are negotiable things, and non-negotiable ones. So today, the role 
of politicians is to say: this is non-negotiable; that, however, can be negoti-
ated. (Interview, Bernard Brun)

The discord resulting from different ways of conceiving ‘participation’ 
surfaced when Agora opposed the mayor’s project for the new city centre 
and the proposed construction of the planetarium as part of that centre. 
For the mayor, the new centre will establish Vaulx-en-Velin’s position in 
the region as a pole of attraction with such facilities as the planetarium and 
cultural centre. His effort seems to be to change the image of this notorious 
banlieue. There is nothing extraordinary, or inherently bad, in this effort, 
which refl ects entrepreneurial urban development strategies. Such strate-
gies, however, do not effectively respond to the needs and expectations of 
the inhabitants of dispossessed neighbourhoods, which also seems to be 
the case in Vaulx-en-Velin, where the mayor’s development strategies and 
the ways in which they have been put into practice aggravated the tensions 
between the municipality and Agora.
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Agora opposed the planetarium project, and demanded, instead, the 
construction of social centres in the neighbourhoods (‘maison de quartier’). 
The mayor was in favour at fi rst, and a convention was signed with the 
region in 1991 in the framework of urban policy, providing Vaulx-en-Velin 
with a large amount of money to fi nance the construction of three social 
centres in its social housing neighbourhoods, including Mas du Taureau. 
Later, however, the mayor changed his mind, and opted for more spec-
tacular projects, including the planetarium. As the members of Agora claim, 
there had been a ‘misappropriation’ (détournement) of funds; the money 
that was originally raised for the construction of three social centres was 
used to fi nance the construction of the planetarium in the new city centre.3 
The social centres, eventually, were not constructed. What resulted was a 
divided city, with the social housing neighbourhoods – with their existing 
inhabitants – and the new centre – with its expected new inhabitants – on 
either side of the D-55 road (Figures 6.1 and 6.2).

There you have the town hall, the sports complex, the school, a professional 
high school [.  .  .], there you have the planetarium, you have the youth service 
which is there, you have the cultural centre which is there, you have  .  .  .  in 
fact, you have the city centre which is nearby, you have the post offi ce, every-
thing is centred over there. (Interview, Abdel Della)

Figure 6.1 Social housing neighbourhoods of Vaulx-en-Velin seen from the new centre (Source: Photo 
by the author)
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Figure 6.2 The new centre of Vaulx-en-Velin seen from the social housing neighbourhoods (Source: 
Photo by the author)

Or, as Pierre-Didier puts it: ‘We’re really in, in worlds out of sync [mondes 
décalés].’

Whose List is More ‘Communitarian’?

The year 1994 was a turning point for Agora, for two reasons. First, with 
the tensions arising fi rst from the closing of the Le Calm social centre, and 
then from the construction of planetarium and new city centre, its relation 
with the municipality came to an end, which meant that it no longer ben-
efi ted from fi nancial aid distributed through the municipality. Second, its 
members started to question the limits of purely associative actions, which 
eventually led to a decision to enter the political arena through a more 
conventional route. The political party Le Choix vaudais was thus created, 
and a list was prepared for the 1995 municipal elections with the involve-
ment of Agora members.

Le Choix vaudais started its campaign only a couple of months before 
the elections, and its electoral list was prepared with a stated aim of repre-
senting the inhabitants of Vaulx-en-Velin. ‘It [i.e. the list] made us enter a 
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public space. It made us visible and carried new demands and claims’ (Tché-
tché-Apéa, 2000: 82; emphasis added). But the public space seemed unable 
to accommodate any new demands and claims, especially if they came from 
the ‘certain type of population’ Brun was talking about. The members of 
the party were accused of presenting an ‘ethnic/communitarian list’ despite 
the fact that all the members presented on the party’s list were French citi-
zens on paper, as the rules require. This accusation, however, did not come 
from the extreme right:

And this list, by the left, because the left was the harshest, the most violent 
against us, this list was called communitarian list, ethnic list. [.  .  .] And us, 
those attacks, they were permanent, violent, really, really intolerable. (Inter-
view, Pierre-Didier Tchétché-Apéa)4

The counter-argument was that it was ‘their’ own list that was ‘communitar-
ian’. When electoral lists consist of the ‘real’ French and perhaps a few so-
called Arabes de service,5 they are not seen as ‘ethnic’ or ‘communitarian’.

Whose list is ethnic? Yours! Because your list, it’s of a single colour, it’s 
ethnic! Ours is, there are several, it’s the citizens of Vaulx-en-Velin! That’s what 
they are, and that’s what we want to represent. You see? [.  .  .] There isn’t, 
there’s no movement in France that comes from the [social housing] neigh-
bourhoods or from immigration that claims a communitarian project! There’s 
none! If you know of one, tell me! There isn’t any! Even during the March, 
the March in ‘83 [the March for Equality and Against Racism – see Chapter 
3], it was about equality! White, black, beur, all that. It was, it is about equal-
ity. (Interview, Pierre-Didier Tchétché-Apéa)

Interviews with the members of Agora suggested a mistrust towards ‘the 
left’, mainly the Socialists and the Communists, who traditionally had a 
strong presence in the social housing neighbourhoods of banlieues – which, 
indeed, have been their strongholds. The remarks of Agora members, 
however, suggest that this may no longer be the case.

A youngster from this city, how could you tell him or make him believe that 
the left was better, fairer, more egalitarian, more humanistic, and cared for 
his future, while he lived in a precarious situation, in housing, unbearable 
housing, in a, and in schooling also a victim of segregation. [.  .  .] And since 
then, the dispute has just got worse. And we see today, when there are elec-
tions, we see neighbourhoods like these are no longer strongholds of the left 
systematically, automatically. [.  .  .] So lots of people don’t vote, but among 
those who do, well, it’s no longer an automatic vote in favour of the left, at 
least for this left, which is not going to bring the solutions it promised. (Inter-
view, Yves Mena)
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‘This Left which is not going to bring the solutions it promised’ – that was 
a recurrent theme in all the interviews with the members of Agora. The 
Socialists are accused of ‘playing with’ voting rights for immigrants, which 
was fi rst promised by Mitterrand in 1981. This promise, Abdel argues, 
served the left well in the 1980s for getting the votes of second-generation 
immigrants. Now, however, the left not only has lost its credibility, but has 
even become an ‘enemy’:

Yes, I think it [voting rights for immigrants] was useful to them during the 
‘80s. But whatever, now people in the neighbourhood no longer vote, or vote 
very little. For them, left and right, the National Front, all that is the same 
shit. It’s the same thing  .  .  .  and they’re all alike. There’s no difference. And 
at a pinch, they prefer to have someone from the National Front in front of 
them, rather than someone who lulls them to sleep every day, and in the end 
has nothing for them. They prefer someone from the National Front. At least 
with the National Front, things are clear. There you are, it’s, it’s better. It’s 
better like that. (Interview, Abdel Della)6

Similar remarks were made by other young inhabitants of the neighbour-
hood, with whom I talked but could not interview with a tape recorder.7 
This antagonism towards the left does not follow merely from unfulfi lled 
promises and aggravating conditions in the banlieues. It also has to do, as 
the interviews suggest, with the paternalistic, even ‘colonial’, way in which 
such neighbourhoods are governed under the left:

And what’s more, as these cities are usually run by the left, the left always 
considered immigration could only vote for the left, so we were hostages of 
the left, which didn’t understand we want our autonomy. (Interview, Pierre-
Didier Tchétché-Apéa)

Abdel, from Algeria, argues that the mayor ‘wants what they did in other 
countries .. the colonizers, and that’s what they want’. Pierre-Didier, from 
the Ivory Coast, talks about ‘a sort of colonial management of these neigh-
bourhoods’. There was, however, no reference to colonization in the inter-
view with Yves Mena, whose parents immigrated from Spain. What this 
suggests is that there are deep injuries that derive from France’s colonial 
history. Abdel puts it rather bluntly: ‘The Algerian war is not over in 
France.’ Indeed, a recently organized movement put this issue at the fore-
front of their claims with a call, diffused in January 2005, with the title ‘We 
are the natives of the Republic!’, which argued that France had been – and 
still was – a colonial state:

Quite independently from their actual origins, people of the ‘neighbourhoods’ 
are ‘indigenized’, relegated to the margins of society. The banlieues are said 
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to be ‘lawless’ [‘zones de non-droit’], and the republic is called upon to ‘re-
conquer’ them. Arbitrary identity checks, a variety of provocations, persecu-
tions of all kinds are rife, while police brutality, sometimes of the most 
extreme form, is seldom punished by a judicial system which has double 
standards.8

But let us go back to Vaulx-en-Velin. Both Agora’s political activities 
and the attempt to enter the political arena through Le Choix vaudais were, 
as Pierre-Didier puts it, attempts aimed at a certain political autonomy in 
order not to be ‘managed as though we were kids! In a colonial way, in a 
paternalistic way!’

[T]he act consists in  .  .  .  that’s citizenship for us. [.  .  .] So, what do you want, 
you want actors, but when people become actors, it’s a problem for you? 
No, what you want is to go thinking in people’s place, just go on thinking 
in our place, representing us. Well, that’s over! (Interview, Pierre-Didier 
Tchétché-Apéa)

So no salvation from ‘the Socialist parties, who claim to be representing 
people, or the Communist Party, which claims to be representing people’ 
(interview, Abdel Della). What about, then, nationally renowned associa-
tions that were created in the mid-1980s, the heydays of immigrant activ-
ism? The interviews suggest that a similar distrust exists towards such 
associations, of which SOS-Racisme and France-Plus are the most eminent 
ones, for diverting locally formed claims. A similar observation was made 
by Chabanet concerning these associations. France-Plus and SOS-Racisme, 
he argued, ‘no longer have any credibility at the local level’ (1999: 357; 
see also Begag, 1990). The distrust towards such associations has to do 
with the nature of their activities and with their strong links with major 
political parties. The Socialist and Communist Parties, for example, are 
accused of supporting associations that emerge from their own local orga-
nizations rather than leaving the initiative to the inhabitants of the neigh-
bourhoods themselves. For the members of Agora, these associations 
appropriate claims formulated at the local level without posing serious 
challenges to the established order of things.

When they created SOS-Racisme, they created SOS-Racisme to avert the beur 
movement from their claims and the autonomy it was aiming at. So they 
created SOS, they oriented the fi ght and the struggle on a struggle that means 
nothing, anti-racism, which fi nally boils down to actions to have people 
allowed into night-clubs, it’s bullshit! So our future is night-clubs? So, the 
republic, for us, is to mean getting into night-clubs? It’s just incredible! And 
at a time when you’re organizing concerts, you have 100,000 people who 
come to Paris, you just say, you give speeches, but it’s not in speeches that 
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you change, that you change things! [.  .  .] When you have 100,000 people, 
you are in a position to make society evolve! Politically! Not in the 
way, meeting to eat couscous, to dance Arabic dances, folklore, and there 
you are, everybody go home, and it’s over, no! (Interview, Pierre-Didier 
Tchétché-Apéa)9

With these reservations about the left and nationally renowned anti-racist 
associations, Agora, supported by other associations in Vaulx-en-Velin, 
engaged in the campaign for the 1995 municipal elections. After two 
months of campaigning, Le Choix vaudais obtained only 7.2% of the 
votes, and did not qualify for the second round. The abstention rate 
was above 40% in both rounds (44.7% for the fi rst round, 41.6% for 
the second). Although Maurice Charrier still remained the mayor, the 
National Front became the second major political force in the commune 
(31.0% of the votes in the fi rst round, 33.5% in the second), following 
a campaign organized around the slogan ‘Vaulx-en-Velin, a French city, it 
is possible!’10

The two major campaign themes of Le Choix vaudais were the participa-
tion of inhabitants and the improvement of living conditions. Although the 
initial enthusiasm now seems to have weakened, Agora members still have 
faith in the party, which, for them, represents ‘the citizens of Vaulx-en-
Velin’. The way Agora conceives citizenship, however, goes beyond a formal 
status, and involves practices through which inhabitants stake claims and 
engage in political actions in matters concerning their everyday lives.

Citizenship, for us, goes well beyond a strict juridical defi nition that boils 
down to a national status, to a capacity to vote in elections. Our citizenship 
consists in being consulted on local projects that directly affect our everyday 
lives. (Agora, 1995: non-paginated)

The concept of Agora is essentially the appropriation of lived space by refl ection 
and by construction of ideas, and their materialization through the initiative 
of inhabitants. The diffi cult context in which we live demonstrates how fun-
damental it is to encourage the involvement of citizens, of inhabitants in the 
life of the Cité. It is more necessary than ever to take concrete and effective 
action to make inhabitants aware of their responsibilities in the neighbour-
hood. (Document Agora, no date; cited in Chabanet, 1999: 354–5; emphasis 
added)

Le Choix vaudais, in this sense, was seen as a struggle for developing a form 
of local citizenship: ‘In this citizens’ struggle’, Yves Mena insists, ‘we’re 
citizens of Vaulx, and that’s it’. Pierre-Didier makes a similar remark:

So, we think, OK: in the discourse of the republic, all that, it’s: make citizen-
ship, be citizens, etc. When you become a citizen, you see it poses a problem, 
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it gets in their way. And this action was, in ‘94 too when funding was sus-
pended, saying, right, we must invest in the political fi eld. So, when we invest 
in the political fi eld, us, as French citizens, because you have to be French 
to form a list, you make a list related to your city, and that was really very very 
important. [.  .  .] And this list [.  .  .] was based on a will to represent all the 
citizens of Vaulx-en-Velin. (Interview, Pierre-Didier Tchétché-Apéa)

The engagement of Agora in the life of the Cité, their urban defi nition of 
citizenship, and Le Choix vaudais experience are telling in that, on the one 
hand, there is an attempt to constitute political subjectivities detached from 
ethnic origins, and linked to local belonging, to the city and its lived spaces. 
On the other hand, there is a counter-effort to repress this form of political 
subjectivity by confi ning it to ‘ethnic origins’ through accusations of ‘com-
munitarianism’, unacceptable under the republic. There is, in other words, 
an attempt to open up political spaces in a context where the space of the 
political seems well delimited.

Conclusions: Acting on the Spaces of the Police

The post-war trajectory of Vaulx-en-Velin gives an insight into the charac-
teristics of social housing neighbourhoods under urban policy. The account 
presented here is suggestive in three respects: everyday problems of banlieue 
inhabitants, youth in particular; local reverberations of urban policy; and 
political mobilizations in banlieues and the limits placed upon them.

One of the immediate repercussions of the incidents of 1990 was the 
engagement of the French Intelligence Service with the question of banli-
eues, with a stated aim to fi ght ‘urban violence’ – a notion that entered 
policy discourse following the incidents. Interviews with Agora members, 
however, suggest that there are other forms of violence experienced – not 
infl icted – by the banlieue youth on an everyday basis, notably in the job 
market and in relations with the police. Concerning the former, Pierre-
Didier tells a familiar story: you see a job opening, give a call and everything 
seems to go fi ne since your voice does not refl ect your skin colour, but 
when they see you, they tell you the job has already been taken. ‘You think 
yourself as normal, like the others, with rights, with respect, etc. This is 
very violent, when you are rejected like that, this is very, very violent!’

It is, however, not only the skin colour; living in a highly stigmatized 
banlieue like Vaulx-en-Velin aggravates the situation. There are, for example, 
strategies for applying for a job, such as giving an address in Lyon or the 
neighbouring Villeurbanne, and not in Vaulx-en-Velin. During the inter-
views, Jean Pirot stated that the North African population in the commune 
was particularly discriminated against, and provided a telling, if fi ctive, 
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example about the negative effects of territorial stigmatization of banlieues 
like Vaulx-en-Velin:

A young person from Vaulx-en-Velin, if he’s called Mohammed, he has 
a dark complexion, and he says he lives in Vaulx-en-Velin, he can have a 
postgraduate qualifi cation, if he applies for a job in some part of western 
Lyon, he won’t be hired. If he has, if he’s called Mohammed, he’s not too 
brown, and he says he lives in, say, Oullins, his chances are better. (Interview, 
Jean Pirot)

Strong territorial stigmatization also affects relations with the police. Dis-
criminatory practices of the police against banlieue youth (a common form 
of which is constant identity checks) and the hostile relationship between 
the police and banlieue youth have been observed by many researchers (for 
the case of Vaulx-en-Velin, see Begag, 1990; Chabanet, 1999; Essassi, 
1992). In Vaulx-en-Velin, the relationship between the youth and the 
police has always been full of tension, even before the incidents of 1990. 
As Abdel put it, being a ‘young person of a neighbourhood, being a second-
generation immigrant, being an Arab, having a darker complexion’ pose 
particular problems in relations with the police.

