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Abstract 
 

In this thesis I examine the ways in which residents of France's so-called 'banlieues' respond 

to everyday life in stigmatised neighbourhoods. Through a description of the processes at 

work in two housing estate neighbourhoods of the southern French city of Nîmes - Pissevin 

and Valdegour - and drawing upon an analysis of intensive interviews, I question the popular 

belief that residents of French banlieue-spaces come to internalise the stigmatic 

representations that are produced outside their place of residence. The overarching 

argument of the thesis is that, while it is clear that territorial  stigmatisation has long-lasting 

and pervasive consequences for banlieue residents, affecting their sense of self and their 

capacity for collective action, there are a number of ways in which the 'blemish of place' is 

challenged and the marks of neighbourhood stigma resisted. It is important to recognise the 

attempts that are made within French housing estates to displace or negotiate stigmatising 

gazes and to confront the labels that affix themselves to place. This thesis argues that there 

are a variety of counter-discursive attempts to reframe and to reclaim the representations of 

France's housing estates that leads to the affirmation of banlieue-identities. Within the 

banlieues, there are solid links between residents and place, as well as between the 

residents themselves. Strong efforts are deployed by associations, neighbourhood 

committees and grassroots organisations to actively challenge the stigmatic scripts that are 

imposed upon stigmatised neighbourhoods. However, this thesis also draws attention to the 

everyday tactics that residents enact in order to cope with territorial stigmatisation and its 

effects. These everyday practices allow for some to cope with the heavy burden of stigma 

while taking control of the 'neighbourhood space'. All of these tactics challenge and 'speak 

back' to the labels, the stereotypes and the stigmatising language that is produced at the 

level of urban planning. This leads to the vital rethinking of policies that aim to displace and 

disperse residents in the name of social mixing, as well as urban policy initiatives that equate 

renovation to the demolition of housing estates within French banlieues.  
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"Stigma is as much about the resistance of identities as the reduction of 

identities; it is a dialectical process of contestation and creativity that is 

simultaneously anchored in and limited by the structures of history, 

economics and power"  

Caroline Howarth, 2006 (p.450) 
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site of radical possibility, a space of resistance." 
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Chapter 1 - Introduction 
 

 

1.1 - Introducing the thesis 

 1.1.1 - Reading the 'ghetto' landscape in Nîmes 

 

“It is pretty simple really. Whenever I get home from work, I drive back and what 

do I see? Towers... blocks. They are ghettos. Really! I mean, you can see it from 

far away. It is the way they look.” 

 

Every morning on week days, this self-defined ‘Franco-French’ (franco-français) man drives 

to work some distance from the southern French city of Nîmes, where he resides. In the 

evening, he drives back and as he reaches the motorway exit on the outskirts of his home-

town, the first signs that he is nearing the city appear. During our discussion, he speaks of a 

horizon that is “tainted” by the two housing estate neighbourhoods (known as 'cités' in 

France) of Valdegour and Pissevin. The tall towers and the blocks of flats are instantly 

recognisable to him: they make him feel “uncomfortable” and states that he feels “scared”, 

especially since he explains that he has to drive along their outer edges on the way to his 

house. He talks of the fear that haunts him at a traffic light that “is well-known to be a place 

where car-jackings occur on a daily basis”. Like a lot of Nîmes residents he has heard many 

tales of drug-dealing, car thefts that fuel a local car-part market, social security fraud, 

polygamy and Islamic fundamentalism. Had he ever ventured into these neighbourhoods? 

Yes, he had been there at the beginning. He explains that this was a time when those that he 

describes as “franco-français like me" lived there too. Now, he thinks it unlikely that any 

non-resident of the estates would go. All you have to do, he says, is look at that landscape of 

tower-blocks and “if you are French, you’ll understand that these are no-go zones”. On the 

local level, he ‘knows’ that Pissevin and Valdegour are different from the rest of Nîmes, yet 

he also extrapolates to the national level, making the claim that these spaces and others like 

them are “no longer France”. The man's language is clearly marked by a racialising discourse 

that constructs the cités of Pissevin and Valdegour as located outside France and essentially 
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dominated by minorities. When confronted with the reminder that a great many residents of 

these housing estates were in fact born in France and that, as such, are the bearers of 

French citizenship, his response was to say that “if they are French citizens, why do they all 

have to live clumped together? Why don’t they mix with the rest of us?” This is an intriguing 

reminder that Frenchness does not necessarily go hand in hand with identity papers and that 

where one lives in France might also be a determinant of how French one is perceived to be. 

 

The description of this “eye-sore on the horizon” and the vocabulary that was used in 

connexion to it could have been spoken almost anywhere in France. French cités or 

banlieues (suburban areas)1 form a readable landscape throughout the country, connected 

to discourses of deviance and to what Nilüfer Göle has called a “social elsewhere” (2005: 

23). The semantic field that produces and contributes to urban stigmatisation is spoken and 

repeated throughout France in everyday discourses that participate in the construction and 

further estrangement of cité residents and of the places in which they live. Media attention 

of France’s banlieues has been ever increasing since the early 1980s but it has evolved to 

consider these places largely as security concerns or as a burden for the rest of the country. 

