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Introduction 
 
This paper explores the relationships between urban space and politics. In 1973 Henri Lefebvre 
defined urban space as being a political space, that is not only a political product, but also a 
support, an instrument and a challenge for contradictory strategies and for confrontations 
(Lefebvre, 1973). I am focusing in particular on political contemporary space in France. 
 
We begin by presenting the French case and some concrete examples of the policy called 
“politique de la ville” that was implemented since the 80s, including the political ideas that made 
it possible. Then we focus on the status and on the exact place that urban space occupies in 
public action and in the thinking of the various actors – politicians, urban planners, architects… 
We therefore discuss the issues of urban ideology (Busquet 2007a; 2007b; 2009) and its 
consequences. 
 
To put it differently, we address the question if political contemporary representations consider 
space as a mere instrument – as a means – or rather as a real challenge for social change. 
Therefore I describe the way space is used as a tool in contemporary public action, starting 
from the representations of the relationships between space and society, dating back in the 
70s, that led to the “politique de la ville” of the 80s. 
 
First of all, we explain briefly the French “politique de la ville”, its history and the context that 
witnessed its birth. In the second section of this paper, I identify the stakeholders that defended 
this policy and I analyze their ideas. This allows the study of the emergence of new slogans, 
such as “urban self-management” (“autogestion urbaine”) and “living environment” (“cadre de 
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Abstract: The French policy called “politique de la ville” that was institutionalized in the 
80s, aimed to manage social contemporary problems of low cost housing built by the state 
in the 50s and 60s at the peripheries of cities following grand schemes (“grands 
ensembles”). Based on the study of the actors of this policy since its beginnings and of its 
underlying ideologies, this article shows that these districts are managed at present 
following the same patterns of thinking as the ones that engendered them. Since the 60s, 
the criticism of these grand schemes of low cost housing carried on by slogans such as 
“living environment” and “urban self-management” determined an answer from public 
authorities. However, I argue that these responses used different terms but continued in 
fact on same track. An ideology of spatial determinism and an ideal of social mix span all 
French urban policies since the 50s, while the idea of urban participation appears and then 
fades away. These ideologies were and continue being inherent in understanding the 
relations between space and society. 
 
Key Words: urban space, living environment, urban policies, France 
 



 

 
 

 

vie”) in the 60s-70s. 
 
In the third section, I present the transfer of these ideas into action. I concentrate on the study 
of the ideology underlying this public policy, on the evolutions and adaptations of these 
systems of ideas in front of reality and practice and on their social and spatial consequences. 
 

From “grands ensembles” to “politique de la ville” 
 
The policy called “politique de la ville” appeared in France after the political left-wing wined the 
national elections, in the 1981. It is a multi-ministerial policy that essentially aimed to enhance 
positive aspects of “difficult” suburbs and districts, by managing the districts called “grands 
ensembles” planned by the former regimes. “Grands ensembles” are grand schemes of low 
cost housing, built from scratch and in a voluntary manner by the state, in the period of 
economic growth starting from the 50s up to the 70s (Dufaux, Fourcaut 2004). 
 
In this period the French state has built a very large number of dwellings in city peripheral 
areas that were not yet urbanized and that lacked urban utilities, pursuing a quantitative 
objective. If we simplify, the goal was to build fast a large number of dwellings at the lowest 
cost possible, in order to house work force, made up especially of immigrants and rural 
migrants attracted by the needs of industry. Large “grands ensembles” appeared and multiplied 
in this context (Dufaux, Fourcaut 2004). They were created and reproduced employing 
standardized construction techniques functionalist and rationalistic design principles inspired by 
the Charter of Athens. We should also remind the fact that these housing complexes were 
supposed to allow the mixing of middle class and workers. 
 