This strong territorial stigmatisation, as we have seen in Part II, is not 
unrelated to the offi cial framing of banlieues – through urban policy as well 
as other state statements – in increasingly negative terms. Vaulx-en-Velin 
is also indicative in that it shows the effects of urban policy measures at 
the local level. Local reverberations of urban policy vary, to be sure. But 
the Vaulx-en-Velin story shows at least how fuzzy policy objectives such as 
‘social mixity’ are open to a number of interpretations – which, in this case, 
resulted in the construction of another city centre away from social housing 
neighbourhoods with the aim of attracting ‘better’ populations. This sug-
gests that there may be unchecked discrepancies between the stated aims 
of urban policy and their local interpretations, and that such discrepancies 
may translate into gaps between investments and the expectations of inhab-
itants. Discontent arising from such gaps, combined with mass unemploy-
ment, negative effects of territorial stigmatization, deep injuries deriving 
from France’s colonial history, and a sense of political exclusion, aggravate 
tensions in banlieues. The Vaulx-en-Velin story is telling in this sense as it 
points to some deep-rooted problems facing banlieue inhabitants, youth in 
particular. The persistence of such problems suggests that it would be 
misleading to interpret banlieue revolts merely as intrinsic acts of violence; 
they are spontaneous responses, if violent at times, to such problems – a 
point that I will try to make more strongly in the following chapter. The 
incidents of 1990, for example, were neither pre-conceived nor organized; 
the young people simply revolted, as Abdel put it.
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But to my mind, perhaps the most signifi cant implication of this account 
is that banlieues also become sites of political mobilization – or of ‘insurgent 
citizenship’ – that introduce new political identities into the city (Holston, 
1998), with democratic ideals despite their constitution increasingly as 
‘badlands’ through state’s statements. As the story of Agora’s political 
engagement implies, however, such mobilizations encounter problems, 
which mainly arise from two sources: the ‘workings of the system’ and the 
discursive framing of banlieues. Workings of the system here refers to the 
way in which associations, like Agora, are funded and allowed to participate 
in decision-making processes within the framework of urban policy. Urban 
policy devotes money for funding the activities of associations in selected 
neighbourhoods, but this money goes through the departmental council 
and the municipality – through, in other words, the established institutions 
of ‘the police’. The municipality, then, has the possibility of creating a 
context of competition between different associations demanding funding 
for their activities. This scheme has two adverse effects for democratic 
politics. First, it makes it possible for the municipality to stop funding 
associations whose activities contest the status quo. The case of Agora is 
exemplary here, which was seen as too involved with the political affairs of 
the city, leading eventually to the suppression of its funding. Had Agora 
members focused their activities on issues such as music, sports, and so 
on, they would not have had diffi culty in receiving funding. Getting involved 
‘too much’ in the political life of their city, however, did not quite fi t into 
the established framework of associations. When asked about this issue, 
Jean Pirot, who is now responsible for social and associative life in Vaulx-
en-Velin, responded as follows:

I understand your question, and it’s diffi cult, the criticism that can be made, 
and you hear it here and there, is: the dice are loaded with urban policy, 
because you pretend you’re involving the citizens, and taking measures 
for them to be more like citizens, and a bit more responsible, and when 
they are, and they claim a part in the political choices that are made, then 
you say: stop! It’s true, it’s a real diffi culty, that’s true.

So practising sports, organizing parties, things like that are more  .  .  .
Yes, yes, roughly speaking, practise sports, organise meals, make music, some 

festivals, but whatever you do, don’t get involved in  .  .  .  there you are, I 
know it’s.  .  .  .  (Interview, Jean Pirot)

Or, as Nordine puts it:

There were associations in those neighbourhoods, they could have been 
funded, been given means to implement policies in response to the problems 
of these neighbourhoods. And what did they do? Well, they were emptied 
out, corrupted. [.  .  .] You have to ask for subsidies, for funding, but what 
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will they give you, nothing. If you are not  .  .  .  if you are not sheep-like  .  .  .  I 
don’t know  .  .  .  you have to agree with the way they see things or else, if you 
criticize them, they have the means to ‘ruin’ you. (Interview, Nordine, 
MIB)

The second problem engendered by this scheme is that it impedes the 
possibility of united – therefore potentially more effective – actions by 
associations as it puts them in competition for limited resources. Thus, it 
leaves little or no room for manoeuvre for associations that are politically 
engaged (Chabanet, 1999; Donzelot and Estèbe, 1999; Nicholls, 2003), 
while leaving intact the concentration of power in the hands of the few. As 
Hunt and Chandler (1993: 71) wrote:

A more pertinent critique of the French system is that, for all its localism and 
fl exibility of practice, the structure is not particularly democratic. While it 
allows citizens access to the decision-making system so that elites may circu-
late, it places power largely in the hands of small local elites who govern their 
territories through local and national infl uence as, in some cases, personal 
fi efdoms. It is a system much more based on paternal central direction, and 
hence far less open to interest group involvement or popular pressure.

Given this rigid institutional structure, it is very diffi cult to constitute 
structures of counter-power. This also has to do with the decentralization 
reforms of the early 1980s, which increased the powers of mayors while 
those of inhabitants remained rather weak (Chabanet, 1999). Conse-
quently, mayors enjoy a considerable amount of power at the local level 
with little or no possibility for contestation.

At the same time, by so doing, it [decentralization] makes mayors real, 
real overlords, in a way, on their estates, and it reinforces their power as 
elected offi cials, you see, as elected, as fi rst magistrates. So that’s, at the same 
time, it’s positive, but it depends how it’s used. (Interview, Pierre-Didier 
Tchétché-Apéa)

In Vaulx-en-Velin, no association has adequate political infl uence to affect 
decisions (Chabanet, 1999; Essassi, 1992). The space of political possibili-
ties is limited, as Yves Mena argues:

So urban policy, roughly, it means policy for the banlieues, doesn’t it. [.  .  .] 
They say OK, we’ll call it urban policy [la politique de la Ville], but in fact it 
applies to banlieues. [.  .  .] Without a real intention to invest massively in 
education, in employment, in local democracy, in the participation of inhab-
itants  .  .  .  the intention is not there. The will of power, either local or gov-
ernmental or regional, the will of power is always to control and master, 
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what’s done everywhere. And not to leave space, or to leave as little space as 
possible, to controversy, either political or social, or anyway, to political 
debate. (Interview, Yves Mena)

The account presented here, however, suggests that there are attempts to 
open up political spaces in banlieues by acting on the well-delimited and 
over-determined spaces of ‘the police’. Both Agora and Le Choix vaudais 
can be seen as local political formations with a decidedly urban and spatial 
focus, using space as an organizing principle in the formation of political 
claims. This was most clearly expressed in the urban-spatial defi nition of 
citizenship and the ‘appropriation of lived space’ emphasized by Agora and 
Le Choix vaudais. But one of the diffi culties such formations encounter, in 
addition to the workings of the system, is the discursive framing of banlieues, 
which was evidenced by the ‘communitarianism’, or ‘ethnic separatism’, 
accusation. Such accusations, to be sure, are in no way unique to this case; 
deplorable as they are, they are all part of the local political game. But they 
are not unique to Vaulx-en-Velin either; the same kind of accusations has 
been used to undermine similar political mobilizations. As Lahlou of the 
MIB puts it, whenever they tried to ‘have a say’, they were accused of 
‘communitarianism’. He cites a similar incident that had occurred in Ivry 
(a banlieue to the south-east of Paris), where letters were sent to the inhabit-
ants stating that behind the mobilization of the youth were Muslim funda-
mentalists. What is important here is that the accusations used to undermine 
such formations and to legitimize controversial local projects (in the case 
of Vaulx-en-Velin) are all part of the state’s statements. They are all insti-
tutionalized by urban policy, given a sense of legitimacy, made part of the 
police order. The Vaulx-en-Velin story, in this sense, shows the local rever-
berations of the consolidation of a police order and the implications of the 
discursive framing of banlieues through state’s statements – what I have 
referred to, in Chapter 2, as urban policy as a place-making practice, affect-
ing the everyday lives of people.

And what about the remarks of the National Council of Cities that were 
presented at the outset of this chapter, urging that Vaulx-en-Velin become 
a reference for ‘a new relationship of citizenship’? ‘[T]hat discourse, you 
see, about citizenship, on the implication of inhabitants, on responsibility, 
both individual and collective, all that is merely discourse’ (interview, 
Pierre-Didier Tchétché-Apéa).



7

Voices into Noises: Revolts as Unarticulated 
Justice Movements

Why did they happen? This question was remarkably absent in the after-
math of the autumn 2005 revolts in the French banlieues. For many activ-
ists, social workers and researchers, the relevant question was why such 
revolts have not occurred more often given the state of many social housing 
neighbourhoods. Having done practically nothing to alleviate inequalities, 
prevent discriminatory practices and police violence – disproportionately 
felt by banlieue inhabitants, youth in particular – the repressive government 
set up by Chirac was more surprised by the magnitude and persistence of 
revolts than by the fact that they happened at all.

Like previous revolts, those of autumn 2005 were triggered by the deaths 
of young inhabitants, in which the police, once again, were implicated. Like 
previous revolts, they were spontaneous – not organized – uprisings.1 Also 
like previous revolts, they took place in the social housing neighbourhoods 
of banlieues, practically all of which were among the priority neighbour-
hoods of urban policy. Unlike previous revolts, however, they were sup-
pressed by exceptionally repressive measures by the French state. They 
revealed not only once again the geographical dimension of inequalities, 
discrimination and police violence, but also the contemporary transforma-
tions of the French state along increasingly authoritarian and exclusionary 
lines. In this chapter, I expand these similarities and differences by putting 
the 2005 revolts in context, and comparing them with the previous revolts 
of the last two decades with a focus on their geographies, triggering 
incidents and (obscured) political signifi cance in the consolidated police 
order.

Before moving on, however, the subtitle has to be accounted for, since 
this chapter is not about ‘justice movements’ – organized or in the making 
– as such. It is about the nature of revolts in the banlieues of French 
cities since the 1990s and the responses of the French state to them. Such 
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incidents are not covered in the literature on new social movements in 
France (see, for example, Appleton, 1999; Waters, 1998). They are not 
social movements in the more conventional sense either, if we follow 
Buechler’s defi nition of social movements as ‘intentional, collective efforts 
to transform social order’ (2000: 213). They are neither pre-conceived 
nor organized, and they are not articulated as collective efforts aimed at 
transforming the established order. However, as I will try to show, they are 
not intrinsic acts of violence either. They all mobilize with a demand 
for justice and as reactions against perceived injustices. ‘Let justice be 
done’ or ‘J’ai la haine’,2 as was heard – again – during the revolts of autumn 
2005. Unarticulated as they are, such incidents are nevertheless episodic 
mobilizations that manifest contention and raise certain claims. Yet, their 
political signifi cance has been obscured by state-led articulations of banli-
eues, and the French state has increasingly interpreted and responded to 
them merely as acts of violence. Hence the title of this chapter – voices into 
noises.

Revolting Geographies

On 27 October 2005 three young men in Clichy-sous-Bois, a banlieue to 
the north-east of Paris, took refuge in an electricity substation in order to 
escape identity checks by the police – a form of daily harassment not 
uncommon in the banlieues towards youths, especially if they have a dark 
complexion. Two of them were electrocuted and one was seriously 
wounded. That the police actually chased them was offi cially denied, 
although the surviving young man stated the contrary. This was the trig-
gering incident for the revolts, which started on 28 October in Clichy-
sous-Bois, and quickly spread to other social housing neighbourhoods of 
274 communes, lasting for two weeks. More than 10,000 vehicles were set 
alight, and more than 3,000 people were placed under police custody, of 
which one third were indicted.

Similar incidents had occurred in the banlieues as early as the 1970s, 
though, compared to them, the revolts of 2005 were unprecedented in 
terms of their magnitude and geographical extent. As we have seen, two 
major series of revolts had been most infl uential in shaping political debate 
around banlieues: the so-called ‘hot summer’ of 1981 and the revolts in 
Vaulx-en-Velin in 1990. The 1980s witnessed fi ve large-scale revolts in the 
banlieues. The 1990s, on the other hand, saw 48 large-scale revolts, in addi-
tion to some 300 on a smaller scale, referred to as ‘mini-riots’. On Bui-
Trong’s (1993) ‘scale of indicators of violence in sensitive neighbourhoods’, 
the large-scale revolts of the 1990s were of ‘degree 8’ – the highest on the 
scale. This meant that they were characterized by the presence of up to 
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200 young people of the neighbourhood in question, motivated by a sense 
of solidarity against institutions of authority (police, municipality, and so 
on), lasting four to fi ve consecutive days, and with confrontations with the 
police. The ‘mini-riots’ of the 1990s, on the other hand, were of ‘degree 
7’, which meant that they were marked by ‘massive vandalism’ and Molotov 
cocktails with the participation of three to 30 young people, and with no 
confrontation with the police (Bui-Trong, 2000, 2003: 15–17).

With a few exceptions, all the large-scale revolts of the 1990s shared two 
common features in terms of their geographies.3 First, all but two of the 
areas where revolts occurred were priority neighbourhoods of urban policy. 
Out of the social housing neighbourhoods of 38 communes where such 
incidents occurred,4 four had been included since the policy’s inception in 
1982, three had been included since 1983, 13 since 1984, and another 13 
since 1989. All of these priority neighbourhoods experienced revolts fol-
lowing the so-called ‘return of the state’ in the early 1990s. Three of them 
were included in 1996, after having experienced revolts, and two of 
them have never been priority neighbourhoods.5

Second, all the large-scale revolts of the 1990s took place in social 
housing neighbourhoods, nearly all of them in banlieues. These neighbour-
hoods and the communes where they are located followed a similar pattern 
in terms of constantly increasing levels of unemployment following the 
economic crisis of the 1970s and the ensuing processes of economic restruc-
turing. In 1975, unemployment rates in the communes where these neigh-
bourhoods are located were about the same as the national unemployment 
rate (except in Toulon and La Seyne-sur-Mer, where it was close to 8%, 
twice the national rate). After that, all of these communes were severely 
hit by diminishing industrial and manufacturing activities. To give an 
example, in Mantes-la-Jolie in the Paris region (included in urban policy 
since its inception, experienced revolts in 1991), the unemployment rate 
went from 3.9% in 1975 to 10.3% in 1982, then to 12.1% in 1990, and 
20.2% in 1999. In its social housing neighbourhoods where the revolts 
occurred (Le Val-Fourré), it went from 15.7% in 1990 to 25.7% in 1999 
(INSEE, 1990, 1999a; INSEE-DIV, no date).

What these fi gures suggest is that there is an embedded unemployment 
problem, constantly aggravating and hitting, more severely than any other 
place, the priority neighbourhoods of urban policy in the banlieues, which 
were once working-class neighbourhoods with low levels of unemployment. 
Furthermore, as we have seen in the previous chapter, the spatial desig-
nation of such areas does not facilitate things. In banlieues, spatial stigma-
tization is part of the daily lives of the inhabitants, youth in particular. 
Where they live becomes, in a negative way, a defi ning feature of their 
place in the society. As Wacquant argues, ‘[T]he powerful stigma attached 
to residence in the bounded and segregated spaces, the “neighbourhoods 
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of exile”, [.  .  .] is arguably the single most protrusive feature of the lived 
experience of those assigned to, or entrapped in, such areas’ (1993: 369; 
emphasis removed). There is, therefore, a strong spatial dimension to the 
injustices experienced by the inhabitants of ‘framed’ banlieues. As many 
scholars working on these areas have observed, while socio-economic 
conditions constitute an important factor, there is also a deep feeling of 
injustice that leads to the explosion of revolts (Begag, 1990; Dubet and 
Lapeyronnie, 1992; Esterle-Hedibel, 2002; Jazouli, 1992; Lapeyronnie, 
1995; Wieviorka et al., 1999). Revolts are, in this sense, unarticulated 
justice movements against spatial injustices (Dikeç, 2001), addressing at 
once material, categorical and political conditions that are spatially pro-
duced. The element of spatial injustice follows not only from economic 
diffi culties that keep inhabitants ‘trapped in space’ (Harvey, 1989) or 
‘chained to a place’ (Bourdieu, 1999), but also from the discursive articula-
tions of banlieues. The remarks of Abdel from Vaulx-en-Velin are telling in 
this respect:

As inhabitant, I didn’t particularly choose to come and live here  .  .  .  If I could 
go and live elsewhere, I would. We didn’t do it on purpose, all the Arabs 
didn’t decide to come and live in Vaulx-en-Velin at Mas-du-Taureau! No 
more did the Africans, it’s not our own doing, it’s not a choice! What’s 
so great about living here? We’re not in Cannes, not in Monaco, we’re 
not  .  .  .  we’re in a banlieue!