Bonelli (2008) recalls the evolution of media treatment of these places from one that 

regarded them as ‘neighbourhoods in need’ to one that labels them as ‘sensitive 

neighbourhoods’2 (quartiers sensibles). This has of course contributed to the consolidation of 

an understanding of the banlieues that is always negative. However, it would be wrong to 

assume that the media alone is responsible for enabling processes of labelling that have led 

French “neighbourhoods of exile” (Wacquant 1993: 369) to be framed as such. For almost 

three decades, urban policy has been shaping the banlieues in accordance with the evolving 

network of discourses that relate back to them. Statistics, mappings, naming, territorialised 

positive discrimination – all have generated the banlieue as a singular place in need of 

outside help and assistance (Dikeç 2006a, 2007a, 2007b; see also de Lafargues 2006; Longhi 

2012; Tissot 2004). Teresa Caldeira's work on the favelas in Sao Paolo (2000) stresses the 

importance of everyday conversations and 'common sense' in shaping the vision that non-

                                                           
1
 The problems involved in translation and in translating the word banlieue in particular are addressed in 

chapters 4 and 5. 
2
 Dikeç also illustrates this progressive move. Chapter 5 of Badlands of the Republic (2007a) is entitled “From 

‘neighbourhoods in danger’ to ‘dangerous neighbourhoods’: The repressive turn in urban policy” (pp.93-124). 
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favela residents come to understand in relation to these neighbourhoods. Similarly, Dulong 

and Paperman (1992) show that banlieues are (re)produced through a discursive repertoire 

that includes everyday conversations between non-residents of banlieues as well as rumour. 

Of course, the overall repertoire that contributes to stigmatisation is not restricted to 

naming, mapping, statistics and so-called 'common sense' understandings of these areas. 

Rather, it also involves films, literature, urban myths, the documentary genre, popular music 

- including rap - as well as those national associations that combat discrimination and racism 

(see Auzanneau 2010; Bordet 2001; Boucher 1998, 2001; Marx-Scouras and Khellaf 2009; 

Pégram 2011; Robine 2004; Tshimanga 2009). It is also important to stress that difference 

and Otherness are not only discursively constituted and that they are also felt and 

experienced (Ahmed 2002; Hubbard 2005; Topia-Kelly 2006). Indeed, difference is pressed 

upon bodies and these take form in the feelings that are perceivable when we encounter 

and have relations with Others (Ahmed 2005; Butler 1993; Saldanha 2010).  

 

 1.1.2 - After the riots... 

 

Such understandings take on a dramatic turn in the context of urban unrest - the émeutes 

(riots) - as they are discussed by the media, politicians and in the everyday discussions of 

those who do not reside in stigmatised banlieues, such as the respondent that I have quoted 

above. As I write these lines, it has been almost eight years since the urban unrest of 2005 

that had spread to so many of the so-called “banlieues”. During a period of three weeks, 

from the end of October, all the way into the month of November, cités became sites of 

extremely focused media attention. On the evening of the 27th of October three adolescents 

climbed over a wall and into an electric power substation in order to escape what they 

believed would be a police search. Two of them, Zyed Benna (17 years old) and Bouna 

Traoré (15 years old), subsequently died electrocuted. The third teenager, Muhittin Altun, 

was severely burned. As the news reports appeared on television and on the radio, a 

number of inhabitants of the town in which these youths resided, Clichy-sous-Bois, located 

to the north-east of Paris, headed for the streets. The news of the adolescents’ death spread 

like wildfire and by the 3rd of November, 15 of France’s major urban areas were 
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concentrating their police forces around different housing estate neighbourhoods in an 

attempt to contain the violence locally. Ultimately, over 300 of France’s towns were affected 

(Dikeç 2006b: 159; Lagrange 2006). 

 

Riva Kastoryano (2006) states that there was nothing intrinsically ‘new’ about these specific 

riots (see Bachmann and Le Guennec [1996] for a review of previous riots). This is a point 

that is supported by a number of researchers, including Mucchielli and Aït-Omar (2006) who 

demonstrate forcefully the extent whereby the rioters themselves were aware of a 

continuity in line with past periods of urban unrest. Ever since the 1981 ‘rodeos’ in a 

banlieue of Lyon 3, urban unrest in France’s cités has not been altogether uncommon4. This 

time however, three major differences could be noted. Firstly, it was apparent that the 

jeunes de banlieues 5, to use an expression which is commonly found in the press, were quite 

clearly intent on being heard (see Autain et al. 2006; Mucchielli and Le Goaziou 2006). 

Indeed, the duration and intensity of the urban unrest was unparalleled. From the 27th of 

October to the 16th of November a total of 10,000 cars were set on fire (Dikeç 2006b: 159) 

and during that time, the rioters torched official buildings such as schools and police 

headquarters, a bus depot as well as gymnasiums (Lagrange 2006: 38-41). The geographic 

dispersal of the events, which reached a large majority of banlieues and housing estates in 

France’s largest cities, also pointed to the fact that the unrest did not follow as a 

continuation of the preceding years that had tended to be more localised 6.  

 

The two other changes that were noticeable are in some ways difficult to dissociate. The 

heightened interest in these riots by the media came hand in hand with a level of 

exceptionally repressive force being deployed by the state. Whether on television or in the 

printed press, images of burning cars and of clashes between riot police and  banlieue 

                                                           
3
 The word ‘rodeo’ was coined by the media. It was intended to describe the summer of ‘joyriding’ that youths 

were accused of in the housing estate of Les Minguettes, in the banlieue of Lyon (Roché 2006: 137). 
4
 For a list of events that have occurred since 1981 under the label of 'urban unrest', see Mauger (2006b) and 

Waddington and King (2009). 
5
 ‘Suburban youths’, jeunes de banlieue, has become a shorthand expression to designate the younger 

inhabitants that live within housing estates, whether or not these cités are actually located in a suburban area. 
The expression is strongly connoted with visions of ‘inactivity’ and ‘violence’ (Lapeyronnie 2006: 215). 
6
 Bouamama (2007) notes that in some cases, such as the cités surrounding Lille, the areas had traditionally 

been described as calm. 
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residents came accompanied by shock headlines establishing comparisons with the Los 

Angeles riots of 1992 (Lauronen 2006). This latter evaluation led to a further understanding 

of urban unrest as in part motivated by racial exclusion and by an imagined hyper-

segregated minority whose affiliations differed from those of the ‘majority’ population. 