However, starting from the end of the 60s, in France especially the media started to talk about 
the “trouble of the suburbs” (“mal des banlieues”) referring to these neighborhoods: difficulties 
in cohabitation between different social classes, due to population distribution and housing 
policies (Chamboredon, Lemaire 1970), and a kind of boredom engendered by the 
functionalistic organization of space, by the lack of services, of leisure infrastructures – or, to 
put it shortly – lack of attractivity (Lefebvre 1960). 
 
As a consequence, in 1973 the French state stopped building “grands ensembles” (“Circulaire 
Guichard”, after the minister of construction Olivier Guichard). Moreover, during the 70s, the 
majority of the middle class inhabitants left these areas in order to acquire private houses, this 
tendency being encouraged by a new policy supporting individual housing. In parallel, the 
economic crisis of the 70s and the growth of unemployment struck these areas particularly 
hard, since they were increasingly inhabited by poor people living in buildings that grew old 
quickly. 
 
On top of all this, in the beginning of the 80s, the first riots of young people took place in the 
“grands ensembles” neighborhoods. It was in this general context that “politique de la ville” first 
appeared in the 70s, in an incipient phase, that was later institutionalized, in the 80s and 90s. 
 
Starting from the 80s, “politique de la ville” was divided into several components  (Dubedout 
1983). A first branch targeted specific “populations” in order to control crime in districts 
designated as being “sensitive”. This type of action that could be called police-enforced or 
repressive was followed by a socio-economic component in which emphasis was placed on 
education, public services, tax exemption for companies, in order to encourage employment in 
these districts. The third component was particularly urban and spatial. It aimed to link these 
suburbs to the city centers and to open up certain districts1). This involved an intervention on 
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the physical space as well as the revival of the social mix principle that was already present 
during the construction of “grands ensembles”. From that moment on the departure of the 
middle class had to be prevented by making these areas more attractive and more secure (for 
the population, as well as for companies). 
 
Shortly put, facing the obsolescence of these large social housing areas, in the last thirty years, 
the French state tried to repair, more or less successfully, what it has produced for two 
decades, since the 50s up to the 70s, in a former context of economic growth. 
 
So the French “politique de la ville” consists of a series of measures introduced in order to 
provide a remedy to social and economic problems, that are understood as isolated and 
confined in space: therefore this type of territorialized public action is resolutely spatial. And this 
characteristic leads to certain hidden effects, that I shall point out further on. 
 
But for a more detailed insight into this issue, we need to explore the complex sum of 
stakeholders that supported “politique de la ville” as well as their ideas. 
 

The actors of “politique de la ville” and their ideas 
 

At its beginnings, this policy was promoted by a small team of high civil servants and experts, 
graduates of the “Ecole des ponts” and of the National School of Administration (ENA), 
members of the elected local governments, NGO representatives, stakeholders coming from 
the social movement scene as well as of architects, to whom the authorities had granted the 
mission of reconnecting suburbs and cities2). Most of the actors who took part in the creation of 
this policy are still carrying it out at present. 
 
But from an ideological point of view, “politique de la ville” was created in the 80s through an 
infusion of dissenting ideas in the state apparatus, a process that had been taking place since 
the 70s. 
 
While it is true that an ideology guided “politique de la ville” at its origins, like all ideologies, this 
one was also constructed in opposition to another ideology (Mannheim 1929). But in this 
situation, I claim that we are facing continuity. 
 