But maybe it’s the networks, you see, you know someone  .  .  .
No, no, no!
That’s not it?
No, that was in our parents’ time. In our parents’ time, when my father came, 

he came because he knew someone here, who’d started working, and told 
him, come and work, so he came, got a job, then, yes [.  .  .] But we didn’t 
choose to live here  .  .  .  we chose because fi nancial constraints make you 
come here, it’s  .  .  .  it’s other choices that make you come here.

Would you leave if you had the means?
I’d leave, if I had the means, I’d leave!
Do you think that’s the case for most inhabitants of the neighbourhood?
Yeah, for lots of people, yeah  .  .  .  except for the oldest.
But the youngest?
The youngest would leave.
They can’t leave?
Well, they don’t have the fi nancial means to leave, going elsewhere, when 

you come from Vaulx-en-Velin and when you’re an immigrant, it’s not 
possible. (Interview, Abdel Della)

As we have seen in the previous chapter, this strong spatial stigmatization 
negatively affects relations with employers and police, as well as with those 
from ‘better areas’ (see Wacquant, 1993). Both Abdel and Pierre-Didier, 
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for example, relate that putting a ‘better address’ when applying for a job 
is a common – because necessary – practice. Bernard Brun, the project 
director in Vaulx-en-Velin, provides another example:

We had a DSQ neighbourhood [.  .  .], it was called the Etats-Unis, boulevard 
des Etats-Unis, just that name  .  .  .  The address was boulevard des Etats-Unis, 
and when people wrote a cheque with that address, they were refused. So, 
we tried symbolic change, we changed the addresses, we created new street 
names, so that people, for a while at least, would not realize the person came 
from the boulevard des Etats-Unis, they’d live avenue, I don’t know, we had 
made up names. (Interview, Bernard Brun)6

That the revolts of the 1990s occurred in the designated social housing 
neighbourhoods in banlieues does not come as a surprise in the light of these 
observations. What about the revolts of 2005, then? They basically shared 
the same geographical features, but dramatically expanded the geographies 
of revolts, touching 274 communes. One geographical difference was that 
some of the banlieues that were the principal sites of revolts in the 1980s 
and 1990s either experienced revolts belatedly in autumn 2005 (such as 
the banlieues of eastern Lyon) or stayed relatively ‘calm’ during the 
incidents (notably the notorious northern neighbourhoods of Marseille) 
(Lagrange, 2006a). Other than this, however, they followed a very similar 
geographical pattern: they occurred again in the social housing neighbour-
hoods of banlieues, most of which were the designated spaces of intervention 
under urban policy – the so-called ZUSs, according to the current label. 
Only 15% of the neighbourhoods where revolts occurred were not classifi ed 
as ZUSs. The remaining 85% were urban policy neighbourhoods, and 
among them, the ZFUs (tax concession areas, designated among the ZUSs) 
were in the majority (Lagrange, 2006b). We should remember that the 
ZFUs are prioritized among the priority areas, seen to be having more 
problems, and thus have enjoyed more measures since 1996, of which tax 
concessions for attracting business is one. In other words, they are the sites 
of urban policy where public action is most concentrated.

The revolts of autumn 2005 touched two-thirds of the communes with 
designated urban policy areas (ZUSs). This ratio was even higher in the 
case of communes which had signed conventions with ANRU: 85% of the 
communes with designated demolition–reconstruction sites experienced 
revolts (Lagrange and Oberti, 2006).7 As we have seen in Chapter 5, this 
programme was initiated in 2003 by Borloo with a very specifi c target: 
social housing neighbourhoods in banlieues, where the autumn 2005 revolts 
took place.

So what does this overlapping of geographies of urban policy neighbour-
hoods and revolts imply? Obviously, the neatly delimited areas – some of 
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them included in urban policy for more than two decades now – do not 
‘contain’ both the problem and the solution. Lagrange (2006b) argues, 
with relation to demolition–reconstruction sites, that these programmes 
might be creating further tensions in social housing neighbourhoods. 
Demolition–reconstruction means fi rst the expulsion of inhabitants, and 
there is anecdotal evidence that this process is not always taking place with 
the involvement of inhabitants concerned, thus aggravating tensions (see 
Lagrange, 2006b: 112–13; and Libération, 24 February 2005: 7). Concern-
ing the ZFUs, Lagrange argues that such designations may be creating 
expectations without fulfi lling them. The utility of this measure for the 
inhabitants of the designated areas in terms of creating jobs is highly con-
tested, as we have seen in Chapter 5. Thus for Lagrange, the revolts of 
2005 raised ‘claims aimed primarily at the state’ (2006b: 122), given that 
they mainly occurred in the neighbourhoods of urban policy, which have 
been objects of public policies for more than two decades now.

While I certainly agree with these remarks, I believe there is more to it 
than that. First, of course, there is the spatial stigmatization that follows 
from such designations. When it started, urban policy did not intervene in 
already given spaces, but constituted its spaces of intervention as part of 
the policy process, consolidating, over the years, a geography of priority 
neighbourhoods – what I have referred to as ‘the police’. This police order, 
as I have tried to show in Part II, has been subject to increasingly negative 
discursive articulations, moving from working-class neighbourhoods to 
‘ghettos’ allegedly threatening the integrity of ‘the republic’, becoming 
almost literally a police order with constantly increasing repression.

Second, although urban policy started with the best of intentions, the 
heavy bureaucratic and technocratic structure it put in place, instead 
of encouraging local political dynamics and the right to the city – which 
were its initial objectives – contributed to the exclusion of inhabitants 
from processes that directly concerned their lives. As the Agora story in the 
previous chapter suggests, this has created further tensions by frustrating 
the democratic aspirations of banlieue youth eager to be part of the political 
life of their cités. In this sense, urban policy has, perhaps, been too 
present:8

Whereas, in the policies of which we are talking, the inhabitants are absent. 
What exists is rather policies of assistantship. So, it’s a policy of assistantship, 
with respect to animation, to local policies, to projects in the neighbourhoods, 
that is, we have  .  .  .  from my point of view, it’s a tendency to de-responsibilize 
people. Rather than make people act by themselves, and so on, it tends to 
kill initiative. Besides, when you read Dubedout, [.  .  .] he wrote this book, 
Making the City Together, something like that. [.  .  .] Well, he says clearly: you 
must be careful! This is what he said in the early eighties. He said you had 
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to be careful because a neighbourhood with a policy too present, at best will 
result in revolts, permanent ones, and in the worst case in indifference. And 
that’s the case. (Interview, Pierre-Didier Tchétché-Apéa, Vaulx-en-Velin)

Finally, we should bear in mind that such designations also came with 
increased repression – more police forces, constant surveillance, Local 
Security Contracts, Maisons de Justice et de Droit,9 fl ash-ball guns, and so 
on. Police repression is somewhat ‘targeted’ on certain areas classifi ed as 
‘sensitive neighbourhoods’ (see Le Monde, 20 April 2002: 11).10 There is, 
then, another layer to the overlapping geographies of unemployment, 
stigmatization, urban policy and revolts: geographies of repression.

Geographies of Repression: ‘Police Everywhere, 
Justice Nowhere’11

We have seen that the revolts of autumn 2005 had two common features 
with those that occurred in the 1990s: they took place in social housing 
neighbourhoods, practically all of them in banlieues, and almost all of these 
neighbourhoods were among the priority neighbourhoods of urban policy. 
Let us go back again to the revolts of the 1990s to highlight another 
common feature they share with the revolts of autumn 2005, starting with 
the observations of Lucienne Bui-Trong, the creator of the ‘Cities and 
Banlieues’ section at the French Intelligence Service (RG):

And what do you think are the major reasons for the riots, why do they occur?
Riots, according to my observation, riots occur in neighbourhoods with a 

large population of immigrant origin, so they primarily refl ect a diffi culty 
of integration, and resentment, so, a resentment very strongly felt by young 
people of the second generation, and even the third generation too. [.  .  .] 
These problems are experienced as a rejection from society, and, let’s say, 
they have the feeling they’re relegated. But I think the riots, the context, 
the general background in which they appear, is this background, this 
feeling, this impression the people have of being relegated from society. 
[.  .  .] That’s why in the neighbourhoods, which are also targeted by urban 
policy, in neighbourhoods that are very poor, but in which foreign popula-
tion is not important, we don’t have these phenomena of riots, because 
you don’t have the same resentment against society in general, so that 
factor of riots is connected to, is connected to the fact that, one is in touch 
with other cultures, while also integrated in French culture, but with the 
feeling of being rejected by French society, you see? That’s it. Now, inci-
dents that trigger riots, that’s another issue completely, you see, there’s 
the triggering incident, and there’s the background that’s going to make 
it, because incidents triggering riots are like the spark that sets fi re to 
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a stock of gunpowder, but that’s what the gunpowder is. It’s that resent-
ment. (Interview, Lucienne Bui-Trong; see also Bui-Trong, 2003).

The triggering incidents – spark to the gunpowder – constitute the third 
common feature of the revolts of the 1990s and 2005. The majority of the 
large-scale revolts of the 1990s (34 out of 48) were provoked by the killing, 
accidentally or not, of a young person (second- or third-generation immi-
grant) of the neighbourhood in question. In more than half of the triggering 
incidents of revolts (29 out of 48), the police were implicated (questioning, 
wounding or killing). This number, however, could be higher than is sug-
gested by the list provided by Bui-Trong. For example, the triggering 
incidents for the 1991 revolts in the Val-Fourré neighbourhood of Mantes-
la-Jolie (a banlieue to the north-west of Paris) is given as a dispute over 
entrance to a reception given at the municipality’s ice rink. There is, 
however, more to the story.12

Following the dispute, some young people, frustrated by being rejected 
entry, started attacking cars parked in the parking lot of the ice rink. The 
municipality called the riot police. Confrontations with the riot police 
started, store windows were smashed down, and the commercial centre was 
ransacked. The riot police arrested six young people, and put them under 
police custody. It was a Saturday night. One of these young people, an 
18- year-old inhabitant of the neighbourhood from a North African family, 
was asthmatic. He needed to regularly take medicines to prevent an attack, 
and the cell where he was kept was far from ideal. Furthermore, he had 
been beaten by three police offi cers during his arrest. Since the following 
day was a Sunday, police custody was automatically prolonged as the courts 
would be closed. On Monday morning, the family of the young person 
brought in the necessary medicines to the police station, but they were not 
allowed to give them to him since the medicines were not accompanied by 
the appropriate medical certifi cates and necessary offi cial authorizations. 
Shortly after, the young person had an asthma attack. He was transferred 
to the hospital, but too late. Spark to the gunpowder: revolts started, and 
continued for two days.

This account suggests that the police might be implicated more than the 
list suggests. In addition to this, there are some curious incidents that call 
into question the practices of the police. Two of the revolts, for example, 
started following the killing of two people in the police station – one of 
them handcuffed (which was the starting point for Kassovitz to write and 
direct La Haine; see Favier and Kassovitz, 1995). Another started after a 
police offi cer shot and killed a young person of African origin ‘while trying 
to prevent him from committing suicide’. To give yet another example: on 
one occasion, the spark to the gunpowder was discharged when a ‘mother 
of a drug dealer [threw] herself out of the window’ while the police were 
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searching the premises. This is not to imply that Bui-Trong’s list provides 
false or distorted accounts. However, they evoke curiosity as to the prac-
tices of the police, and there is ample evidence of police discrimination and 
violence, notably towards banlieue youth.

The most recent example is Clichy-sous-Bois, where, as noted above, 
the 2005 revolts started following the killing of two young inhabitants 
of the neighbourhood (one of North African, the other of Malian origin), 
and the wounding of a third one (of Turkish origin) after they took refuge 
in an electricity substation to escape the police. According to the offi cial 
version maintained by Sarkozy, they were not being pursued by the police, 
although the surviving young man, once out of the hospital, gave an account 
to the contrary. According to his version of events, they started running 
because one of the killed young men said the police was chasing them, 
although they were just coming back from a game of football and had done 
nothing wrong. They heard the sirens of the police approaching, panicked 
and hid in the electricity substation, where they stayed for about 30 minutes. 
‘I wanted to come out, go home, after all, we hadn’t done anything!’ But 
they were intimidated by the voices and barkings of dogs outside, and then 
it happened (see Muhittin’s account in Libération, 16 December 2005). Let 
us assume that Muhittin is wrong and Sarkozy is right: even though they 
were not actually chased by the police but thought they were, what is it 
about the police that made these men, who had not done anything wrong 
according to Muhittin’s account, panic and hide in an electricity substation 
whereas they were in their neighbourhood already? With a matter-of-fact 
attitude, Sarkozy never pondered the question, and stated that ‘the police 
was not physically pursuing them’ (Libération, 16 December 2005). 
Muhittin, on the other hand, was put in police custody for throwing stones 
at a police car during a new series of incidents in Clichy-sous-Bois at the 
end of May the following year (Le Monde, 31 May 2006).

A year before Clichy-sous-Bois, it was the banlieues of Strasbourg that 
revolted, following the ‘accidental’ killing of a person of North African 
origin by the police with a bullet in the head during a routine police road 
check (see, for example, Libération, 22 March 2004) – a form of casualty 
not uncommon as the triggering incident of unrest in the banlieues. In a 
book entitled La police et la peine de mort (The police and capital punish-
ment) Rajsfus (2002) documents 196 deaths between 1977 and 2001, the 
majority of which involve youth of African or North African origin in the 
banlieues. Furthermore, the authors of such killings are usually acquitted 
or given very light sentences, which aggravates hostility among the banlieue 
youth towards the police, who are seen to be immune. Police violence and 
impunity has long been observed (see, for example, Cyran, 2003; Rajsfus, 
2002), and was recently criticised openly by Amnesty International in a 
report on France, entitled ‘The search for justice: the effective impunity of 
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law enforcement offi cers in cases of shootings, deaths in custody or torture 
and ill-treatment’. The report, among other issues, highlighted racist police 
attitudes and the same geographies of repression:

The lack of public confi dence in even-handed policing is seen particularly in 
the ‘sensitive areas’ (‘quartiers sensibles’) from which many of the victims of 
police ill-treatment and excessive use of force originate. Such tensions 
between the police and these communities have also been exacerbated when 
cases brought by alleged victims of police violence, or their families, eventu-
ally came to court, and resulted in highly controversial acquittals of, or token 
sentences, for police offi cers. The courtrooms, on these occasions, have been 
packed with friends and relatives on one side, and with police offi cers on the 
other, and scenes of violence within the court precinct have not been unknown, 
reinforcing the sense of ‘us against them’ on both sides. (Amnesty Interna-
tional, 2005: 1–2)13

A similar point was made by Patrick Bruneteaux, a researcher at the Centre 
for Political Research at the Sorbonne, who was interviewed by Le Monde 
on the rise of police violence in recent years: ‘Dirty laundry is best washed 
at home. Policemen lose points or get demoted, but citizens barely ever 
see them being really condemned by the judicial system. It has an immedi-
ate impact in the cités, where violence fl ares up. You can hardly imagine 
you are in a lawful state when wrongdoers are not condemned’ (Le Monde, 
27 January 2004a).

Another issue that came to attention with the 2005 revolts was police 
provocation. An account provided by an eyewitness – a teacher from 
Clichy-sous-Bois – accused the riot police of provoking the youth by 
‘calling out racist insults, challenging them to fi ght, posturing’ (Germa, 
2005). The tensions arising from such provocations were aggravated when 
a tear-gas grenade, of the type used by the riot police, ended up in a mosque 
a few days after the start of revolts, and the incident was seen as a deliber-
ate provocation by the police.14 Another incident that took place a few days 
later suggested deliberate provocation by the police even more clearly. This 
time the place was Lyon, in the social housing neighbourhood of La 
Duchère,15 and the scene was recorded by a journalist using a hidden 
camera. The police were conducting identity checks on a group of young 
men, one of whom protested. The following dialogue ensued:

Policeman: Shut up!
Young man: You tell us to shut up but we haven’t done anything wrong, 

Sir.
Policeman: Do you want me to take you to a power transformer?
Young man: Sorry, Sir, you’re not talking nice to me, I didn’t talk to you, 

Sir.
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Policeman: So don’t talk to us!  .  .  .  We’re telling you to move back, move 
back!

Young man: Listen, Sir, we’re addressing you respectfully [on vous vouvoie] 
and your colleague’s not answering the same way [il nous tutoie]! We’re 
being respectful!

Another young man to one of the offi cers: Well done! You have cancer! You’ve 
lost all your hair!

The offi cer responds: Hey, you wanna fry with your pals? You wanna go into 
a power transformer? You just keep going, and we’ll take you.

The fi rst young man: If you behave like this, do you really think the neighbour-
hood is going to calm down?