Nicolas Sarkozy, who was Minister of the Interior at the time, promised to rid the banlieues 

of the ‘raccailles’, a racialised word for scum. On top of this, re-readings of the events as 

‘Muslim riots’ caused by ‘polygamy’ 7 (Dikeç 2006b: 160; Sciolino 2005) led to a series of 

uncomfortable associations whereby the banlieues were described as ‘unintegrated’ and 

‘unassimilable’ areas, incompatible with the so-called ‘values of the French Republic’ (Castel 

2006). Other sources referred to these neighbourhoods as home to the French 'underclass' 

or 'sous-prolétariat' (The Economist 2005; Kokoreffe and Lapeyronnie 2013). Since 

November 2005, there have been several periods of localised urban unrest throughout 

France and they have all been accompanied by the same temporary media attention, 

political militaristic responses that had been deployed in previous years. The most recent 

took place in Trappes, a municipality located in the vicinity of Versailles. This was the result 

the identification check of a fully veiled woman by the police that turned sour when her 

husband and the officers clashed. Importantly, the riots were handled and decried in much 

the same way as any previously experienced unrest even as they took place under the newly 

formed government of Socialist Prime Minister, Jean-Marc Ayrault who distanced himself 

from the methods of previous centre right governments. None of these events have led to a 

genuine rethinking of the urban politics that are targeted at French housing estates although 

they should clearly be read as a sign of the failure of policy as it has been applied over the 

past thirty years (Bacqué and Denjean 2006). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
7
 This bizarre 'explanation' was first argued for by Hélène Carrère d’Encausse, a historian and member of the 

illustrious Académie Française. Worryingly, it was then given by France’s Minister of Labour, Gérard Larcher 

(Kokoreff 2008). 
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  1.1.3 - A semantics of war 

 

“I’m just saying that there are places where you cannot send three or four police 

officers wearing their uniforms. There are perhaps sixty, seventy... maybe eighty 

neighbourhoods... and we all know which ones they are. In these neighbourhoods, 

something drastic needs to be done. And to restore a rule of law that has completely 

disappeared, I have indeed talked about sending in the army.” 

François Rebsamen, Socialist mayor of Dijon and Senator of Côte-d’Or, 

Mots Croisés, France 2, 22nd of November 2010 

 

Firstly, it is interesting and important to note that, like the contemporary government, 

Rebsamen is a member of the Socialist Party (PS), which in France has historically been 

associated with a rather more social approach when dealing with the neighbourhoods 

known as the ‘banlieues’8. This suggests the slippage of this sort of language into common 

usage and common sense understandings. The message asks that the French ready 

themselves for the necessary militarisation of those neighbourhoods where the rule of law is 

said to be respected no longer. Indeed, French housing estates are increasingly constituted 

as 'outlaw areas' and no-go zones (zones de non-droit) in which the police can no longer 

operate as it should (Body-Gendrot 1996; Bonelli 2005; Dikeç 2007a; Fassin 2011; Jobard 

2005; Mohammed and Mucchielli 2006; Roché 2006; Wacquant 2008a).  

 

It is important to note that seven years after the “November riots”, political discourse has 

continued to evolve in ways that claim to promote the security of the many over the few. 

The 'racailles' of the cités are essentialised as those who terrorise, vandalise and deal drugs. 

In doing so, residents of housing estates are said to create enclaves that are out of state 

control and discussions incessantly repeat the problematic nature that such spaces 

represent as we are reminded that they exist within the French national territory. The idea, 

                                                           
8
 Olivier Masclet (2006) has shown how this association between ‘left-wing / social approach to the banlieues’ 

has in fact been deteriorating. His study of Gennevilliers over ten years shows that when potential and militant 

representatives of the banlieues neighbourhoods – often of the second or third generation of immigration – 

make themselves known, they are shunned locally by the left-wing parties, thus depriving the banlieues of 

political representation. 
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recently popularised by the sociologist Emmanuel Brenner (2002), that there exist “lost 

territories of the Republic” is not a new one but the means to achieve this goal are thought 

of in increasingly aggressive ways (Bonelli 2007; Bui-Trong 2003; Collovald 2001; Juhem 

2000; Khosrokhavar 2000; Lapeyronnie 2008; Mucchielli 2002; Ratouis and Boissonade 2006; 

Rigouste 2008). Contemporary depictions describe paramilitary police forces that attempt to 

take back parts of the city from the urban poor and for Hacène Belmessous (2010), there is 

no doubt that the state is operating as though it were actively at 'war' with territories that 

need to be re-colonised. Regular police racism and harassment has established the police 

forces as the oppressive arm of a surveillant state (Bigo 2003; Bousquet 1998). Certainly, 

recent activity and treatment of the problème des banlieues suggests the creation of 'spaces 

of exception' in which the rule of law is suspended and extraordinary measures are deployed 

both as a rule and as the norm. Banlieue residents are reduced to what Giorgio Agamben 

(1998; see also Rancière 2004) has referred to as 'bare life' in the eyes of judicial powers in 

that they are almost permanently deprived of many important rights. They are perpetually 

'outside the law' and the space in which they reside is constituted as requiring regular 

paramilitary patrols. These come hand in hand with the now 'ordinary' identity checks 

performed by the police at random on banlieue populations. These extraordinary policing 

methods are to be added to the drafting of a number of decrees that have found their 

application limited to housing estate neighbourhoods (such as the 2005 state of emergency). 

These are highly productive of territorial stigmatisation as they participate in the 

differentiation between spaces that are construed as law abiding in opposition to those in 

need of enforced lawfulness.  