In order to explain this, we need to go back to the 50s and 60s, when urban policies revealed a 
desire to reinforce the role played by the state in town planning and in the field of construction. 
This period was dominated by the state intervention policy applied by General De Gaulle based 
on a rationalist urban ideology. The large suburban areas and the type of housing they 
proposed – “grands ensembles” –, were based on the spatialist ideology, which is a sort of 
spatial determinism over social activity. This issue was studied by Jean-Pierre Garnier (Garnier 
2001) and Yves Chalas (Chalas 1997). This instrumentalist ideology is especially present in the 
case of architects and planners who conceive acting upon physical space as a way to 
transform society: “in order to change life and society, it is enough to change the city”. 
Colonizations as well as the former socialist systems in Central and Eastern Europe (who 
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 1) In the beginning of the 80s were created: for deliquency prevention in these districts, The 
National Council for Delinquency Prevention (“Conseil national de prevention de la délinquance” - CNPD); 
in order to remedy spatial problems, the “Mission Banlieue 89”; and against social problems, the 
Commission of Social Development of Suburban Districts (“Developpement social des quartiers” - DSQ). In 
1988 all these public bodies were brought together in a multi-ministerial authority (“Délégation                
inter-ministerielle à la ville” - DIV), and, later on, in an unique Ministry (“Ministère de la ville”), in 1990. 
 2) Roland Castro and Michel Cantal-Dupart, from the mission « Banlieue 89 ». 



 

 
 

 

intended to create the “new man”) were an experimental field for this ideology that, just as most 
utopias, requires strong and often authoritarian political power in order to be applied. In the 
French case it went hand in hand with the interests of a Gaullist power who whished to 
modernize France, its economy and society. 
 
This spatial determinist ideology integrated ideas of technical and architectural progress, of 
improved lifestyle and comfort, and combined these positive aspects with the need to offer 
accommodation to the entire French population.  
 
We can undoubtfully apply here the theory of Habermas stating that technical ideas, 
modernization and ideology are entangled (Habermas 1968). Technical ideas and the city are 
thus conceived as determining the evolution of society and as synonymous to the idea of 
modernity (Castells 1972).  
 
In the French case, this ideology developed on the premise of a prosperous society, and of a 
context in which slums, shantytowns and housing shortage were due to disappear. The 
ideology of modernity and of a strong central government has therefore seized urban issues 
and imposed its specific contents (Fourcaut 2002). 
 
However, in opposition to the essentially quantitative approaches (the fast construction of a 
large number of housing units during the housing crisis), critics developed more social 
arguments concerning the “grands ensembles”, that were more qualitative and referred to 
social unrest, degradation of social life, tedium, and improper housing. Some of the first critics 
of these housing complexes were sociologists and, as a consequence, urban sociology began 
to develop in France starting from the end of the 60s (Amiot, 1986). Based on the themes of 
“living environment” and “quality of everyday life”, it was particularly developed by Marxists and 
by public figures such as Henri Lefebvre (Lefebvre 1947; 1962; 1968a; 1970b).  
 
In parallel, social and urban movements were multiplying in France and they also started to 
contest the mono-functionality and the lack of community facilities of “grands ensembles”. 
These themes started a great deal of debate among the French “Second Left”. This was a non-
communist movement promoting self-management, that introduced in the 70s the urban issue 
into French institutional and political life, through bodies such as the Unified Socialist Party 
(“Parti Socialiste Unifié”- PSU), the French labor union called “Confédération française 
démocratique du travail” (CFDT), and the “Groupes d’Action Municipale” (Busquet 2007a).  
 
So French urban sociologists, members of the Second Left, participants in the social 
movements, as well as some of the left-wing catholic civil servants, began discussing about 
“urban self-management”. From the 60s on, these groups advocated for residents and city’s 
users to be taken into consideration in decisions and urban projects, along with their hopes and 
desires and, consequently, with their contributions. The idea of participation or of self-
management was therefore developed in the 70s in response to the city planning practices of 
the preceding Gaullist period that had been technocratic and state-controlled. This idea is the 
heir of “urban self-management” advocated in the May 1968 movement against the same 
grievances and that Henri Lefebvre is the theoretician in France. “Le Droit à la ville” (The Right 
to the City, meaning the right of inhabitants to “centrality”, to “take part and to be informed”, 
especially concerning the dominated class) (Lefebvre, 1968a) was claimed by Lefebvre in the 
same time as “self-management of urban life” (Lefebvre 1970a). These are moreover the 
slogans took over by urban struggles of the 70s, especially those concerning collective facilities 
in the new “grands ensembles”, quality of life in these districts, or the pure contestation of 
“grands ensembles”. 
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But the end of the 60s and the 70s were in France also the years when the term “living 
environment” (“cadre de vie”) appeared. It was related to that of “quality of life” in the cities and 
it was taken over by the “urban middle class” who protested against existing urban social life 
(Dagnaud 1978; Bidou-Zachariasen 1982). This term does not refer only to man’s physical 
environment but also to his social environment.  
 