Policeman: We don’t give a shit whether the neighbourhood calms down or 
not. In a way, the worse the shit, the happier we are!16

These examples show once again the tensions between the police and the 
banlieue youth, and suggest the possibility of a deliberate police provocation 
(see also Le Goaziou and Mucchielli, 2006). Indeed, this is more than just 
a possibility according to a recent report by the French Intelligence Service 
(RG), which points to the responsibility of the CRS (riot police) in the 
aggravation of tensions and ensuing revolts in Clichy and Montfermeil. As 
an offi cer from the RG explains:

We don’t say explicitly that our colleagues created the problems. We avoid 
criticizing each other. But we have reported to our superiors that there are 
useless provocations. Unless what is intended is to set fi re, again, to the cités. 
In this respect, mobile police squadrons are clever. They intervene more 
subtly. The CRS, on the other hand, are obedient. They hit fi rst and think 
afterwards. In the fi eld, I meet more and more parents, families who report 
violence from the police. Recently, a father and his teenaged daughter told 
me their house was shot at with fl ash-balls. With no reason. (Le Canard 
enchaîné, 7 June 2006: 4)

These are worrying developments. In 2003, police violence was on the rise 
for the sixth consecutive year (Le Monde, 27 January 2004b) – since, in 
other words, the turn of the left to the ‘right to security’ in 1997. The 
coming to power of a right-wing government in 2002 with a deliberate 
repressive policy only exacerbated the situation.

Policies of Urgency: ‘20 Years for Unemployment, 
20 Minutes for Insecurity’

It’s diffi cult to have a logical, general, systematic discourse about rethinking 
the city, while people are saying: ‘Well, that’s discourse and that’s long term, 
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it’s to be left to academics with leisure.’ We have to answer the population’s 
claims: ‘we want security, we want police, we want cameras. It works well 
elsewhere, so we’re following suit’. And that can be done in fi fteen seconds.

Luc Gwiazdzinski, urbanist (interview in Marchands de sécurité, 2002)

Increasing police violence and repression, targeted more openly towards 
the banlieue youth, has to be seen in a context of an ever-increasing obses-
sion with security in recent years. As we have seen in Chapter 5, the Social-
ist government’s prioritization of the issue of security in 1997 and the 
presidential elections of 2002 were important turning points. The elections 
of 2002 were so marked by the issue of insecurity that an extreme right 
militant made the following comment: ‘Now everybody talks about nothing 
but insecurity, immigration, and the authoritarian functions of the state. 
When we used to talk about these issues, we were being treated as fascists’ 
(Libération, 28 December 2001: 11).17

It then comes as no surprise that in 2000, the fastest growing sector of 
the French economy, hiring and advancing more than any other, was the 
private security sector – the ‘security merchants’ (‘marchands de sécurité’), 
as a documentary called them (Marchands de sécurité, 2002).18 The priori-
tization of security in 1997 was followed by its privatization, partly at least, 
with the introduction of Local Security Contracts (CLSs). Since then, ‘the 
banlieue is the new El Dorado’ for private companies offering security ser-
vices, such as the preparation of ‘local security diagnostics’ (a prerequisite 
for having a CLS), creation of municipal police and installation of surveil-
lance cameras (Marchands de sécurité, 2002). As the ‘urbanist’ whose 
remarks open this section argued, such measures would have been ‘unthink-
able’ fi ve or ten years ago:

I was lucky enough, a few years ago, to go to the US and the UK to work 
on these issues of security policy, and I came back with a few experiences in 
mind. I came back with the experience of curfews: 280 cities in the US had 
set up curfews for teenagers. I came back with the experiences around 
cameras, camera systems to control inner cities in particular. I also came back 
with those ideas and policies set up around the private cities, the gated com-
munities. I also came back with these expanding ideas about private police, 
the privatization of private [sic] police, the development of private security, 
with the development of Giuliani’s zero tolerance policy in New York, 
too. All these things, ten, fi ve years ago, would have been unthinkable 
in France. Now they exist. (Luc Gwiazdzinski, interview in Marchands de 
sécurité, 2002)

Zero tolerance has been an explicitly stated policy of the government 
since 2002, the effects of which were particularly felt in the social housing 
neighbourhoods of banlieues. As Lahlou of the MIB puts it:
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The only response to people’s misery, nowadays, is repression and imprison-
ment. They think the prison is the answer. [.  .  .] There’s no zero tolerance 
policy against people being hit by trouble, say. I mean, there’s this social inse-
curity, no one talks about it: unemployment, lousy housing, people deep in 
shit, excluded from the social arena, with just a minimal income, or even 
less  .  .  .  No one talks about that, because, since they have no solutions, they 
prefer to reassure public opinion about zero tolerance [for crime] so once again, 
who gets hit? The banlieue gets hit, necessarily. (Interview, Lahlou, MIB)

We have already seen in Chapter 5 how the government rapidly introduced 
many repressive measures immediately after taking offi ce in May 2002 – so 
rapidly that a young inhabitant of Vaulx-en-Velin commented as follows: 
‘They couldn’t fi nd the solution to unemployment for 20 years now, but 
they have found the solution to insecurity in 20 minutes.’ This hard-line 
policy only intensifi ed in the following years, again with a spatial focus on 
the social housing neighbourhoods of banlieues. In January 2004, Sarkozy 
held a press conference to defi ne his priorities for the year, and announced 
‘a merciless fi ght against urban violence and parallel economies’ (which 
means drugs in the banlieues). One priority involved a reform of the French 
Intelligence Service in order to increase its effi ciency in fi ghting against 
terrorism and ‘urban violence’. Another was even more explicitly spatial. 
Sarkozy stated that the ‘rule of law’ (‘état de droit’) would be restored in 20 
spatially targeted ‘outlaw areas’ (‘zones de non-droit’) before the end of the 
year (Le Monde, 14 January 2004; Libération, 15 January 2004; see also Le 
Monde, 16 January 2004 for the reactions of the inhabitants of Val-Fourré, 
which was on Sarkozy’s list). The defi nitive list of communes was announced 
a few days later, and included 23 communes with ‘sensitive neighbour-
hoods’ (L’Humanité, 27 January 2004). All of these were included in urban 
policy (four since 1982, nine since 1984, eight since 1989 and two since 
1996), and more than half experienced revolts in autumn 2005.

Sarkozy’s zero tolerance policies were premised on what he called a 
‘culture of results’ (‘culture du résultat’), which meant ‘better’ numbers (i.e. 
more police actions and less delinquency). This ‘culture’ imposed on the 
police by Sarkozy was seen as partly responsible for the increase in police 
violence by the organizations defending human rights (which were, by the 
way, ridiculed by Sarkozy with the expression ‘human rightists’ (‘droit de 
l’hommistes’) (Libération, 6 May 2004)). Sarkozy wanted immediate results 
so much that when a group of proximity police offi cers in Toulouse told 
him they had organized a football game with the youth of the ‘sensitive 
neighbourhood’ of Bellefontaine (which was on Sarkozy’s ‘black-list’), he 
scolded them before TV cameras: ‘You are not social workers. The best of 
preventions is sanctioning’ (Le Canard enchaîné, 5 March 2003: 4).
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This emphasis on ‘results’ also produced curious practices among the 
police. In April 2003, for example, a police chief sent a letter to his 140 
police offi cers asking them to ‘boost the fi gures’, for the statistics in his 
district were not good enough. He wrote: ‘The technical control of the 
district currently in progress shows an obvious defi cit in terms of elucidation 
rates on which the effort has to be increased in order to allow the presenta-
tion of statistics in conformity with the departmental average.’19 The stress 
grew as the end of the year approached, since the Minister of the Interior 
publicized the fi gures at the beginning of each year, and those bringing in 
‘bad’ fi gures risked their jobs. Thus, in October 2003, an even more curious 
letter was circulated by the public security director of the department of 
Hérault (in the Languedoc-Roussillon region). Reckoning that the numbers 
in his department were not satisfactory, the director sent the following 
instructions to his offi cers: the anti-criminal brigade ‘must [emphasis in 
original] achieve the minimum objective of six police custodies per day’; 
the daily shift a ‘minimum four police custodies per day’ of which a 
‘minimum two at night’; only two for the dog brigade, and seven for the 
proximity police, not forgetting at least one by the road team. Funny 
though it may seem, the letter, in fact, constituted a violation of the penal 
procedure, which the secretary of the national police offi cers’ union inter-
preted as resulting from the emphasis placed on results by the Minister of 
the Interior (Libération, 31 October 2003).20

These developments and such practices are important in order to make 
sense of the revolts of 2005 in the banlieues. Another important point to 
keep in mind is the Minister of the Interior’s use of infl ammatory language 
towards the banlieue youth, which defi nitely did not help to calm things 
down. Three months before the revolts, on a visit to an emblematic banlieue, 
the cité des 4000 in La Courneuve, Sarkozy had talked about ‘cleaning 
the cité with Kärcher’ – a well-known brand of power hoses for cleaning 
surfaces through sand- or water-blasting.21 During the revolts, he referred 
to the revolting youth as ‘racaille’ – a rather pejorative term usually trans-
lated as ‘scum’ or ‘rubble’ – and proposed the expulsion of foreigners 
(including those with residency permits) implicated in the incidents.22 The 
insults did not end there. On 10 November, while the revolts still contin-
ued, Sarkozy was invited on a TV programme on France 2 about the ban-
lieues: ‘They are thugs [voyous] and scum [racaille], I’ll stick to my guns.’ 
Once the revolts were over, he would regret using the term ‘racaille’, but 
not because it was overly pejorative – to the contrary, it was too ‘weak’ a 
term to qualify the revolting youth:

And honestly, if I regret one thing, it’s to have used the term racaille, 
which is way too lenient if you look at the judicial pedigree of some of the 
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individuals arrested during the riots. It’s the law of the republic and not the 
law of the gangs that prevailed. (Libération, 21 November 2005: 13)

The use of this kind of infl ammatory language is not new – Chevènement, 
for example, used to talk about ‘little savages’ (‘sauvageons’) – but Sarkozy 
defi nitely raised the bar, adding to the stigmatization of the banlieue youth. 
I have tried to show some of the problems that the inhabitants of banlieues, 
youth in particular, have to face on a daily basis – unemployment, discrimi-
nation, stigmatization, police violence and an increasingly hard-line, even 
insulting, offi cial discourse against them. But this is not the image of the 
banlieues constituted by the state’s statements of the recent years, not to 
mention the media. Sarkozy’s assertion is exemplary here:

The primary cause of unemployment, of despair, of violence in the banlieues, 
it isn’t discrimination, it isn’t failure of the educational system. The primary 
cause of despair in the neighbourhoods, it’s drug traffi cking, the rule of gangs, 
the dictatorship of fear and the abandonment by the republic. (Le Monde, 22 
November 2005: 12)

This brings to mind the remarks of an activist:

They say, ‘but these are not social issues, this is about public order’. So what 
happened was that from the phrase of the 1980s, ‘neighbourhoods in danger’, 
to be taken care of, they shifted to ‘dangerous neighbourhoods’, and there 
you go. (Interview, Guy, MIB)

Conclusions: From ‘a Just Revolt of the Youth’ to 
‘Urban Violence’

Despite similarities with the previous large-scale revolts in the social housing 
neighbourhoods of banlieues, the revolts of 2005 were nevertheless unprec-
edented in terms of their magnitude and persistence. The measures used 
to repress them were unprecedented as well, including the declaration 
of a state of emergency, allowing curfews to be imposed, on 8 November 
2005 – just when calm was returning to the banlieues.

The government’s response to the revolts was marked by a characteristic 
concern with rapid and increased repression, and in this sense, it differed 
remarkably from the responses of previous governments. When faced with 
the 1981 revolts in the banlieues, the Socialist government of the time took 
the incidents seriously and initiated an urban policy programme with strong 
political ideals. Following the 1990 revolts, a City Ministry was created as 
a sign of the commitment of the state to the ‘urban question’. But the 
1990s also saw the consolidation of a particular spatial order constituted 
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mainly by the social housing neighbourhoods of banlieues, and gave the fi rst 
signs of the coming of the penal state with the involvement of the Ministry 
of Justice and the French Intelligence Service (RG). The involvement of 
the RG, in particular, was a very strong statement. The secrecy of the 
activities of the RG, and its more traditional focus on terrorism strength-
ened the impression that the banlieues were ‘threats’ to the French society. 
Thus, not only was the constant surveillance of the banlieues justifi ed, even 
rendered necessary, but new ways of talking about them were generated 
with the appearance of new notions such as ‘urban violence’, ‘sensitive 
neighbourhoods’ and ‘urban guerrillas’.

The RG’s involvement was also effective in the production of new sta-
tistics on the fi rst of these terms, ‘urban violence’, which entered the agenda 
in the early 1990s.23 Since no statistical information was gathered before 
to measure ‘urban violence’ – the category simply did not exist – the 
impression was that there was a sheer explosion of urban violence in 
France. Thereafter, these statistics were regularly used by the media and 
politicians asking for more security measures.24 However, Lucienne Bui-
Trong of the RG was very clear on the production of these statistics. Start-
ing from 1991, the RG had asked the departments to provide them with 
‘information on diffi cult neighbourhoods’, which would then form the 
database of the section on ‘urban violence’ (the early name of the section 
‘Cities and Banlieues’). As the statistical category did not exist before, there 
was indeed a sheer explosion of ‘urban violence’ in France in the early 
1990s. And ‘urban violence’ kept increasing not necessarily because there 
were more acts of ‘urban violence’ (however defi ned) every year, but 
because more departments were concerned, more neighbourhoods were 
included, and more incidents were reported. The number of surveyed neigh-
bourhoods increased threefold in fi ve years, thus increasing the quantity of 
reported incidents as well. Furthermore, some departments were more 
eager and capable (that is, with more agents working on the issue) than 
others to provide information on ‘urban violence’ for the RG’s database, 
as the following remarks make clear:

In 1991, we placed an order with the departmental directions to spot the 
diffi cult neighbourhoods [quartiers diffi ciles]. And the civil servants managed 
to get us the information. Originally, those agents were not specialized, obvi-
ously; they worked traditionally on political or social issues, as generalists on 
a geographical area, or they were specialized on a single issue. At the RG, 
missions are very diverse depending on departments, because we are a small 
service: according to local situations, each departmental director manages 
with the means at his disposal. The fi rst studies were done by generalists who 
had never worked on this issue in particular but who had been given a guide-
line for their research. Little by little, people in the services took on this new 
mission. Sometimes specialists were designated. In some departments, there 
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are four or fi ve people working exclusively on the diffi cult neighbourhoods; 
in others, a single civil servant spends a few hours a month on them. 
(Bui-Trong, 1998b: 227–8)

The status of delinquency statistics, which is also highly popular in the 
media and among politicians, is no less problematic. There is, indeed, a 
major fl aw in the production of the statistics both of delinquency and of 
‘urban violence’: they are the results of the activities of the police. Further-
more, unlike other institutions, say, the INSEE or INED, charged with 
collecting statistical information on issues that have nothing to do with their 
own activities, statistics of delinquency are collected by institutions that are 
directly charged with the issue – the Ministry of the Interior and the 
Ministry of Justice. Thus, activities of the police become a mirror-image 
of delinquency. And here lies the fl aw: ‘If the repressive priorities of the 
police change, its forces increase, if the minister issues strict orders, the 
statistics at the end of the year will show evolutions that bear no relation 
with the evolution of criminality. [.  .  .] However, every year the fi gures and 
the interpretations of the ministry of the Interior are directly quoted by the 
media’ (Mucchielli, 2001: 24–5).