 

Territorial stigmatisation is not a novel phenomenon. Whether in France or elsewhere, there 

are people who reside in places or a neighbourhoods that the dominant population would 

choose not to live in. Were the sociologist Erving Goffman to have described territorial 

stigmatisation, he would have argued that “normals” [sic] make a conscious choice not to 

settle in certain areas because these are mainly inhabited by the stigmatised fringes of the 

population, those who are constituted inside and outside the neighbourhood as deviants 

(Fyfe 2004; Damer and Hartshorne 1991; Ogien 2012). Slums, ghettos, favelas, bidonvilles 
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and cités: they all have in common that they are generally inhabited by some of the poorest 

and most marginalised members of a society (Agier 1999) 9.  

 

The stigmatisation that has framed and defined the French suburban areas known as the 

banlieues has a long history that is intertwined with migration, the rise of the Communist 

party (PCF), financial collapse, nineteenth century utopian thought, modernist architecture, 

urban planning, fears of the spread of Islam and the rise of the far-right Front National 

political party. It is a complicated process from which there is apparently little way of escape. 

A number of notable academics (Maurin 2004; Lapeyronnie 2008; Simon 1992; Touraine 

1991) have joined in with the alarmist discourses that banlieues are adrift and in need of 

revitalisation to prevent 'Americanisation'. This in turn feeds into the national 'psychosis' 

about security (Belhaj Kacem 2006) and promotes the necessity of resorting to demolition if 

we are to avoid the otherwise unavoidable movement towards the US ghetto (Mesnard and 

Plassard 2000; Zittoun 2004). 

 

The attitude of French society towards its peripheral cities, and housing estates more 

generally, has led Azouz Begag, the former Delegate Minister for equal Opportunities, to talk 

of a “semantics of war” (cited in R. Bacqué 2007). The tone of the moment is overtly 

provocative towards the younger residents of the cités who have shown their capacity to 

wreak havoc when pushed too far or when one “of their own”10 dies at the hands of the 

police. Some say that within these proto-political movements of urban unrest (Mauger 

2006b; Mucchielli and Le Goaziou 2006b), the stigmatisation of place seems to lead to 

feelings of ‘belonging together’ and of an ‘us’ fighting back against a dominating ‘them’11 

(Hadj Belgacem and Beaud 2010; Mbembe 2009; Sala Pala 2011). This is just one of the 

consequences of territorial stigmatisation that I am concerned to examine. An outline of the 

                                                           
9
 There are, of course, exceptions and Wacquant (2007a) has argued that the North American ghetto – much 

like the Venetian ‘campo gheto’ – is not defined by the poverty of those who reside within it since they can 

access the status of middle-class while being effectively locked into that space due to a lack of mobility. 

France’s banlieues are understood by Wacquant as places from which residents can - and do - move away from. 
10

 This is a formulation that might well have begun as constructed from outside but which has become 

absorbed in a pattern that I discuss in chapter 7. 
11

 The exact phrasing of "On est tous dans la même merde” (we are all in the same shit) is a sentence that I 

have heard from four different interviewees. 
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thesis will provide a deeper understanding of what this project is attempting to address and 

of what questions it will try to answer. 

 

1.2 - Outline of the thesis 

 

This thesis will inquire into the ways in which inhabitants of France’s stigmatised suburban 

areas respond to the representations of their neighbourhoods that are constructed through 

dominant discourses as well as state practices such as urban policy. Following Rob Shield’s 

definition, I understand these representations to be “complex formations of material, 

techniques and ideologies in which social practice is indissolubly linked to social thought and 

imagination” (Shields 1996: 228). The central research question of how residents respond to 

territorial stigmatisation in the French context is important in that it will provide answers to 

other questions: is there any way to avoid or undo stigmatisation of place once it has been 

constructed as such? If so, where might this renewal of representations come from? Social 

psychology is helpful in evaluating how individuals who carry marks of stigma, in a given 

place, at a given time, can often deal and cope with stigmatisation (Howarth 2006; Miller 

and Kaiser 2001; Miller and Major 2000). Sometimes the stigma is transposed into a source 

of individual or collective pride (Green 2009; hooks 1990a, 1990b), sometimes it is built upon 

and challenged (Campbell and Deacon 2006; Tyler 2013; Vienne 2005). However, 

stigmatising labels can also at times be internalised and incorporated (Croizet and Claire 

1998; Inzlicht et al. 2006; Shoham 1970). I understand this internalisation, to which I come 

back a numerous times, as the incorporation of cultural values, mores and motives of 

another group through learning and socialisation as well as identification.  The thesis will 

examine the ways in which the residents of Nîmes who live in Pissevin and Valdegour deal 

with territorial stigmatisation on an everyday basis, as a community, a group of individuals 

or simply by exercising their sense of self-worth in practices of everyday life. 

 

Chapter 2 provides a review of the relevant literatures that deal with stigmatisation and 

territorial stigmatisation more specifically. It also gives a reading of ways in which the 

complex notion of resistance has been defined and tries to reconcile this with the possibility 
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that territorial stigmatisation can be coped with and confronted in a number of ways. I look 

at what Wacquant (2006a, 2007b) means when he refers to territorial stigmatisation and I 

examine why he believes that this notion should be added to the original three types of 

stigma that are described by Goffman (1963). I also develop Pierre Bourdieu’s (1999 [1993]) 

notion of effets de lieu (place-effects) and the ways in which these have long term 

consequences that can result in social disqualification (Sélimanovski 2008; see also Paugam 

1991). Going back to the vocabulary of stigma and stigmatisation of place, I take a closer 

look at labelling theory and the potential that in stereotyping places negatively, self-fulfilling 

prophecies are produced in certain ways (i.e. the desire for certain banlieues residents to act 

‘in place’ by giving a performance of what they believe to be “expected of them” [Sauvadet 

2006: 68]). 