“Living environment” commissions appeared afterwards in the left-wing political parties (PSU, 
French communist party, Socialist Party, etc.). The emergence of this term in political 
discourses denotes the new concern for the extensions of the dwelling, that are: its 
environment, neighborhood life, and, more generally, to urban issues from a more qualitative 
point of view (e.g. segregation, social life, esthetical qualities etc.). But “living environment” 
shows above all a change in scale in addressing social issues in the city, henceforth focusing 
on the individual and on the family. This approach is present in social sciences as well as in the 
field of politics.  
 
Later on, throughout the 70s, the successive right-wing French governments chose to 
increasingly rely on the participation of citizens and to go back to a qualitative town planning 
that was closer to “human scale” (D’Arcy, Prats 1985). The presidency of Valéry Giscard 
d’Estaing (1974-1981) opened thus the way to a series of laws meant to improve “the living 
environment” and living conditions, the quality of architecture, to reduce the scale of city-
planning and even to interfere in urban space from a social point of view.  
 
In this way, these measures broke away from the preceding period and recovered the slogans 
of the left wing and of the social movements. This led to the implementation in 1977 of the first 
“housing and social life” programs (“Habitat et vie sociale” - HVS), which are the first 
experiences of “Politique de la ville” that the left wing will institutionalize in the 80s.  
However, we should keep in mind that certain promoters of the Second Left had advocated 
these procedures previously, in 1973: they had participated in the HVS focus group set up by 
the government, aiming to improve social life in “grands ensembles” areas.  
In parallel, in 1974 a large number of Second Left members joined the new Socialist Party. It 
was as a result of this presence that, participation, self-management and new town planning 
ideas have been integrated into the party discourse, a fact that later on influenced considerably 
the decentralization of public policies of the 80s. Above all, they promoted the “politique de la 
ville”, that the socialists introduced following their accession to power at the national level.  
 
Therefore, we can argue that “politique de la ville” appeared at the convergence of different 
legacies coming from: leftist principles such as self-management, catholic thinking – through 
the intermediary of high civil servants (civil engineers, graduates of the ENA), of the Second 
Left, as well as urban sociology and social urban movements. 
 
Consequently an “urbanization” of the discourses and of the standpoints of the French Left is 
produced by the convergence of these new stakeholders and of these new themes that emerge 
in the context of the social urban movements of the 60s and 70s: the idea of “urban 
participation” – that maintains a close relationship to that of self-management promoted by the 
PSU and by a part of the extreme Left – and the idea of “living environment”, closely related to 
that of “everyday life”, employed by sociologists. These themes go together with a 
strengthening of contestations, as well as with emergence of more qualitative claims as 
opposed to more quantitative previous ones. But, above all, they allow for the urban space to 
acquire a special place in political thinking, by consolidating its presumed role in solving social 
urban problems. In this way, this perspective distorts the nature of urban space as well as its 
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potential: urban space is not only perceived as the support and the ground of public policies or 
of their contestations, but it acquires a first degree qualitative status from a social point of view, 
as well as political, i.e. in terms of power and democracy.    
At this point, I still need to discuss the ideology of “politique de la ville”, its application, its social 
effects and its evolution. 
 

The ideology of “politique de la ville” its application and evolution 
 
Starting with the “politique de la ville” of the 80s, the urban territory became a challenge for 
political discourses and for public action. 
 