This production of new terms and the putting in place of sensible evi-
dences such as statistics – however fl awed – re-confi gured a perceptive fi eld 
around the banlieues, which increasingly associated them with violence and 
delinquency. This re-confi guration, which started in the early 1990s, has 
largely contributed to the debilitation of the political signifi cance of revolts. 
In the 1980s, revolts were seen as having a political signifi cance, an 
interpretation shared by Lucienne Bui-Trong as well:

The really critical events were the violences which took place in Vénissieux, 
at the Minguettes, during the summer, the summer 1981 I think, but it was, 
they were, those violences, phenomena of degree 5 or 6, on my scale. But 
still, it had already considerably impressed the ministry, well, the government, 
as it was a left-wing government, so that government was looking for very 
comprehensive solutions, and from there they launched the, the Primer 
Minister Pierre Mauroy had asked Bonnemaison, the commission of mayors, 
to prepare a whole doctrine on that, so, it was the starting point for the police, 
for urban policy, let’s say, a social and comprehensive work on the neighbour-
hoods. (Interview, Lucienne Bui-Trong)

This vision, however, started to change starting from the 1990s, as we have 
seen in Chapter 4, and the line that separated the left from the right in 
terms of repression eventually disappeared towards the end of the decade, 
as we have seen in Chapter 5:
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In 1991, when the government wanted to talk only of a ‘prevention police’, 
and interpreted violence [i.e. incidents of 1990 and 1991 in banlieues] as ‘a 
just revolt of the youth’, I emphasized the unease of the police faced with this 
discourse; I tried to show that violence in itself was a problem. [.  .  .] The fi rst 
task of my section, therefore, had been to make known in higher places the 
policemen’s point of view on the question of banlieues, their discontent with 
the way the phenomenon was being treated ideologically and in the media. 
(Bui-Trong, 1998b: 230 and 227; emphasis added)

This change from one decade to the other has also been observed by 
sociologist Eric Macé:

But the difference between the 1990s and the 1980s is that, in the 1980s 
[.  .  .] there was a political awareness, saying: ‘Deep down, these violences 
have a political signifi cance. They challenge French society on its ability to 
integrate generally.’ In the 1990s, under the term ‘urban violence’, what 
constitutes a threat is designated – what threatens, and what has to be inter-
vened in, in fact, to protect us against this threat. (Interview in Marchands 
de sécurité, 2002)

Such a change in the perception of the banlieue revolts has largely shadowed 
the political signifi cance of such incidents. With the re-confi guration of a 
perceptive fi eld around banlieues with such terms as ‘urban violence’ and 
‘outlaw areas’, it is not surprising that repression has become a focus – and 
‘legitimately’ so. This re-confi guration highlighted less the diffi cult material 
conditions in the banlieues than the ‘threat’ posed by ‘the banlieue’ to secu-
rity, social order and the integrity of ‘the republic’, rendering episodic 
manifestations of discontent acts of violence rather than claims for justice 
– turning, in other words, voices into noises. By confi ning the ‘other’ within 
a geographical elsewhere, by closing the banlieue in on itself, this consolida-
tion of the police order not only removed from perspective the structural 
dynamics of persistent inequalities and injustices, but also re-confi gured 
the ‘givens’ of the situation by constituting ‘the banlieue’ as a problem in 
itself, treating the claims rising from the banlieues not as voices that ques-
tion the order of things, but as noises that disturb the established order. 
However, overlapping geographies of inequalities, discrimination, police 
violence, repression and revolts suggest another interpretation. The geo-
graphical pattern and expansion of revolts imply that there are structural 
dynamics aggravating inequalities, which particularly hit the social housing 
neighbourhoods in banlieues. Revolts, therefore, are not just looting and 
burning; even though they are marked by elements of violence, they connect 
and speak to larger dynamics and severe material conditions. They are, in 
this sense, unarticulated justice movements.
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Conclusion: Space, Politics and Urban Policy

I began with a central premise to consider space not as given, but as pro-
duced through practices of articulation, such as policy discourses, namings, 
mappings and statistics. My attempt, however, has not been to cover the 
various practices that produce spaces, but, rather, to consider some of the 
implications of my central premise for looking at a particular articulatory 
practice – urban policy. While the book’s scope necessarily extended beyond 
urban policy, the spaces urban policy constituted and intervened in remained 
central to its analysis.

Yet those spaces themselves have gone through remarkable changes over 
the years. As we have seen in chapters 3 through 5, they have been subject 
to different articulations, which eventually turned them into ‘threats’. 
Despite the fact that urban policy intervened in the same physical spaces 
for years, it articulated them in different ways, changing the discursive 
terms with which to talk about them, the formulation of problems, the 
proposed solutions and the legitimation of state intervention.

In my attempt to develop an approach to urban policy with a focus on 
space, I tried to interpret these changes in the light of my central premise 
to consider space as produced through articulatory practices. Urban policy, 
I have argued, does not intervene in given spaces, but constitutes them as 
part of the policy process. This implies giving due attention to various 
practices of articulation involved in the constitution of spaces as objects of 
urban policy interventions, such as policy documents, mappings, categori-
zations, defi nitions, spatial designations, descriptive names and statistics – 
what I have referred to as ‘the state’s statements’, following Corrigan and 
Sayer’s (1985) formulation. In this view, urban policy – as a statement – is 
not simply a technical or administrative tool to deal with perceived prob-
lems in space (or ‘problem spaces’), but an institutionalized practice of 
articulation that actively constitutes space. This is what I have referred to, 
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in Chapter 2, as urban policy as place-making. Spatially designating areas, 
associating problems with them, and generating discursive terms to talk 
about them, urban policy, I have argued, is a place-making practice which 
affects the daily lives of inhabitants concerned, as we have seen in Chapter 
6. But I have also argued that this practice does not go uncontested, an 
issue I will address shortly.

As we have seen, changes concerned not only the discursive articulations 
of the spaces of urban policy, but their conceptualizations as well. By high-
lighting such changes, I have tried to show that space matters in urban 
policy. Saying this sounds a bit like stating the obvious; after all, urban 
policy is about space, or, better yet, about certain spaces. It defi nes the 
issues it seeks to address in spatial terms, delineates spaces to intervene in, 
and proposes spatially targeted remedies to perceived problems. Yet, as we 
have seen in Part II, spatial conceptualizations change. Urban policy does 
not operate with an unchanging view of space. Just as the discursive terms 
used to designate its spaces change, the way it conceptualizes its spaces 
changes as well. In other words, urban policy is guided by particular ways 
of imagining space, and different ways of imagining space have different 
implications for the constitution of perceived problems and proposed solu-
tions. Depending on whether spaces of intervention are conceived as neatly 
delimited areas or in relational terms, initiatives range from limited local 
interventions to regional distributive policies.

Changing spatial conceptualizations have another implication as well. In 
Chapter 2, I have related urban policy to the notion of ‘state’s statements’, 
which allowed me to highlight the governmental dimension of urban policy. 
However, while suggesting that the place-making practices of urban policy 
have a governmental dimension, I have insisted that this is far from univo-
cal. Governmental practices are not about interventions only; they involve 
both formation and intervention. If we hold the view that space is not 
already given in urban policy, then it follows that urban policy is a govern-
mental practice not merely because it intervenes in certain spaces, but 
because it constitutes them as objects of intervention in the fi rst place. In 
this sense, the spaces of urban policy are not the given sites of this govern-
mental practice, but, fi rst of all, its outcomes.

But as we have seen in Part II, the ways in which such spaces are imag-
ined and used in urban policy programmes vary, which was perhaps best 
exemplifi ed by the sharp differences between the early – militant – years of 
urban policy and its later – statist – orientations. So while it is important 
to recognize the governmental dimension of the constitution of spaces 
through urban policy, it is equally important to remember that there is no 
inherent politics to such constitutions.

This brings me to the issue of space and politics. I have argued that 
urban policy depends on particular spatial imaginaries. But it also deploys 
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them, consolidating a spatial order that becomes the basis of its interven-
tions. Following Rancière, I have referred to this consolidated spatial order 
– provocatively perhaps – as ‘the police’, understood in its non-pejorative 
sense as organization and government. The notion allowed me to highlight 
the governmental dimension of urban policy since the police refers to a 
symbolically constituted organization of social space – which may also be 
stubbornly inscribed in physical spaces, as the banlieues exemplify – which 
becomes the basis of and for governance. It also enabled me to signpost 
the shape of things to come; the police order consolidated by urban policy, 
I have attempted to show in Chapters 5 and 7, has become almost literally 
a police order, with ever more repressive measures.

Rancière’s conceptualization of the police resonates well with my central 
premise to consider space as produced through practices of articulation. 
His insistence on the contingency of the police order, produced through a 
particular regime of representation – through, in other words, the putting 
in place of ‘sensible evidences’ – enabled me to interpret urban policy as 
a regime of representation that consolidates a certain spatial order through 
various practices of articulation (spatial designations, namings, categoriza-
tions, mappings, statistics, and so on). Arguably, the most perverse conse-
quence of the consolidation of this spatial order – the police – has been the 
constitution of ‘banlieues’ as spaces that somehow do not fi t, excluded, 
dangerous, deviant – as, in other words, a form of exteriority that menaces 
the integrity of ‘the republic’.

But nothing escapes the police, especially ‘the excluded’. Politically, 
identifying ‘the excluded’ as the excluded is to already include ‘them’ in 
the police notion of the whole to be governed. Space, I have argued in 
Chapter 2, is relevant to the police because the police depends on the 
partitioning of spaces and distribution of places, names, functions, people, 
activities, and so on. Naming, fi xing in space, defi ning a proper place, 
are all functions of the police, whose principle is not repression but 
distribution.

This partitioning of space by the police has two governmental implica-
tions. On the one hand, the consolidation and normalization of a certain 
police order provides the basis of and for governance. We have seen in 
Chapter 4 how the spatial order consolidated by urban policy provided the 
basis for the activities not only of urban policy, but also of the Ministry of 
Justice and the French Intelligence Service – not to mention political dis-
courses and debates in the media, which increasingly used that spatial 
imaginary when playing with xenophobic and authoritarian sensibilities.

The consolidation of the police, on the other hand, arranges the percep-
tive givens of a situation – defi ning what is in or out, distinguishing ‘the 
excluded’ from ‘the included’, the audible from the inaudible, the visible 
from the invisible. In Chapter 7, I have attempted to show how the police 
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order highlighted less the diffi cult conditions in banlieues than the ‘threat’ 
posed by them, contributing thus to the gradual disappearance of the politi-
cal signifi cance of revolts. The police order, therefore, not only becomes 
the basis for government, but – once normalized – it also provides a par-
ticular locus of enunciation for the governed. Remember the remarks, in 
Chapter 2, of Yves Mena from Vaulx-en-Velin about the diffi culties gener-
ated by ‘the place’ of banlieues in the consolidated police order: ‘you’re a 
bit too connoted’.

So far I have focused on the role that urban policy (and other state’s 
statements) plays in the constitution of spaces and the consolidation of the 
police. Urban policy is one way of constituting space, but it is not the only 
one. The process through which urban policy and the state’s other state-
ments produce spaces is not uncontested. There is, in this sense, a contes-
tation for space, which I have tried to highlight by remarks from local 
activists throughout the book, and by focusing on a particular case in 
Chapter 6. To put it in the language of ‘the police’, I have argued that the 
spaces of the police and spaces of politics are enmeshed. What the state’s 
statements constitute as ‘badlands’ are also sites of political mobilization 
with democratic ideals, opening up the saturated spaces of the police as 
spaces of politics. Resistance to the police is as much about place-making 
as the police itself; the confrontation of the police and politics, in this sense, 
is a contestation for space. The remarks of Lahlou, one of the founding 
members of the Mouvement de l’Immigration et des Banlieues (MIB), are 
exemplary here:

The banlieue has been, and still is, so decried, you know, by the power or 
even the media. Being young and from the banlieue, inevitably it is very bad 
when you live in the 93 [the number of Seine-Saint-Denis, the most industrial 
and working-class department of the Paris agglomeration]. They say, if you 
apply for a job, after going to university, you shouldn’t say you’re from the 
93, it’s very pejoratively connoted. So we, on the other hand, wanted to say 
so explicitly, you see. Our pals said so, the girls who were there said so  .  .  .  
banlieue was also regarded in a very negative sort of way, as I mentioned, you 
know. Politicians, both left- and right-wing, and some media that were very 
complicit in the whole thing, they carried the message, spread it around, 
always in a negative way. Which means you’re constantly faced with a total 
negation of yourself, you know, your personal history and whatever  .  .  .  And 
then, we, the MIB, we were going to try, we’re still trying, to spread a dif-
ferent image, to say, ‘Hey, stop this whole trip, the northern banlieue has 
nothing to do with that.’ (Interview, Lahlou, MIB)

These are some of the lessons offered by French urban policy when 
approached with a focus on its politics of space. Another lesson offered 
by the French experience is that urban policy cannot be understood 
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independently of the broader political and economic context. It has to be 
understood in a range of established political traditions – French republi-
canism, in this case – and major national and international events – from 
riots in Brixton to student demonstrations in Paris, from the Rushdie affair 
to the Islamic headscarf affair, from the Intifada to the Los Angeles riots.

Furthermore, urban policy has to be seen in relation to broader state 
restructuring, paying due attention to dominant rationalities and legitimiz-
ing discourses as the state’s statements in the domain of urban policy are 
not produced in a vacuum. The dominant discourse of recent years, as we 
have seen in Chapter 2, has been about the neoliberalization of North 
American and Western European states, and the role urban policy plays in 
this process by creating the conditions for making the production of com-
petitive spaces a priority, even a necessity. The chapters in Part II showed, 
however, that although the French state is committed to some form of 
moderate neoliberalism in its contemporary restructurings, the effects of 
this commitment on urban policy have been only partial. Despite experi-
mentations with neoliberal ideas, French urban policy has not sought to 
institutionalize inter-urban competition and to encourage a growth-fi rst 
competitive logic as an overriding goal. Economic growth and competition 
have not replaced social issues as primary objectives; urban policy is 
a social, not an economic development, policy, although recent develop-
ments point to a diminished emphasis on social issues on the part of 
the state. In this sense, urban policy has followed the political rationality 
of the republican tradition emphasizing the social obligations of the state, 
and not that of neoliberalism, which seeks to extend and disseminate 
market values. This suggests that accounts of neoliberalism and state 
restructuring should be sensitive to established political traditions, which 
implies giving due attention to various political rationalities guiding policy-
making, inherited institutional structures and practices, and the role of 
dominant political traditions in shaping both state actions and the public 
response to them.

Thus, while French urban policy has not become a means for producing 
competitive spaces, it has become more and more concerned with contain-
ing certain spaces and populations seen to be problematic, refl ecting the 
contemporary transformations of the French state along more authoritarian 
and exclusionary lines – which I have tried to capture with the notion of 
‘republican penal state’ in Chapter 2. An integral part of the consolidation 
of the republican penal state has been the state’s statements that constitute 
spaces and consolidate police orders. As we have seen in Chapters 5 and 
7, in particular, urban policy and its spaces of intervention have become 
the major sites upon and through which the republican penal state 
consolidated itself. The legitimizing discourse of this consolidation has 
been centred on ‘the republic’, allegedly under threat by the formation of 
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‘communities’ at its gates, incompatible with its values and principles. The 
disciplinary practices of the penal state, then, are substantially spatial prac-
tices that produce spaces of intervention (or containment), although the 
discursive articulations of such spaces and modes of legitimization vary 
depending on forms of state restructuring.

I have argued that established political traditions matter in urban policy 
(and in state restructuring, more broadly). I have insisted, however, that 
such traditions be treated carefully, paying attention to their variations and 
often paradoxical interpretations, rather than taking them as a univocal 
and stable ‘model’ with coherent policy implications (see Chapter 2). In 
this sense, the response of the government to the autumn 2005 banlieue 
revolts was exemplary, showing not only the contemporary transformations 
of the French state along increasingly authoritarian lines, but also the 
paradox of ‘actually existing republicanism’, with which I would like to 
conclude.

The government’s response to the revolts of autumn 2005 was marked 
by a concern with rapid and increased repression, therefore not deviating 
from its previous policies since 2002, which we have seen in Chapter 5. 
Just when calm was returning to the banlieues, a state of emergency was 
declared, allowing curfews to be imposed. This was an unprecedented 
response to revolts in the banlieues, and the fact that the state of emergency 
was based on a 1955 law dating from the Algerian war only added insult 
to injury.1 It certainly brought to mind what was so bluntly expressed 
by Abdel of Vaulx-en-Velin: ‘the Algerian war is not over in France’ (see 
Chapter 6).

As we have seen in Chapter 1, the term banlieue has always been nega-
tively connoted, although the terms of this negative connotation have gone 
through changes over the years. Starting particularly with the 1990s, there 
has been a strong stigmatization of banlieues with references to the forma-
tion of ghettos, ethnic separatism (‘communautarisme’) and Islamic funda-
mentalism. When the ‘threat’ of banlieues was articulated in the 1970s, it 
did not involve ‘ethnic’ and religious connotations. Starting with the 1980s, 
however, the banlieues were closely associated with the ‘problem of immi-
gration’, the problem being the ‘integration’ of non-European immigrants 
and their descendants into French society. Then, starting with the 1990s, 
Islam became a dominant theme.

This change was not simply a straightforward refl ection of the shifting 
demographic composition of the social housing neighbourhoods in the 
banlieues. The context in which the major banlieue revolts were articulated 
largely contributed to the consolidation of the current negative image of 
banlieues. In the early 1980s, the Socialists were in power for the fi rst time 
in the Fifth Republic with a politically contentious agenda, which included, 
among others, the suspension of the expulsion of immigrants, and voting 
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rights for immigrants in local elections. The revolts of the ‘hot summer’ of 
1981 took on a specifi c importance in this context, where the opposition 
right had focused its critique on the ‘soft’ attitude of the new government 
towards immigration. The revolts of 1990 occurred in a context of heated 
debates around immigration and Islam, marked by such incidents as the 
Islamic headscarf affair of 1989 in France, the Intifada (already in place 
for three years), the Rushdie affair and the Gulf War (to start in January 
1991). Similarly, the revolts of 2005 occurred in a particularly tense context, 
marked by September 11 and its aftermath of increasing preoccupations 
over terrorism, security and Islam. Other incidents – such as war in 
Afghanistan and Iraq, the bombings in Bali and on the London tube, and 
debates around the entrance of Turkey to the European Union – contrib-
uted to the development of hostile arguments against non-European immi-
grants and Muslims in many Western states, including France, where the 
banlieues became the spatially reifi ed forms of such ‘threats’.