 

In the second part, I navigate through the various understandings of what it means to be 

stigmatised. I ask who has the power to stigmatise and why stigmatisation occurs. After a 

reminder of the fact that Durkheim believed those who carry a stigma to be a consolidating 

factor for a sense of community to be reinforced, I take a closer look at Erving Goffman’s 

seminal book, Stigma: Notes on the management of a spoiled identity (1963). Readings of 

what Goffman (1963: 14) has explored in relation to the disabled (“abominations of the 

body”), frowned-on character traits (“blemishes of the individual character”) and of the 

“tribal stigma of race” have largely influenced a vast literature in social psychology. The 

contribution to the study of stigma has been important from this latter field and I show how 

these analyses can be useful to urban geography. I examine the work that has been done by 

geographers on territorial stigmatisation and show how a better reading of social 

psychological works, among others, can open up avenues to think about resistance to the 

marks of stigma, a process that this thesis argues does occur in the peripheral 

neighbourhoods of our cities. 

 

An historical overview of the ways in which territorial stigmatisation has been expressed in 

the nineteenth century geographical imaginations (Driver 1988, 1993; Donadey 1996; Dyos 

1967; Dyos and Reeder 1973; Foucaut 1993; Masclet 2008) will lead me to consider the ways 

in which the 'blemish of place' works today in a variety of national contexts (Agustoni and 
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Alietti 2009; Caldeira 2000; Goldstein 2003; Perlman 2010; Poupeau 2007; Pred 2000; Slater 

and Anderson 2012) including, of course, the North American ghetto (Wacquant 2008a). The 

racialisation of space will also be examined as a potential source of stigmatisation (K. 

Anderson 1991, 2002; de Laforcade 2006; S. Smith 1993). Once again, these investigations 

will be partly historical, in particular with regard to the ghettos of the USA that have been 

studied since the 1920s (see Salerno 2007). 

 

The third chapter is a discussion of the methodology and of the methods that I have used in 

order to conduct my research. It is intended to explain why I have chosen Nîmes as a specific 

research site rather than examining the neighbourhoods of a ‘paradigmatic’ city such as 

Paris, Lyon or Marseille. I attempt to describe the merits of the ethnographic research that 

was accomplished during a total of approximately one year. I account for my interpretivist 

methodological stance and describe the openings that this has produced in conducting the 

research and analysing the gathered data. I explain why semi-structured interview 

techniques are most suited to the understanding of the meanings that residents and non-

residents of housing estates produce or reproduce about the places in which they reside. I 

also explain why I decided to interview neighbours of housing estates and a number of 

people in charge of urban policy or of the housing estates at the town hall level. A further 

section of the chapter is intended to highlight the ethical issues involved in studying 

stigmatised places. Approaching these places and naming them is potentially a contribution 

to stigmatisation and I address the possibility that it reinforces the understanding of such 

neighbourhoods as places that are out of ‘the norm’. Questions of power arise when we 

consider one’s role as researcher and I will demonstrate that I have considered them and 

attempted not to erase the voices of the respondents or to misrepresent what it is that they 

were actually trying to say. This partly explains the sometimes lengthy chunks of text which I 

have taken from my interview transcripts.  

 

Chapter 4 focuses on the history of France’s disenfranchised suburban areas and housing 

estates from the time of their construction to the contemporary period. I retrace the spread 

and the construction period that launched the Habitations à Loyer Modérés (low rent 

housing), known via the acronym as HLMs, as a response to terrible housing conditions and 
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an enormous demand in housing after the Second World War. I point to the fact that these 

were originally designed partly as a response to the lack of hygiene in many city-centres that 

had, since the late nineteenth century. In the 1970s and 1980s, as immigrants were 

increasingly moved out of the shantytowns or bidonvilles, upward mobility meant that the 

working-class residents of the newly constructed cités moved to pavillons (small suburban 

private homes) near the blocks where they had once lived12. Their departure from the 

housing estates at a time of intense economic crisis led to the further marginalisation of cité 

residents. I also look at urban policy and public debates about French banlieues. Both 

highlight the ways in which the banlieue has been constructed as an entirely separate social 

space and how the term banlieue has come to mean something that is in all respects 

different from its original meaning.  

 

Chapter 5 focuses on the Pissevin and Valdegour neighbourhoods that are located in Nîmes. 

Although they were presented as magnificent apartment complexes with large flats and 

central heating in the 1960s (see Arsène-Henry 1969, 2000), they are now the ‘beneficiaries’ 

of a whole array of urban policies, affecting everything from educational policies to transport 

services. They are officially recognised as ‘Sensitive Urban Zones’ (henceforth, ZUS) and are 

thus subject to intense scrutiny and outside control from the state, the region, the 

municipality and the administrative division known as the département. 

 

In chapter 6, the first of two fairly large empirical chapters aimed at detailing my research 

data, I examine the negative representations of Pissevin and Valdegour and the ways in 

which these have partly been internalised by residents of the estates. I begin with an 

exploration of how the stigma is produced through everyday discussions and the inherited 

social constructions of those who live in Nîmes more generally. Interviews that were 

conducted with neighbours to the cités as well as nearby shop-owners expose the feelings of 

fear and contagion. They also reveal the expected effects that Pissevin and Valdegour have 

on land property and on Nîmes' reputation as a touristic city. I relate a number of resident 

                                                           
12

 This evolution is discussed in Cartier et al (2008) in their investigation of the pavillonaire society. This is a 

study of the neighbours of large housing estates, some of which I have interviewed and quoted in this thesis, in 

chapter 6. 
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participants' narratives of everyday life in Pissevin and Valdegour and I show that residents 

themselves can at times be impregnated by anxieties that are to do with the negative 

representation of their home neighbourhood. This chapter is partly concerned with revealing 

some of the "strategies of mutual distancing and lateral denigration" that are discussed by 

Wacquant (2008b: 116).  