But already in the 70s urban issues stated being dealt with at the local level of the 
neighborhood (Genestier 1999). Problems and their solutions became increasingly qualitative. 
A critique of authoritarian town planning led to another form of spatial determinist ideology. By 
assimilating local space as a social issue, this urban ideology implied that space was a 
challenge and determined collective identities which were generally defined in relation to their 
living environment, e.g. people living in shantytowns or in “grands ensembles”, etc. This 
logically led through to the leading idea of “politique de la ville”. 
 
The spatial component of this policy, that I’ve already mentioned, has led to the programs 
Mission Suburbs 89 (“Banlieue 89”) which, at the beginning of the 80s, promoted the 
reconnection of a certain number of territories, as well as urban renewal, housing improvement, 
renovation, demolition of housing blocks and towers. Furthermore, this policy led to the recent 
program of the National Agency in charge of Urban Renewal (“Agence nationale pour la 
rénovation urbaine” – ANRU).  
 
This program sets forth the demolition of the most dilapidated housing estates and their 
replacement with new ones, comprising more diverse types of housing units (detached homes 
and collective housing). However, in practice, as the former “grands ensembles” are destroyed, 
their residents are being relocated to social housing elsewhere. Hence the ideal of social mix 
has disappeared. In accordance with its underlying spatial determinist ideology, more emphasis 
is placed on spatial segregation than on the structural causes of exclusion. However, it is not 
enough to raze the old housing in order to solve social problems, that in this way are relocated 
elsewhere. The method applied here means to demolish and to find the simplest solutions 
available: pure spatial determinist thinking has thus been translated into public action, in a 
similar way as at the time these grands ensembles had been built. If in the 60s, by means of 
urbanism and architecture we wanted to change society, for about thirty years now, in France, 
we want to heal or to treat society by means of taking action on space. The agenda has 
changed but the way in which space, its relations with society and to social groups are 
conceived, remained the same.  
 
However, even when it deals with space – as in the case of urban renewal – or when it doesn’t, 
for thirty years “politique de la ville” has been translating social problems in spatial terms. 
Districts have been targeted in relation to zoning principles and this aspect has recently been 
reinforced by the concept of “priority geography” (“géographie prioritaire”). 
 
Taking as a starting point the morphological indicators (e.g. the presence of “grands 
ensembles”), as well as social and economic indicators (i.e. school dropout rate, crime, 
percentage of young people, of unemployed, of single-parent families etc.), precise territories 
have been pointed out and circumscribed. Then the state put forward the necessary funding in 
order to take action in these precise areas. It therefore targeted “neighborhoods” and 
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“problematic populations”. It sought to localize and to translate social problems in spatial terms, 
thus representing an expression of spatial determinism. Moreover, the result of this practice 
was the stigmatization of certain populations in relation to their location and to their socio-
demographical characteristics, and even more, regarding ethnic characteristics, as the French 
sociologist Sylvie Tissot pointed out (Tissot 2007). 
 
By means of urban renewal and zoning, spatial determinism has been perpetuated, and 
moreover reinforced, in “politique de la ville”, even if, as we have shown here, it was already 
present when the zones treated by this policy had been conceived. 
 
Similarly, we have already seen that social mix through housing, part of the “politique de la 
ville” principles, have been already present, at least in theory, in previous urban policies. 
  
However, the ideas of self-management or of participation, that have been dominant 
throughout the 70s and 80s (Hatzfeld 2005), have gradually disappeared, mainly after the 90s, 
in spite of a continuity of the actors present since the beginning of this policy. Since then, we 
have been witnessing a reinforcement of the role played by the state, as it multiplied measures 
and funds. In the 80s, “politique de la ville” was based on a contract between the state and 
local authorities. Therefore, the projects were generated by local initiative and were based on 
negotiations at different levels and on different scales (Gaudin 1993; Le Galès 1995). A 
“democratization” at the local level thus developed in parallel to an “urbanization” of politics and 
policies and to a “politicization” of urban issues (Busquet 2007a). 
 