It is important, therefore, to see the current negative image of banlieues 
as articulated in and with reference to these particular contexts rather than 
as an unproblematic refl ection of reality. This articulation, as I argued in 
Chapter 7, highlights less the diffi cult material conditions in banlieues than 
the ‘threat’ posed by banlieues, shifting focus from growing inequalities and 
discriminations to menaces to ‘the values of the republic’, French identity 
and the authority of the state. Furthermore, this articulation constitutes 
the banlieues in the form of a menacing exteriority, which not only makes the 
application of ever more repressive measures possible, but also largely 
debilitates the signifi cance of recurrent revolts.

The 2005 revolts, in this sense, were no exception, and they quickly gave 
rise to debates about ‘integrating’ the children of (non-European) immi-
grants, ethnic separatism and Islamic fundamentalism. In terms of their 
magnitude, they were compared to the May 1968 uprisings. Broadcast 
images of the revolting youth mainly showed ‘darker’ people, which led to 
the interpretation of revolts as ‘ethnic’ and ‘religious’ – an interpretation 
much exploited by the media in the United States (Fox News, for example, 
reported the revolts as ‘Muslim riots’). Let us follow the May 1968 analogy: 
stating that the revolts were ‘ethnic’ (dark skin) or religious (Islam) is 
almost as absurd as stating that the May 1968 uprisings were ‘ethnic’ 
(white) or religious (Christian). There was nothing to suggest that the 
revolts were ‘ethnic’ or religious. No such claim was made. Banlieues (the 
‘bad’ ones) are not particularly attractive places in which to live. Many of 
them are marked by deteriorating housing, lack of facilities, education 
problems, insuffi cient transportation and a strong territorial stigmatization, 
the negative effects of which are strongly felt on a daily basis by their 
inhabitants, youth in particular (for example, in relations with the police 
and job applications, as we have seen in Chapter 6). If the majority of 
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revolting youth have darker complexions, this should raise questions about 
the dynamics of the housing market and the practices of social housing 
construction, distribution and allocation, rather than lead to a hasty conclu-
sion that it is the Arabs, blacks and Muslims who are rioting. Rather than 
the ‘ethnic’ origins or alleged religious affi liations of those who revolt, 
attention should be given to the fact that revolting geographies, as I have 
sought to show in Chapter 7, are also geographies of inequalities, discrimi-
nation and repression.

Therefore, suggesting that the revolts of 2005 were ‘ethnic’ or religious 
is misleading in terms of the dynamics behind revolts and their political 
implications. Confi ning the banlieue youth (most of whom were born and/or 
raised in France) within already given ‘ethnic’ or religious identities is to 
already place them on the outside, to be ‘integrated’, it is hoped, by the 
so-called ‘republican model of integration’. As a result, when the youth in 
banlieues revolt, they always ‘revolt as’ (as blacks, as Arabs, as the children 
of immigrants, as Muslims). This is not to deny the racialized basis of 
inequalities and discriminations, but to point to the perils of confi ning 
political subjectivities within already given categories of identity. Rather 
than confi ning their spontaneously constituted political identities to pre-
conceived categories that are deemed incompatible with the principle of 
the ‘one and indivisible republic’, the challenge, it seems to me, is to resist 
the place assigned to them in the police order, and to hear their voices as 
equals manifesting their discontent and desire to be treated as equals.

The problem is not that republicanism is inherently incompatible with 
diversity. The problem is that the republican imaginary is so white and so 
Christian that any manifestation of discontent – either on the streets or in 
the spaces of institutional politics – by the republic’s darker and non-Chris-
tian (or thought to be so) citizens quickly evokes concerns about the values 
and principles of the republic. This is the paradox of actually existing 
republicanism in France. When those who do not quite fi t in the republican 
imaginary mobilize, the principle of equality – otherwise strongly defended 
– gets displaced by a preoccupation with ‘ethnic’ origins and religious affi li-
ations – otherwise strongly criticized. Rather than a defence of the equality 
of all its members regardless of ethnicity or religion, republicanism becomes 
a denial of diversity, and prevents the constitution of political spaces where 
the voices of the youth in banlieues can be heard as equals manifesting their 
discontent, making a claim on the republic as part of the republic – not as 
barbarians at its gate.



Notes

CHAPTER 1 INTRODUCTION: THE FEAR OF ‘THE BANLIEUE’

 1 Inhabitants of a ‘zone’, a term I explain below.
 2 The term dates from the medieval era, and is formed by the com bination of 

‘ban’ (offi cial proclamation of something, in particular an order or an interdic-
tion) and ‘lieue’ (one league, about four kilometres). It was used to designate 
the area surrounding a city over which the ‘ban’ extended. See the entry in 
Merlin and Choay (2000).

 3 Another example would be the expression ‘être/mettre au ban de la société’, which 
means ‘to be outlawed/to outlaw from society’.

 4 This may be exemplifi ed by an article that appeared in the daily newspaper Le 
Monde on 1 March 2002 (p. 9), which carried the following title printed in large 
type at the top of the page: ‘The police faced with the elusive underground 
economy of quartiers’. It becomes clear, in the body of the article, that the 
‘underground economy’ in question is organized mainly around drugs, and the 
term ‘quartiers’ is used not to refer to any neighbourhood, but to ‘neighbourhoods 
in diffi culty’ (‘quartiers en diffi cultés’, a term institutionalized by urban policy, 
which designates its selected neighbourhoods) and the banlieues more 
generally.

 5 Sites of insurgence ‘introduce into the city new identities and practices that 
disturb established histories’ (Holston, 1998: 48). Such sites, in Holston’s view, 
are the sites of ‘insurgent citizenship’ – various practices that range from every-
day activities to grassroots mobilizations – that bring into question the meaning 
of membership in the modern state.

CHAPTER 2 STATE’S STATEMENTS: URBAN POLICY AS PLACE-MAKING

 1 Vaulx-en-Velin is located in the Lyon metropolitan area. More on this banlieue 
and its local activists will be presented in Chapter 6.



 2 As Rancière explained in an interview: ‘If, among the thinkers of my genera-
tion, there was one I was quite close to at one point, it was Foucault. Some-
thing of Foucault’s archaeological project – the will to think the conditions of 
possibility of such and such a form of statement or such and such an object’s 
constitution – has stuck with me’ (Rancière, 2003a: 208–9).

 3 In the English translation, this part is given as ‘a place’s destination’. 
‘Function’, I believe, would be a more appropriate translation, which is what 
is implied in the phrase ‘la destination d’un lieu’ (see Rancière, 1995: 53).

 4 Although I focus mainly on the practices of the state, it should be noted 
that Foucault’s notion of governmentality did not refer merely to the state’s 
practices.

 5 The CPE was aimed at young people aged under 26, and it sought to encour-
age the creation of jobs in the private sector by making it possible to employ 
youngsters for a two-year trial period during which fl exible redundancy 
rules would apply (which meant, for example, that they could be laid 
off without justifi cation). The reaction to the law was guided by two concerns. 
First, it was seen as an institutionalized form of job insecurity. Second, 
Prime Minister Dominique de Villepin tried to push the law through 
parliament by decree, without public debate and consultation with the unions. 
Faced with massive street protests, the government eventually withdrew 
the CPE.

 6 The RPR (Rassemblement pour la République) was created in 1976 by Jacques 
Chirac. It was later dissolved into the UMP in 2002 (Union pour un Mouvement 
Populaire), which is currently presided over by Nicolas Sarkozy.

 7 Pasqua was the Minister of the Interior in the Chirac government of 1986–8 
as well, and had earned a reputation for his repressive measures.

 8 A report published by the Cour des Comptes (Court of Accounts) in 2002 also 
distinguished between two different geographies of priority neighbourhoods, 
referring to them as ‘contractual’ (until mid-1990s) and ‘statist’.

CHAPTER 3 THE RIGHT TO THE CITY? REVOLTS AND THE INITIATION OF URBAN POLICY

 1 ‘Autogestion’ is usually translated as ‘self-management’, and it means joint 
management by workers and directors. I use the term without translating in 
order to emphasize Lefebvre’s particular conceptualization of autogestion, 
which was not only industrial but urban as well. He tried, in a sense, to extend 
the idea from industrial relations to the city and the production of its spaces, 
a production that implied the appropriation of space by inhabitants. He used 
the terms ‘urban autogestion’ (1970) and ‘territorial autogestion’ (1978), which 
he conceived as a form of resistance to the ‘administrative rationality’ of the 
state, or to the ‘statist logic’ (la logique étatique), through the appropriation of 
space (Lefebvre, 1978: 323).

 2 Pierre-Didier Tchétché-Apéa from Vaulx-en-Velin recalls: ‘When we arrived, 
everything was new. In a way, it was a social ascension, because everything 
was clean and neat, each person had his/her room, it was luminous. The fl ats 
are rather well done’ (Tchétché-Apéa, 2000: 79).
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 3 This law was passed in a period of intense mobilization by second-generation 
immigrants of North African origin, epitomized by the highly publicized 
‘March for Equality and Against Racism’ in 1983.

 4 Cited in Collovald (2001: 104, fn. 6).
 5 Cited in Feldblum (1999: 173, fn.13).
 6 For an account of the revolts in Brixton, see Keith (1993).
 7 This population loss raises a question about the degree of active increase in 

the unemployment rate. Even if one assumes that the part of the active popula-
tion that left the commune in this period had remained, the unemployment 
rate in 1982 would still have been 10.1%, still more than the departmental 
(7.6%), regional (7.7%) and national (8.9%) rates.

 8 As Bachmann and Le Guennec (1996: 353–4) show, the reception of what 
happened in several cities of Britain in the French media was conditioned by 
the ‘particularity’ of the French Republic, where, in contrast to Britain, race 
riots were not possible. This connects to the ideal of republicanism briefl y 
discussed in Chapter 1, which emphasizes a common culture and identity.

 9 Commission Nationale pour le Développement Social des Quartiers. Although the 
CNDSQ was created in 1981 and had immediately started to work in the fol-
lowing year, the offi cial decree for its creation was not published until 1986. 
In the decree published in 1986, the CNDSQ’s mission was defi ned as follows: 
‘The commission’s mission, within the framework of State-Region contracts 
for the social development of neighbourhoods in diffi culty, is to study and 
propose to the government all kind of actions likely to prevent physical and 
social degradation of these neighbourhoods’ (Décret no. 86–183 du 6 février 
1986 portant creation d’une Commission nationale pour le développement 
social des quartiers, published in the Journal Offi ciel on 8 February 1986, 
p. 2258).

10 This practice continued after Dubedout with Rodolphe Pesce (mayor of 
Valence), François Geindre (mayor of Hérouville Saint-Clair) and André 
Diligent (mayor of Roubaix), who served as presidents of the CNDSQ. It 
was, however, changed with the further institutionalization and centralisation 
of urban policy in 1988 through the creation of the Délégation Interministérielle 
à la Ville (DIV). Although the fi rst president of the DIV was Yves Dauge, 
a mayor, its successive presidents have been, since 1991, either senior 
civil servants or prefects. This change is indicative of the shifting orientations 
of the French state in the 1990s, as I will try to show in the following 
chapters.

11 Dominique Figeat recalls: ‘I remember, during the fi rst meetings, the state 
civil servants were absolutely horrifi ed at having to debate fi nancial decisions, 
or administrative decisions, in front of other partners. They considered they 
shouldn’t be involved in state decisions’ (interview with the author).

12 The name of the programme – ‘Social Development of Neighbourhoods’ – was 
inspired by the work of Edgar Pisani on development. Compared to the previ-
ous Housing and Social Life (HVS) programme, it was seen as a more dynamic 
approach. ‘As opposed to social life because “Housing and Social Life” was 
about housing and social life. So social development implied a dynamics, you 
see? [.  .  .] A social dynamics. A dynamics of economic and social development, 
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actually, because it wasn’t necessarily just social. It wasn’t just about repairing, 
it was about repairing and developing’ (interview, Sylvie Harburger).

13 Another proposal advanced by the report was the creation of a national council 
for the prevention of delinquency, which was realized in 1983 (Conseil National 
de Prévention de la Délinquance, CNPD).

14 ‘Because at the time of the Dubedout Report, and around that time, we were 
carried by an ideology, too, that was very, you know  .  .  .  I don’t know who was 
right. We used to say that’s what the working class is like nowadays, they’re 
mixed, ethnically. We took it as a fact, we weren’t passing any judgement. We 
used to say that’s how it is, nowadays the working class is coloured’ (interview, 
Sylvie Harburger).

15 One is struck by the report’s Lefebvrian tone. Pierre Saragoussi, one of the 
members of the commission, recalls: ‘Well, this democratization, it wasn’t 
just  .  .  .  political. It was, but it was also about participating in everyday life. 
And there we were, well, me personally, I was, steeped in Lefebvre’s ideas, 
Henri Lefebvre, about everyday life, about,  .  .  .  all those things  .  .  .  well, I’d 
read, I’d devoured’ (interview, Pierre Saragoussi).

16 Another programme with a spatial approach was conceived around the same 
time as DSQ: Zones d’Education Prioritaires (Educational Priority Areas, ZEPs). 
The aim of this programme, introduced in December 1981, was to provide 
additional resources, such as extra teachers, to schools in designated areas 
(‘zones’).

17 As Sylvie Harburger and Pierre Saragoussi explain, there were also political 
considerations, such as fi nding a balance between left and right municipalities, 
north and south, and east and west.

18 The label of the programme was carefully chosen, with an implication of the 
French Revolution in 1789. The year 1989 would also be the fi rst year of the 
second term of Mitterrand, if re-elected, which he was.

19 The Socialist mayor of Dreux, Françoise Gaspard, was thus replaced with the 
coming to power of a right-wing party with close links to the FN, and Stirbois 
entered the municipal council. In a 1985 interview, he stated that the left had 
‘lit the fi re’ while trying to ‘do revolution’ with the immigrants, which his party 
was trying to ‘extinguish’. ‘Civil war will occur’, he declared, ‘if measures are 
not taken’ (Le Monde, supplementary issue, ‘Les immigrés: enjeu électoral’, 
24–5 November 1985: 3).

20 Two examples from Paris: Alain Juppé’s (RPR, Prime Minister under Chirac 
between 1995 and 1997) electoral bulletin claimed a relationship between 
‘clandestine immigration, delinquency, and criminality’. A pamphlet signed by 
him and his fellow party members stated that ‘this invasion [had] to be 
stopped’. The UDF candidate Jacques Dominati’s electoral bulletin contained 
the message, ‘Let us demand the right to security’, printed under a photo 
showing black people (Le Monde, 13–14 March 1983: 9). The right-wing press 
also did its best. The weekly magazine L’Express, for example, published a 
special issue a month before the elections, the cover of which read, in bold 
capital letters, ‘Immigrés: le dossier explosif’ (28 January–3 February 1983).

21 The highly mediatized anti-racist organization SOS-Racisme was also created 
in this period, in 1984, with close fi nancial links to the Socialist Party.
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22 ‘For me, what you have behind it, it’s two different ways of thinking about 
public action, that were in a sort of confrontation. And these two ways of 
thinking were quite well refl ected in the two personalities, of Mitterrand, on 
the one hand, and of Dubedout, on the other. They weren’t in the same cate-
gory of politicians of course, but they knew each other and hated each other 
heartily. Mitterrand never wanted Dubedout to become minister, though he 
was, at the time he was considered, in the 1980s, as one of the great Socialist 
locally elected offi cials. [.  .  .] Mitterrand considered that Dubedout was not a 
real politician, he was someone from an associative background who took on 
political responsibilities, and, and Dubedout, I believe, hated Mitterrand’s way 
of doing politics. [.  .  .] But Dubedout had a way of conceiving public action 
that emphasized people’s everyday problems, actions associating citizens and 
associative movements, and for him political fi gures were, in a way, just the 
representatives of citizens, with a mandate to act on behalf of a collectivity. 
Well, needless to say, Mitterrand had a different way of seeing political action 
and public action’ (interview, Dominique Figeat).

23 National Plans, prepared every fi ve years, provide guidelines for public- and 
private-sector investment decisions.

24 The term ‘cohabitation’ is used when the President and the Prime Minister 
are from different parties or blocs (Mitterrand was from the PS, Chirac was 
from the RPR–UDF coalition). The 1986 cohabitation was the fi rst time in 
France. Later, however, there were other cohabitations: Mitterrand (PS)–Bal-
ladur (RPR) between 1993 and 1995, and Chirac (RPR)–Jospin (PS) between 
1997 and 2002.