 

Chapter 7 leads us to think about the myriad ways in which territorial stigmatisation is coped 

with and contested through everyday understandings, actions and performances. The 

chapter illustrates the ways in which interviewees - whether residents of Pissevin and 

Valdegour, or non-residents with regular contact with these estates - have responded to and 

sometimes actively challenged territorial stigmatisation. I begin with a brief theoretical and 

conceptual exploration of caring for stigmatised cities. I then explore the organisational and 

associational responses to the housing estates of Pissevin and Valdegour. This enables me to 

draw upon a considerable number of interviews that were conducted with both residents 

and non-residents of the housing estates who were engaged in the associations. This 

includes salaried employees and volunteers. Those who engage with stigma through care 

include social workers and this chapter details some of their hopes and expectations as well 

as their frustrations. A third sub-section addresses the ways in which the idea of stigma itself 

is challenged by some residents who do not recognise the reasons for stigmatisation and live 

life without the anxieties that sensitive neighbourhoods are thought to create. Fourth, I look 

at the grassroots organisation that is taking place in Pissevin and Valdegour and that is in 

part aimed at challenging stigmatisation. I followed members of two neighbourhood 

committees that operate in Pissevin and Valdegour and I relate the different ways in which 

they tackle stigmatisation.  

 

The final parts of this last chapter examine the ways in which programmatic ways in which 

the city should be used regularly unravel and fall apart. For brief moments, this leads to a 

temporary breaking up of the control that is exercised over the territory and of its user. I 

have chosen to focus on the ways in which the cités of Pissevin and Valdegour are constantly 

responding to the stigmatising representations which constitute them and their 

neighbourhood. The everyday tactics of speaking back to the urban planner and to the ‘view 
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from above’ are substantial but all of them lead to a questioning and a challenging of readily 

understood notions of ‘Frenchness’. The fact that many residents of Pissevin and Valdegour 

feel strongly attached to their places of residence should encourage us to rethink traditional 

republican notions of integration and beg the questions: integration where, and into what?  
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Chapter 2 - Resistance to the stigmatisation of place  

 

2.1 - Introduction 

 

   Quand tout l'monde dort tranquille         When everyone is fast asleep 

Dans les banlieues dortoirs     In the residential banlieues 

C’est l’heure où les zonards     It is time for the zonards13 

Descendent sur la ville      To descend upon the town 

Qui est-ce qui viol’ les filles     Who is it who rapes the girls 

Le soir dans les parkings ?     At night in the parkings? 

Qui met l’feu aux buildings?     Who sets fire to the buildings? 

C’est toujours les zonards     It is always the zonards 

Alors c’est la paniqu’ sur les boul’vards.    Then it’s panic on the boulevards. 

 

 ‘Quand on arrive en ville’, Starmania, words by Luc Plamondon (1976) 

 

 

These lyrics are part of a song that appears in the second act of Starmania, a Franco-

Quebecois rock opera written in the mid-1970s. Before his death in 1986, it was sung by 

Daniel Balavoine and it was intended to describe the ‘descent’ onto the city centre of a 

group of violent suburban gang-members in the not-too-distant future. Inscribed within 

these lyrics is the violence, the image of chaos and the representation of a core and its 

dangerous periphery. This type of imagery commonly haunts the stigmatized 

neighbourhoods that have come to be known generically as the banlieues. It is through texts 

such as this one, mundane as they may seem, that the banlieues are today constituted as 

                                                           
13

 This is a familiar term that is linked to the idea of the banlieue as ‘zone’ (Fourcaut 1993). Zonard, or 'zoner', 

can thus be equated to banlieue resident. The word zone has also been transformed into a verb: to zone, zoner, 

is a colloquial way to mean 'hanging around', signifying as it does that banlieues residents do just that all day. 

This is, as I show in chapter 3, inherited from the language of urban policy that has instituted the notion of la 

zone (sensitive, priority education, priority urbanisation, etc...) with reference to specific neighbourhoods (see 

Vulbeau 2002). 
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places of insecurity. Although the banlieues have not always been represented in the 

singular form – as 'la banlieue' instead of the plural, 'les banlieues' – the images that 

accompanied portrayals of the working class peripheries that gradually took shape around 

France’s larger cities from the Industrial Revolution onwards have practically always been 

loaded with connotations of marginality and constituted as threats (Fourcaut et al. 2007). 

The smog and the absence of paved streets have been depicted in the artistic portrayals of 

painters, while now classic texts of famous writers established links between harsh 

environments and the lives of residents. For the characters of Emile Zola’s novels, alcohol 

abuse and disease are associated evils that come with the burden of living in industrial 

banlieues and Louis-Ferdinand Céline’s suburban dwellers rarely see the sun from their grey 

towns and their muddy, filthy homes (see Papieau 1997).   

 

There exist a number of works that deal explicitly with the representations that have led to 

the image of a homogeneous banlieue, separate and different from its city of attachment 

(Adell and Capodano 2001; Amorim 2002; Faure 2006; Fourcaut 1993; Ireland 2004; Rey 

1996). Others have expressly written about the differences between areas described and 

designated as banlieues while pointing to the diversity (of ethnic background, age or income 

levels) that exists within each of these spaces (Pan Ké Shon 2010; Paquot 2008; Vieillard-

Baron 1998, 2005, 2008). There is also an important body of literature that focuses its 

attention on cités - housing estates - that are located in the Parisian banlieues. Within these 

incredibly different cities and their neighbourhoods, specific housing estates have become 

important hubs of scrutiny. For instance, Wacquant (2008a), Sauvadet (2006), Jamin (2004) 

and Avery (1987) all worked on the Cité des 4000, a housing estate in La Courneuve to the 

North of Paris, that seems to have become a paradigm for thinking stigmatisation, the 

effects of urban policy, youth violence and socialisation in 'poverty neighbourhoods'. 