Later on, after more riots and since the creation of “Ministère de la Ville” in 1990, a bureaucratic 
mechanism that strictly regulated all initiatives was put into practice. Nowadays, and especially 
since the creation of the National Agency for Urban Renewal (ANRU) in 2003, an extremely 
centralized administration is distributing public finances (Epstein 2005). The policy “politique de 
la ville” is nowadays conceived at the national level and is afterwards passed further on to local 
administrations. Ready-made solutions are proposed and the administrations pick one or 
another, without any diagnosis of specific problems.  
 
Along with all this, since the 80s, a change in the discourses dealing with “grands ensembles” 
has occurred. Initially, “politique de la ville” was pointing out the existent qualities of these 
“difficult neighborhoods” and their potential, based on the competences of the inhabitants, 
through the idea of participation. Nowadays, the discourse is more and more compassionate 
and negativist: these neighborhoods are presented as being socially homogeneous (Tissot 
2007). In a certain way, this idea goes along with a certain homogenization among “grands 
ensembles” and among their problems, since local contexts, be they social, economic or 
spatial, are being neglected. 
 
To sum up all this, three ideologies underlie urban policies of the 60s, as well as the following 
“politique de la ville”, even if they take up different forms: spatial determinism, social mix or the 
importance of state intervention. Opposing this last idea, the promoters of “politique de la ville” 
have proposed self-management, and afterwards the idea of participatory democracy. However 
this innovative idea did not last long. 
 

Conclusions 
 
A first couple of conclusions concern “politique de la ville” and territorial public action, and a 
third one regards urban ideology and space. 
 

Spatial Determinism and Territorial Public Action in France: Challenges and Evolutions 

73 



 

 
 

 

Firstly, concerning “politique de la ville”, I can argue that the aim of urban policy is at present to 
remedy problems related to the town planning heritage dating back to the Gaullist period, and 
to respond to the slogans and criticisms that dominated the end of the 60s and the urban social 
movements of the 70s. If left wing and urban sociological criticism have had any influence 
whatsoever on this policy, then it has been only indirectly. Their influence was conveyed by 
concepts and slogans, such as “participation” and “quality of everyday life”, that were imposed 
by urban sociologists, the Second Left and by urban social movements. Moreover, an ill-
defined set of stakeholders and slogans, rather than a set of ideas set a link between this 
criticism and its answers.  
 
Secondly, state intervention, in accordance with the wishes of local elected representatives, 
targeted territories rather than people. Thus spatial categorization of social groups and social 
categorization of spaces justify and legitimize public action. But this approach runs the risk of 
producing an amalgam, mixing people and built environment. This has, of course, as a 
consequence a strengthening of stigmatization of “sensitive” districts, or of districts presenting 
the risk of riots, that includes a stigmatization of the inhabitants of these districts.  
 
Finally, concerning urban ideology, despite changing and evolving discourses and methods, a 
continuity can be noticed between urban policies of the 60s and “politique de la ville”. The 
choice to treat social aspects through spatial features persists, even if the final objective is no 
longer the same. Space has therefore a dialectic status: it is always criticized and it always 
becomes the salutary tool in discourses and practices. As political instrument, urban space 
crystallizes contemporary political thinking and becomes a means for intervening on the social 
issues: in the past, by means of building activities, and nowadays, by razing former dwelling 
complexes. We can therefore ask ourselves if “politique de la ville” isn’t actually trying to 
manage the inherited “grands ensembles” by the same kind of thinking that engendered them. 
Spatial determinism, as well as social mix – principles that underlay the construction of grands 
ensembles from the 50s up to the 70s – are thus supposed to cure their problems, as well as to 
remedy contextual outcomes, such as riots, segregation and anomie of these suburban 
neighborhoods.  
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