25 Loi no. 88–1088 du 1er décembre 1988 relative au revenu minimum 
d’insertion (RMI). Published in the Journal offi ciel of 3 December 1988, 
p. 15119.

CHAPTER 4 JUSTICE, POLICE, STATISTICS: SURVEILLANCE OF SPACES OF INTERVENTION

 1 Cited in Bachmann and Le Guennec (1996: 430). This ‘notorious example’, 
they state, owes much to the publication of the 1990 Sardais Report.

 2 Mathieu Kassovitz’s infl uential movie La Haine (Hate), released in 1995, was 
shot in the social housing neighbourhood of Noé in Chateloup-les-Vignes, 
where incidents had occurred. La Haine was about three young people (one 
Arab, one Jew, one black) in this banlieue of Paris, and the movie was dedicated 
to the young people who had died at the hands of the police, to ‘those who 
died while this fi lm was being made’. The script was published the same year 
with the title Jusqu’ici tout va bien (So far so good) – the tag line of the movie. 
A review of the movie may be found in Elstob (1997–8), who notes that the 
impact of the movie was so strong that the Prime Minister and the Minister 
of the Interior watched it three times in a private screening. See also Sharma 
and Sharma (2000) for a discussion of the movie.

 3 The incidents had occurred in 1990.
 4 A more detailed account of the incidents of Vaulx-en-Velin is presented in 

Chapter 6.
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 5 The headscarf affair of 1989 started with the expulsion of three female students 
from school for refusing to remove their Islamic headscarves, which was judged 
by the school’s headmaster to be a breach of the French law on secularism 
(laïcité) in state schools. The then Minister of Education, Lionel Jospin, over-
turned the headmaster’s decision. Another headscarf affair took place in 1994, 
this time upon the initiation of the Minister of Education, François Bayrou, 
who sought to ban ‘ostentatious’ signs of religion in public schools (which, as 
he admitted, included headscarves but not crucifi xes or yarmulkas). In 2004, 
a law that prohibited ‘ostentatious’ signs of religion in public schools was fi nally 
passed. Shortly after the fi rst headscarf affair, Prime Minister Rocard created 
the Haut Conseil à l’Intégration (High Council for Integration, the HCI). It 
should be remembered that the headscarf was a strong symbol of resistance 
to the colonial law. For more on the headscarf affairs and their implications, 
see, among others, Duchesne (2005); Hargreaves (1995); Hargreaves and 
McKinney (1997); Silverman (1992).

 6 See Cesari (1997) for a detailed account of the ‘fear of Islam’.
 7 In an excellent analysis of the media construction of ‘Islamphobia’ in France, 

Deltombe (2005) shows that during the media hysteria around the 
Islamic headscarf affair that took place only a year before Vaulx-en-Velin, 
‘the banlieue’ was totally absent from the debates. After the revolts, however, 
Islam and banlieue were immediately articulated together, never to be separated 
again.

 8 For more on the ‘Khaled affair’, see Deltombe (2005) and Hargreaves and 
McKinney (1997).

 9 It is not an uncommon police practice in France to perform identity checks 
on young people with darker complexion, or to retain those with darker com-
plexion for questioning while letting others go. See, for example, Mucchielli 
(2001: 105–6).

10 Nakano (2000: 97–8) argues that the institutional origins of the prefect can 
be traced further back than the Napoleonic era, to the intendant of the kings, 
and that the change in title carries, in this sense, a revolutionary connotation. 
The prefect’s title was restored when the right was in power again after the 
1986 elections. For more on the history of this institution, concerned particu-
larly with the maintenance of public order, see Ebel (1999).

11 The number of sous-prefects was raised to 15 the next year, and to 30 in 1993. 
By the end of the decade, there were 31 sous-prefects.

12 Most taxes in France are levied by the state, which then redistributes some of 
its revenue to local authorities in the form of what is called the Dotation globale 
de fonctionnement, which complements the revenue of local authorities when 
needed. Particularly deprived communes are entitled to additional funds, and 
this is where this new law intervenes. A form of solidarity payment is levied 
on the revenue of communes classifi ed as rich, and then redistributed to com-
munes classifi ed as poor.

13 When the LOV was in preparation, a seminar was organized (by Véronique 
de Rudder) to start a dialogue between law-makers and researchers. The 
minutes of the seminar were then published in Recherches 20 (1991). De 
Rudder’s remark appears on p. 36.
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14 Tax concessions were also introduced for the fi rst time, although this measure 
was never widely applied. As we will see in the next chapter, another urban 
policy programme in 1996 would put an extended version of this measure at 
the core of urban policy.

15 Loi no. 95–74 du 21 janvier 1995 relative à la diversité de l’habitat. Published 
in the Journal offi ciel of 24 January 1995, p. 1263. In terms of social housing, 
this law modifi ed the LOV in three ways. First, it restricted the scope of the 
LOV by introducing a population threshold of 3,500 inhabitants (whereas the 
LOV required all communes in agglomerations of minimum 200,000 inhabit-
ants). Second, it repealed the article about the possibility of using the right of 
preemption if no plan was prepared by the communes to meet the require-
ments of social housing provision. Finally, it repealed the articles about ‘par-
ticipation to housing diversity’, which sought to create funds for social housing 
construction through charges from developers.

16 ‘Sans foi ni loi’ is a harsh expression. It is usually translated into English as 
‘lawless’, and its origins go back to medieval times, where the term was used 
to refer to bandits and outlaws, who obeyed neither the Church (sans foi) nor 
the Lord (ni loi), who had neither religion nor morals. It literally means ‘faith-
less and lawless’. Faithless, no respect for or recognition of the law, and no 
morals: the expression ‘sans foi ni loi’ also carries bestial connotations. In the 
year 2000, the expression would appear on the cover of Les cahiers de la sécurité 
intérieure, a journal published by the Institute for Advanced Studies of Interior 
Security, as the title of a special issue on the delinquency of young people 
(jeunes): Jeunes: sans foi ni loi? (no. 42). During the revolts of autumn 2005, 
Minister of the Interior Nicolas Sarkozy would also use the expression to refer 
to those involved in the incidents. See his article published in Le Monde on 6 
November 2005, entitled ‘Notre stratégie est la bonne’. The online version 
appeared on 5 November 2005 and can be accessed at http://www.lemonde.
fr/web/article/0,1–0@2–3232,36–706906,0.html (last accessed 30 December 
2006).

17 Hargreaves argues that the HCI, in theory, was concerned with integration in 
general; it was not conceived exclusively with the immigrant populations in 
mind. In practice, however, it ‘focused almost exclusively on the population 
of immigrant origin’ (1995: 196).

18 The title in original is La justice agit dans la ville. Here an explanation of the 
several meanings of French ‘la justice’ seems necessary. The same word is used 
to refer both to justice (as an ideal, principle, or to refer simply to the penal 
system) and to law (although there is ‘la loi’, which also means law). The use 
of the term in offi cial documents (especially those prepared by the Ministry of 
Justice or the Ministry of the Interior) almost always implies the penal system 
and the power of imposing the rule of law. There is, indeed, a major difference 
between the French ‘la justice’ and the English ‘justice’ in that the former 
implies ‘the power of imposing the rule of law’, and enforcement and sanction, 
which seem to be given less emphasis in the English defi nitions of the notion. 
See Weber (1992: 233–4) for the differences between the French and English 
defi nitions of ‘justice’.
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19 See, for example, the interview published in Le Monde (8 December 1998: 
17), which presents Bui-Trong as ‘an intellectual at the RG’.

20 The list of riots is kept by the ‘Cities and Banlieues’ section at the RG. The 
list, I was initially told, was not even released to the press. Later, however, 
Lucienne Bui-Trong kindly accepted to provide me with a copy of the list of 
large-scale riots (degree 8, according to her scale), which also includes 
information on the ‘triggering incidents’ and circumstances. A detailed 
analysis of these incidents, including the revolts of autumn 2005, is presented 
in Chapter 7.

21 A clarifi cation as to the data used in the table should be made here. The results 
of this statistical profi ling of the priority neighbourhoods were published by 
statisticians who worked in the ‘City’ section at INSEE. The data used by 
Champion et al. (1993) were based on 515 of the 546 neighbourhoods. Three 
years later, Champion and Marpsat (1996) published other fi ndings based this 
time on 532 neighbourhoods. I use fi gures taken from the database created 
through a recent collaboration of DIV and INSEE (INSEE-DIV, no date), 
which provides information on the priority neighbourhoods of urban policy for 
1990 and 1999. This database includes 751 priority neighbourhoods. It 
includes, therefore, information on both the 546 priority neighbourhoods in 
1990 and the ones added later, without making a distinction. This creates a 
problem when presenting quantities, but not proportions. For example, there 
were 3 million inhabitants living in the priority neighbourhoods in 1990, 
although this number is given as 4.7 million in the recent database, an increase 
due to the increased number of neighbourhoods used in the calculation. 
I keep this problem in mind when presenting quantities. In terms of propor-
tions, however, the data presented in the recent database do not diverge 
signifi cantly from the data presented by the statisticians cited above. I therefore 
use this database, which provides information that is not offered in the 
cited articles above (except for nationalities, which are not included in the 
database).

22 More on the politics of this new statistical category will be presented in 
Chapter 7.

23 ‘Because you know, I saw Michel Rocard again recently! So, he was standing 
there, so I went to talk to him, said, you know, I worked for you, in a way, at 
a time. I was involved in urban policy. He said to me, “you know, now, looking 
back, I realize I was induced to make a mistake”. It was precisely to shift from 
handling a few neighbourhoods, to one hundred, one hundred and forty, one 
hundred and fi fty, [.  .  .] four hundred’ (interview, Pierre Saragoussi).

24 ‘Double peine’ literally means ‘double punishment’, and is one of the major 
issues the MIB has been fi ghting about (starting with the ‘Resistance of Ban-
lieues’ period). Indeed, the term was conceived by them and has been rather 
successful as a rallying slogan. What is implied is prison plus expulsion: if a 
foreigner commits a crime that is judged to be punished by confi nement, s/he 
fi rst serves her/his term in the prison, and then is sent to her/his ‘country of 
origin’, even though that might not mean much for the person involved. In 
2003, Minister of the Interior Nicolas Sarkozy claimed to have ‘abolished’ 
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double peine with a new law on immigration. However, as Lochak’s (2004) 
analysis makes clear, it was far from abolished; indeed, it was expanded in 
many ways. See also the analysis in Gisti (2004).

25 The political engagement of the founding members of the MIB, however, goes 
as back as the early 1980s. More information can be found at: http://mibmib.
free.fr/mib01.html (last accessed 31 December 2006).

26 As Silverman (1992: 6) argues, the ‘demonization’ of Le Pen and his party, 
Front National, by the anti-racist movements of the 1980s ‘failed to locate the 
complex nature (and causes)’ of racism in France.

27 The extreme right leader Le Pen’s formulation was as follows: ‘We not only 
have the right but the duty to defend our national personality, and we also 
have our right to difference’ (cited in Feldblum, 1999: 36).

28 Pasqua was the Minister of the Interior in the Chirac government of 1986–8 
as well, and had earned a reputation for his repressive measures.

CHAPTER 5 FROM ‘NEIGHBOURHOODS IN DANGER’ TO ‘DANGEROUS NEIGHBOURHOODS’: THE REPRESSIVE TURN IN 
URBAN POLICY

 1 Pierre Méhaignerie was Minister of Justice in the Balladur government.
 2 Circulaire du 31 octobre 1995. ‘Renforcement de l’action de la Police Natio-

nale dans la lutte contre les violences urbaines’ (Ministère de l’Intérieur), p. 
1.

 3 Circulaire du 22 novembre 1994. ‘Géographie des quartiers prioritaires de la 
politique de la ville au XIè Plan’ (Le Ministre d’Etat, Ministre des Affaires 
Sociales, de la Santé et de la Ville), p. 2.

 4  ‘Pacte de Relance pour la Ville’ cannot be translated accurately, although it has 
been referred to as ‘urban renewal pact’ (see, for example, OECD, 1998). The 
word ‘relance’ has economic connotations, and means ‘boosting’ when used 
with reference to the economy, and ‘relaunching’ when used with reference to 
a project or idea.

 5 The project for the new law, the Pacte de Relance pour la Ville, was discussed 
at the Senate on 8 October 1996, with the opening statements of Jean-Claude 
Gaudin, Minister for Territorial Planning, City and Integration. The quotes 
are from the minutes of this discussion, which may be accessed via the follow-
ing link: http://www.senat.fr/seances/s199610/s19961008/sc19961008001.
html (last accessed 31 December 2006).

 6 The quotes are from the minutes of the discussion of the law at the Senate. 
Gaudin is currently the mayor of Marseille, and has been known for his tough 
attitude towards the city’s immigrant, notably Arab, population since he started 
offi ce. Hargreaves (1995: 182), for example, wrote: ‘[I]n the fi nal stages of the 
campaign for the municipal elections held in March 1983, Defferre and his 
centre-right opponent for the mayoralty of Marseille, Jean-Claude Gaudin, 
vied with each other in their claims as to who would be toughest in dealing 
with the city’s Arab population.’

 7 There was another addition to the ‘characteristic elements of cités’ in the 1990s: 
drugs. Eric Raoult, the then minister charged with integration and fi ghting 
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against exclusion, defi ned the ‘two diseases of cités’ as ‘unemployment and 
drugs’ (Sénat, 1995: 6). This ‘characteristic’ was immediately picked up by 
the media. When the Pacte de relance programme was announced, for example, 
Le Monde presented it at the top of its front page as the ‘plan for the banlieues’ 
with a cartoon that showed a street corner (with stereotypical images of build-
ings and young people that suggested that it was located in the banlieue) with 
shop names such as ‘hashish to go’, ‘crack in stock’ and ‘good shots’ (Le 
Monde, 19 January 1996:1).

 8 From the minutes of the discussion of the Pacte de Relance at the Senate (see 
note 5 above).

 9 Loi no. 95–115 du 4 février 1995 d’orientation pour l’aménagement et le 
développement du territoire.

10 The law was published in the Journal offi ciel of 15 November 1996. The defi ni-
tions are taken from p. 16656.

11 This might give the impression that the urban policy neighbourhoods are areas 
where the majority of long-term unemployed people live. However, in the 
1990s, 85% of the long-term unemployed in metropolitan France lived not in 
the urban policy neighbourhoods but elsewhere. The proportion of long-term 
unemployed living in the urban policy neighbourhoods remained 15% in both 
1990 and 1999, although their number increased by 110,000 in the neighbour-
hoods and by 675,000 in metropolitan France. Calculated from INSEE (1990 
and 1999a) and INSEE-DIV (no date).

12 The formula was as follows: ISE = (% of people younger than 25) × (% of 
long-term unemployed) × (% of people without high school diploma) × (total 
population of the commune) divided by the tax potential of the commune 
where the neighbourhood in question is located. The higher the ISE value, the 
more ‘excluded’ was the neighbourhood.

13 Décret no. 96–1154 du 26 décembre 1996 portant délimitation de zones 
franches urbaines dans certaines communes, available at: http://www.admi.
net/jo/AVIV9604447D.html (last accessed 31 December 2006).

14 The programme was restricted to non-profi t and public organizations only, in 
order to avoid a possible substitution of the existing personnel in the private 
sector by subsidized employees (Levy, 2005).

15 The MJDs were fi rst conceived in 1991 (see Chapter 4). There were about 50 
MJDs when the Sueur Report was published.

16 Circulaire du 28 octobre 1997 relative à la mise en œuvre des contrats locaux 
de sécurité (Ministère de l’Interieur). Published in the Journal offi ciel of 30 
October 1997, pp. 15757–9.

17 The Council was created with a decree published on 19 November 1997 
(Décret no. 97–1052 du 18 novembre 1997 créant le Conseil de sécurité 
intérieure).

18 The idea of creating a police de proximité was already there in the early 1990s 
when the Ministry for the City had started to collaborate with the Ministry of 
Justice (see Chapter 4). The then Minister of the Interior, Philippe Marchand, 
had introduced the idea at the Council of Ministers on 20 November 1991. 
The police de proximité meant more police on the beat, with a knowledge of 
the neighbourhood, closer to inhabitants, aimed more at prevention than 
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repression. The Jospin government tried to re-vitalize the measure, although 
it was somehow looked down upon and resisted in the police establishment. 
When Nicolas Sarkozy became Minister of the Interior in 2002, he mocked 
the measure by calling it ‘police for the meek’ (‘police des gentils’), prioritized 
repression over prevention, and eventually dismantled this institution. For a 
detailed account of this measure, see Roché (2005), who argues that a veritable 
police de proximité focused on prevention could have averted the incidents of 
autumn 2005.

19 Jospin’s speech is available at: http://www.archives.premier-ministre.gouv.fr/
jospin_version2/PM/D270199.HTM (last accessed 31 December 2006). A 
more detailed list of the decisions made by the council is available at: http://
www.archives.premier-ministre.gouv.fr/jospin_version2/PM/RELEVE.HTM 
(last accessed 31 December 2006).