Although the Parisian banlieues are upheld as paradigmatic examples and sites from where 

generalisations can be made about other areas, some scholars have attempted to push our 

attention to the housing estates of the 'Province', a term that designates any place outside 

the Parisian region, urban or otherwise. Dikeç (2007a) conducted fieldwork in the banlieues 

of Lyon, Villechaise (1997, 2000) in those of Bordeaux, Begag (1995) in Avignon and Bekouchi 
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(1984) in housing estates located outside Nantes. In all of these texts, stigmatisation is 

deciphered and explained historically.  

 

There have also been comparative perspective on territorial stigmatisation in France. For 

instance, Bacqué and Sintomer (2001) provide a study of neighbourhood affiliation and 

disaffiliation in two banlieues towns located outside the city of Paris. Of great importance for 

this thesis, the previously cited works all focus their attention on housing estates that are 

located within 'real' banlieues. The researchers spent time in cités that are found in towns 

within the suburban periphery of a larger city. As such, Nîmes' housing estates stand out as 

they are located within the administrative limits of the city and as such, they count as 

housing estates but not banlieues, even if they are constituted as such14. A similar type of 

configuration can be found in Marseille, and Direche-Slimani and Le Houérou (2002), K. 

Mitchell (2011) and Roudil (2011) have helped to explain the interactions and relationships 

between the Mediterranean city, its internal cités and the residents of these places. My 

hope is that my thesis will provide a contribution to this type of literature while moving away 

from well known examples such as Marseille that count as paradigmatic when it comes to 

studying housing estate neighbourhoods located within large cities. 

 

To be stigmatised is to carry a burden, it is to bear a mark (Goffman 1963) or a label (Becker 

1991 [1963]). Fundamentally, to be stigmatised means that one is defined and perceived to 

be different and thus excluded from full acceptance in society. Stigmatised individuals and 

groups are often marginalised and cast out of society's most visible places. The policies that 

they inspire can only confirm this fact. A first step in our understandings of place and stigma 

needs to consider the idea of being out of place. For instance, Don Mitchell (1997) has 

examined anti-homeless laws in the United States that make begging and panhandling illegal 

in certain spaces. Neil Smith (1996) has commented on the eviction of over fifty homeless 

people from Tomkins Square Park, making the argument that sites reserved for the affluent 

are being ‘cleansed’ of those who do not fit in. He speaks of ‘revanchism’ when he describes 

the heavy handed policing and often violent attacks on the homeless ‘others’, actions that 

                                                           
14

 This is discussed in chapter 4. 
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are described as allowing for increased neighbourhood security. Studies such as these have 

greatly expanded our understandings of what happens to the stigmatised 'others' when they 

are not in their 'right' place, often leading to metaphorical descriptions of 'out-of-placeness' 

(Cresswell 1997: 334). Geography is ideally suited for helping to expose the complex 

relations between people and place that end up creating situations where individuals are 

excluded from specific spaces, and a great many contributions have enabled our better 

understanding of these dynamics (e.g. Cresswell 1996; Herbert 2011; Kitchin 1998; Németh 

2006; Sibley 1981, 1992, 1995; S.J. Smith 1987, 1993; Takahashi 1997; Takahashi el. 2002; 

van Kempen and Özüekren 1998). 

 

The work of social psychology has also greatly contributed to our uncovering why and how 

individuals and groups come to be stigmatised. Whether as in the above examples, because 

they are homeless (Phelan et al. 1997), drug-users (Room 2005) or because they are known 

to be carriers of disease (Herek and Glunt 1988), people in these studies inevitably come to 

experience spaces in which they are not welcome and at times, they retreat into areas 

where they are less burdened by the marks of stigma that they carry. Studying the bearers of 

stigma requires careful attention to the ways that the often devastating consequences can at 

times be managed and to how the stigmatised cope with everyday life. Similarly, conduct 

that is deemed inappropriate in public places leads us to consider those who perform these 

actions whatever they may be. This, in turn, leads us to consider the marginalised who 

occupy space and resist the spatial assignment that they believe to have been imposed upon 

them (Cumbers et al. 2010; DeVerteuil et al. 2009; Flusty 2000; hooks 1990; Pardo 1998; 

Savransky 2012; Young 2003). In this light, it is important for social science to consider the 

possibility that this weight may be unloaded, displaced, negotiated, forgotten, inversed and 

even resisted. It is important to ask whether the stigmatised move beyond the categories 

that are attributed to them by dominant groups. I ask whether it is conceivable that 

stigmatised individuals or groups can transform a label that outsiders have constituted as 

negative into a mark that is given subjective value as a source of pride. 

 

This chapter aims to establish a conceptual framework in order to best analyse the 

ethnographic data that I introduce in the empirical chapters of this thesis. I introduce a 
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number of concepts and theoretical insights that can be useful in both explaining how 

stigmatisation comes about and how it can be negotiated by those who are its victims. The 

purpose is not to present a 'populist' version of resistance to stigmatisation (see Tilly 1991) 

but rather to elucidate the various ways in which the idea of resistance has been deployed in 

academic writings. This has relevance to the study of territorial  stigmatisation and its 

consequences since it will help to highlight that the victims of negative labels are not passive 

victims. As I have already stated, it is most definitely not my ambition to paint a rosy and 

idealised picture of stigmatised populations who possess the power to break with stigmatic 

representations. Indeed, I am concerned not to paint a portrait of marginalised populations 

that would stand alongside theoretical elaborations of 'resistance-as-victory'. The thesis 

examines the various ways through which people live with and sometimes try to displace the 

burden of territorial stigmatisation. The conceptual contribution of the thesis begs us to 

move beyond deterministic academic depictions of the urban poor as essentially powerless 

in the face of neoliberal urbanism. However, it does not advance the idea that the 

negotiation of stigma is in itself enough. As such, this chapter brings to light the often 

controversial and conflicting theories that can serve as a basis for understanding both the 

foundations of stigmatisation and the agency of populations who are its targets. I wish to 

explore the variety of approaches that have contributed to current understandings of agency 

in the face of unequal power relations (e.g. A. Allen 1999; McNay 2000; Pégram 2011). 