20 The decisions made at the 19 April 1999 meeting of the Conseil de 
Sécurité Intérieure are available at: http://www.archives.premier-ministre.
gouv.fr/jospin_version2/PM/RELEVE2.HTM (last accessed 31 December 
2006).

21 A more detailed discussion of the CLS will be presented in Chapter 7 
below.

22 The list of the MJDs may be found on the website of the Ministry of Justice 
via http://www.justice.gouv.fr/ville/mjd.htm (last accessed 31 December 2006). 
The number of MJDs reached 117 in 2006.

23 Circulaire du 31 décembre 1998 relative aux contrats de ville 2000–2006 
(Premier ministre). Published in the Journal offi ciel of 15 January 1999, 
p. 726.

24 Loi no. 99–533 du 25 juin 1999 d’orientation pour l’aménagement et le 
développement durable du territoire et portant modifi cation de la loi no 
95–115 du 4 février 1995 d’orientation pour l’aménagement et le développe-
ment du territoire. Published in the Journal offi ciel of 29 June 1999, 
p. 9515.

25 Loi no. 99–586 du 12 juillet 1999 relative au renforcement et à la simplifi ca-
tion de la coopération intercommunale. Published in the Journal offi ciel of 13 
July 1999, p. 10361.

26 Loi no. 2000–1208 du 13 décembre 2000 relative à la solidarité et au renouvel-
lement urbains. Published in the Journal offi ciel of 14 Decembre 2000, 
p. 19777.

27 ‘For instance, one day I went to an area where we had a social housing project. 
The inhabitants of the neighbourhood didn’t want to hear of it, because, in 
fact, they didn’t want any immigrants in their neighbourhood. Well, I’m sorry, 
I didn’t listen to them, and I built social housing’ (interview, Maurice 
Charrier).

28 Circulaire du 31 décembre 1998 relative aux contrats de ville 2000–2006 
(Premier ministre). Published in the Journal offi ciel of 15 January 1999, 
p. 726.

29 The fi gures below are taken from the database created through the collabora-
tion of DIV and INSEE (INSEE-DIV, no date). There were some missing 
sites in the fi le, and the ZFU of Marseille was among them.
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30 The active increase in the unemployment rate in these neighbourhoods may 
be less intense than it seems at fi rst sight, for they have been losing population 
as well. As the Sueur Report (1998) quite explicitly put it, nobody wants to 
live in a ‘zone’. Therefore, one could suppose that inhabitants who can afford 
to do so, the ones with jobs presumably, leave these neighbourhoods, which 
makes the increase in unemployment rates look more than it actually is. The 
rate of population decrease in the priority neighbourhoods of urban policy 
from 1990 to 1999 was 5.7%. Even if we assume that all the people left were 
part of the active population, and re-calculate the level of unemployment 
accordingly, the fi gure would be 24.6%, not diverging greatly from the actual 
fi gure, which is 25.4%.

31 Loi no. 2001–1062 du 15 novembre 2001 relative à la sécurité quotidienne 
(‘loi LSQ’). Published in the Journal offi ciel of 16 November 2001, 
p. 18215.

32 Loi no. 2002–1094 du 29 août 2002 d’orientation et de programmation pour 
la sécurité intérieure. Published in the Journal offi ciel of 30 August 2002, 
p. 14398. Loi no. 2003–239 du 18 mars 2003 pour la sécurité intérieure 
(‘loi LSI’). Published in the Journal offi ciel of 19 March 2003, p. 4761.

33 Loi no. 2002–1138 du 9 septembre 2002 d’orientation et de programmation 
pour la justice (‘loi Perben I’). Published in the Journal offi ciel of 10 September 
2002, p. 14934. Loi no. 2004–204 du 9 mars 2004 portant adaptation de la 
justice aux évolutions de la criminalité (‘loi Perben II’). Published in the 
Journal offi ciel of 10 March 2004, p. 4567.

34 With these laws, not only was more power given to the police, but also new 
infractions were introduced. This meant increased work for the juridical 
system. To this end, another measure, called ‘proximity judges’ (‘juges de 
proximité’), was introduced in 2003 to hire 3,300 people (compared to only 
180 qualifi ed magistrates) to deal with smaller infractions. The measure was 
highly criticized by the Magistrates Union, which argued that the so-called 
‘judges’ would exercise the functions of a magistrate without really being 
trained. Therefore, ordinary people would be judged without juridical guaran-
tee by judges who were not magistrates (they would, nevertheless follow a 
fi ve-day training programme at the Ecole Nationale de la Magistrature), hired 
only for a non-renewable period of seven years. Furthermore, their recruitment 
would be done locally, the Union held, opening the way to pressures and 
manipulations. The Union’s statement is available from the author (original 
web link no longer functioning). The reference for the law creating the proxim-
ity judges is: Loi no. 2003–153 du 26 février 2003 relative aux juges de prox-
imité. Published in the Journal offi ciel of 27 February 2003, p. 3479.

35 ‘[W]hat strikes me is that political life [in France] is organized around Le Pen’, 
boasted the extreme right leader in December 2005. And not without reason: 
since 2002, 16 out of 30 propositions of the extreme right’s ‘Justice and 
Police’ programme have been realized or are in the course of being realized 
(Le Canard enchaîné, 14 December 2005: 4).

36 That said, in 2001 the State Secretary for Housing, Marie-Noëlle Lienemann 
(PS), was already talking about ‘breaking up the ghettos’ with reference to the 
renewal programmes of the Jospin government (Libération, 2 October 2001: 
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21). However, the Jospin government did not prioritize this as an objective, 
and was more careful in its use of the term. In 2001, when the demolition and 
renewal programmes intensifi ed, the stated aim was to ‘turn the page of dormi-
tory towns’, although occasional references to ghettos were made. It was held, 
for example, that urban policy had not prevented the ‘process of ghettoization 
of the popular neighbourhoods of certain cities’ (CIV, 2001a: 3).

37 Loi no. 2003–710 du 1er août 2003 d’orientation et de programmation pour 
la ville et la rénovation urbaine. Published in the Journal offi ciel of 2 August 
2003, p. 13281.

38 However, the law kept open the possibility of including ‘exceptional cases’, 
which showed similar characteristics to the ZUSs but were not designated as 
such.

39 This again can be seen to follow an idea already present in the Pacte de Relance, 
which required an annual report on the ZFUs to be presented at the 
parliament.

CHAPTER 6 A ‘THIRST FOR CITIZENSHIP’: VOICES FROM A BANLIEUE

 1 Document number 030313, dated 12 November 1991. The offi cial name of 
the association is ‘Agora Vaudais’ (Vaudais meaning of/from Vaulx-en-Velin). 
However, it is commonly known as Agora.

 2 Curiously, there was no high school in Vaulx-en-Velin, a city of about 45,000, 
before the incidents. Although the city had been asking for one for about 
twenty years, establishing a high school in Vaulx-en-Velin was not considered 
necessary by the regional authorities. ‘And three months after the riots, yes, it 
was necessary to establish a high school’ (interview, Yves Mena).

 3 For a more detailed account, see Chabanet (1999: 358, fn. 3).
 4 When asked about this accusation, the mayor did not object to it, and stated 

that some, but certainly not all, the members of Agora were ‘in the logic of 
communitarianism’.

 5 A common practice in the preparation of lists by the major political parties is 
to put someone from ‘immigrant origin’, notably North African, towards the 
end of their list to show their ‘openness’. This is referred to as ‘Arabe de service’ 
– ‘token Arab’.

 6 A similar remark was made by Pierre-Didier in an interview given to a local 
newspaper: ‘The people of the right are clearer. They say to us “I don’t like 
you, and this is what I have in store for you”. The left says to us “I love you”, 
and it plays revolting tricks on us from behind.’ A copy of the interview was 
obtained from the archives of the association. Although there is no reference 
on it, the newspaper is probably Le Progrès de Lyon, and the year 1994. A copy 
of the interview is available from the author.

 7 Here it is important to note the context in which the interviews were con-
ducted. It was shortly after the 2002 presidential elections, where the issue of 
security seemed decisive. Indeed, there was little difference in this sense 
between the campaigns of the right, extreme right and mainstream left parties. 
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In the social housing neighbourhoods of banlieues, in Vaulx-en-Velin as in 
others, tension was building up as the then new Minister of the Interior, 
Nicolas Sarkozy, had announced his security measures aimed mainly at the 
banlieue youth, which included easier identity checks and provision of fl ash-ball 
guns to police offi cers working in such neighbourhoods.

 8 This call is available via http://lmsi.net/article.php3?id_article=336 (last 
accessed 1 January 2007).

 9 SOS-Racisme has strong fi nancial links with the Socialist Party, and its succes-
sive presidents eventually fi nd their ways to the party. Monitoring discrimina-
tory practices in the housing market, holiday establishments and night-clubs 
constitute some of the most publicized activities of SOS-Racisme.

10 This trend – high abstention rates and support for the National Front – con-
tinued in the 2002 presidential elections. The abstention rates were 35.6% and 
25.2% for the fi rst and second rounds. In the fi rst round, National Front leader 
Le Pen obtained the highest score in the commune with 21.7% of the votes. 
He was followed by Socialist Party leader Jospin (18.5%) and Chirac (12.0%). 
The Communist Party candidate Robert Hue obtained 6.1% of the votes. 
In the second round, Le Pen obtained a score of 22.4% and his rival, 
Chirac, 77.6%.

CHAPTER 7 VOICES INTO NOISES: REVOLTS AS UNARTICULATED JUSTICE MOVEMENTS

 1 Although, as noted in Chapter 5, the Minister of the Interior, Nicolas Sarkozy, 
insisted on the ‘perfectly organized’ nature of the revolts, this claim was con-
tradicted by a report by the French Intelligence Service, which interpreted 
them as a ‘non-organized insurrection’, a ‘popular revolt of cités’ (Libération, 
8 December 2005: 16).

 2 Literally ‘I got the hate’, this phrase is shorthand for the rebellion of the ban-
lieue youth, as illustrated in the movie La Haine (Hate) by Mathieu Kassovitz 
(1995).

 3 The information presented on the revolts of the 1990s is based on the list 
provided by Lucienne Bui-Trong, creator (in 1991) and head (until her retire-
ment in 2002) of the ‘Cities and Banlieues’ section at the Renseignements 
Généraux (French Intelligence Service, RG).

 4 Some communes experienced revolts more than once: Vaulx-en-Velin (1990 
and 1992), Garges-lès-Gonesse (1991, twice in 1994 and 1995), Amiens 
(1991 and 1994), Tourcoing (1992 and 1993), 18th district of Paris 
(1993 and 1999), Bron (1993 and 1994), Grigny (1995 and 1999) and La 
Seyne-sur-Mer (1997 and 2000).

 5 These latter communes are Vauvert in the department of Gard, and Montau-
ban in the department of Tarn-et-Garonne. The incidents in these communes 
occurred in 1999. Montauban signed a demolition–reconstruction convention 
with ANRU after 2003.

 6 The neighbourhood of Etats-Unis is still a priority neighbourhood of urban 
policy, after more than two decades since its inclusion in 1984.
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 7 Lagrange and Oberti’s analysis is based on the fi rst 62 ANRU conventions 
signed in July 2005. As of March 2006, this number was 108, with 165 waiting 
to be signed (CIV, 2006).

 8 Not that the government invested heavily in urban policy. As the daily Libéra-
tion wrote: ‘Brutal cuts in youth employment scheme [emplois-jeunes], severe 
cuts in subsidies, disappearance of neighbourhood associations  .  .  .  In terms of 
urban policy, the right-wing governments since 2002 have been a disaster.’ 
Indeed, Prime Minister de Villepin explicitly admitted the government’s 
responsibility in the decline of the associative sector, which saw its funds disap-
pear after 2002 (Libération, 8 November 2005).

 9 When asked about the Maisons de Justice, Pierre-Didier responded as follows: 
‘The Maisons de Justice  .  .  .  Well, it’s  .  .  .  in the beginning we found that inter-
esting, because we thought that it was a way, not only to have justice better 
known, but also to have a local mediation. And that was, is interesting! But it 
doesn’t work that way at all. So, today, there’s only, only repression has any 
effect’ (interview, Pierre-Didier Tchétché-Apéa).

10 In January 2002, the Human Rights League, the Union of Magistrates and 
the Union of Attorneys of France formed a commission of inquiry to address 
this issue of spatially ‘targeted’ police repression.

11 This commonly used phrase – originally coined by Victor Hugo – is one of the 
slogans of the MIB (Mouvement de l’Immigration et des Banlieues).

12 My account is based on Bachmann and Le Guennec (1996: 445–6), Cyran 
(2003: 30), and Jazouli (1992: 153–4).

13 The same issue was highlighted again on Amnesty International’s annual 
report in 2006. I still have not obtained a copy of this report, but a brief 
newspaper article on it shows that the same problems are emphasized for the 
case of France – police violence, racist police attitudes against Muslims and 
‘minorities’, and police impunity – which the report relates to the revolts of 
autumn 2005 in the banlieues (Le Canard enchaîné, 24 May 2006: 5).

14 No immediate offi cial explanation was made. More than a week later, it was 
stated, following an investigation, that the mosque was not directly targeted 
by the police (Le Monde, 10 November 2005: 12).

15 La Duchère is a social housing neighbourhood (80% of the total housing stock) 
towards the north-western limits of Lyon’s 9th district, included in urban 
policy since 1984. It was designated as a demolition–reconstruction site in 
2005, and as a ZFU in 2006. Large-scale revolts took place in the neighbour-
hood in 1997 following the killing of a young person in a police station.

16 This scene was broadcast on TF1 on 6 November 2005. Here I use the tran-
scription from a letter by Jean-Pierre Dubois, president of the Human Rights 
League, addressed to Minister of the Interior Nicolas Sarkozy. The letter is 
available on the website of association IPAM in a document on the revolts of 
2005, entitled ‘Le soulèvement populaire dans les banlieues françaises 
d’octobre–novembre 2005’ (http://www.reseau-ipam.org/article.php3?id_
article = 1147; last accessed 4 January 2007).

17 According to research conducted by Sofres-Cecodip, which analysed the sub-
jects covered by the media between January and March 2002, people listening 
to the radio or television were exposed to the issue of insecurity three times 
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more than the issue of employment. And if the analysis is limited to the televi-
sion only, the issue of employment had virtually disappeared (cited in Claris, 
2002: 3).

18 I am grateful to director Richard Vargas and Coup d’œil Productions for pro-
viding me with a copy and the transcription of this documentary.

19 Note de service no. 14/03 du 24 février 2003 Direction départementale de la 
sécurité publique des Alpes-Maritimes, District de Cannes, Circonscription 
d’Antibes-Vallauris. A copy of the letter is published in Le Canard enchaîné (23 
April 2003: 4).

20 A copy of the letter was published again by Le Canard enchaîné on (29 October 
2003).

21 The occasion was the visit of the Minister following the killing of an 11-year-
old boy, who apparently was caught in crossfi re.

22 One of Sarkozy’s fellow party members, Jean-Paul Garaud (UMP), announced 
that he would propose a new law giving the courts the possibility to ‘withdraw 
French nationality’ from naturalized French citizens ‘who participate in urban 
guerrilla actions’ (Le Monde, 11 November 2005: 12).

23 ‘The phrase “urban violence”, so common nowadays, does not in fact account 
for all violence infl icted by any category of population in urban areas, but refers 
specifi cally to violence committed by young people, mainly against institutions, 
amongst which the police, in or close to working-class areas, politely called 
“sensitive” or “diffi cult” areas, which sociologically illustrates the notion of 
“dangerous classes”, currently fi xated on the impoverished areas of urban 
peripheries (of the outskirts of cities)’ (Esterle-Hedibel, 2002: 377).

24 These fi gures are used not only by the media, but also by what Mucchielli 
(2001) calls the ‘experts’ of security: that is, owners or associates of private 
security companies that present themselves as experts in the media and politi-
cal circles, and ‘sell security’ after having convinced people – especially mayors 
– that there is indeed a serious insecurity problem. So, for example, a former 
police chief and former adviser to the DIV published a book in which he argued 
that in six years, between 1992 and 1997, ‘the volume of urban violence has 
virtually increased fi vefold’. Two business associates, one of them president of 
a prospering private security company, published, the same year, a book with 
the argument that it had increased by 400% (both cited by Mucchielli, 2001: 
58). See Mucchielli (2001) for a discussion, and for more information on such 
security ‘experts’.

CHAPTER 8 CONCLUSION: SPACE, POLITICS AND URBAN POLICY

 1 This law was invoked only twice before, for the war in Algeria and for the 
incidents in France’s overseas territory New Caledonia in 1985.
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