Although references to several geographical locations will be made in order to push through 

the idea that territorial stigmatisation is an important issue in every context, I will make 

more frequent reference to the French so-called banlieues and to the housing estates that 

are located within them. 

 

The first major part of the chapter examines the meaning of stigmatisation as it has been 

discussed and understood through a variety of social scientific disciplines. I also review some 

of the literature that has led to the study of territorial stigmatisation and talk about the 

intellectual context in which these approaches were produced. The idea of territorial 

stigmatisation carries with it an understanding that some cities or places within a city are 

regarded as 'different' (Fincher and Jacobs 1998), 'Other' (Huyssen 2008), or ‘on the margins’ 

(Shields 1992), and this has lead a number of geographers, with their interest in space and 
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place, to study these multiple geographies of exclusion and the symbolic dimension of urban 

marginality (Johnson and Coleman 2012; Sibley 1995). The final part of this chapter 

addresses the highly controversial concept of resistance. In order to make clear that my 

analysis of the empirical data was not conducted with a lens that 'romanticises resistance' 

(Abu-Lughod 1990; see also Brown 1996; Ortner 2006: ch. 2), I will discuss the possibility of 

contesting stigmatisation through transgression, subversion, negotiation and coping in the 

context of the everyday. Resistance to stereotypes and abjection of the revolting 'other' has 

been astutely investigated by Imogen Tyler (2013) and this reminds us that the 'Other' is not 

mute (see Nader 2010). Here,  I refer to Lüdtke's (1986, 1996, 2000) notion of Eigensinn 

(obstinacy), James C. Scott's (1989, 1990) notion of 'hidden transcripts' and Katz's (2004) 

"three R's" of 'resilience', 'reworking' and 'resistance' to show that there is scope to discuss 

acts that challenge stigmatic representations without necessarily considering that these will 

lead to emancipation (e.g. Tyler 2013; Vienne 2005). I explain that, although the idea of 

'rituals of resistance' has been criticised, there is still space to talk of the negotiation of 

stigmatic representations which allow for the urban poor to be considered as active agents, 

even as these negotiations do not necessarily free them from the constraints of stigma. 

Notwithstanding, these everyday actions, rewritings of the common sense texts that 

determines what is and isn't outside the norm, provide spaces of symbolic resistance to the 

victims of stigmatisation. 

 

2.2 - Stigma and stigmatisation 

 

This section is comprised of three parts. The first traces the origins of the idea of stigma and 

briefly examines conceptualisations of it. In the second part, I look at stigma and deviance 

and argue that, although there are minor differences between the meanings of each term, 

they are both in part constituted in order to reproduce the solidarities that exist within the 

dominant or majority group. The 'Other' that mainstream society and constructed 

'communities' rely upon in order to redefine their collective selves elicits feelings of fear and 

anxiety. This explains the fixating of moral boundaries between an 'us' and a 'them'. 

However, it is also argued that 'Others' lead to a certain level of fascination and desire, in 
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part because of their vital role in providing a basis for societal solidarity. This ambivalence is 

the topic of the third part of this section. 

 

 2.2.1 - The mark of stigma 

 

In Ancient Greece, stigmas were the burden of slaves, criminals or traitors. Their skin would 

be marked with a tattoo or a burn, thus rendering their status visible to all within that 

society. They would be condemned to walk among the non-stigmatised as ‘Others’ and 

outcasts. Erving Goffman (1963: 11) states that the bodily signs were intended to “expose 

something unusual and bad about the moral status of the signifier”. These bodily signs 

would give immediate social information about a person and the attribute would disqualify 

the individual from the public sphere (Göle 2005: 122). These marks have a certain loaded 

significance that is important for how we conceptualise stigma today: it is easy to imagine 

that those bearing the stigma would have attempted to hide them from public view 

whenever possible. Today 'stigma' has lost its original meaning and is applied more to “the 

disgrace itself than the bodily evidence of it” (Goffman 1963: 11). However, this does not 

imply that stigmatising attributes cannot be hidden, and indeed, they frequently are (Dovidio 

et al. 2000; Frable et al. 1998; Howarth 2006; Inzlichet et al. 2006; Quinn 2008). 

 

Goffman’s frequently referenced analysis makes note of the fact that there are three types 

of stigma. He lists these as the ‘abominations of the body’ (physical deformities), ‘blemishes 

of the individual character’ (alcoholism, homosexuality, unemployment, mental disorders or 

radical political beliefs) and the “tribal stigma of race, nation, and religion, these being 

stigma that can be transmitted through lineages and equally contaminate all members of the 

family” (Goffman 1963: 14). Since the publication of his seminal work, the social sciences 

often refer to the idea of stigmata, of stigma and stigmatisation when referring to a part of 

the population that is excluded, not recognised or humiliated through regular stereotyping, 

verbal violence and cultural prejudices (Heatherton et al. 2000). Stigma has been related to 

negative evaluations of personal characteristics, although it is not synonymous with them 

(Dovidio et al. 2000: 4). Frable (1993) has compared stigmatisation to the notion of 
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‘marginalisation’ and Archer (1985) has highlighted the strong links that the concept has 

with that of ‘deviance’. For Crocker, Major and Steele (1998), “stigmatized individuals 

possess (or are believed to possess) some attribute, or characteristic, that conveys a social 

identity that is devalued in a particular context” (p.505, my emphasis). Finally, Bernat and 

Davidio (2000) state that the major negative impact of stigmatisation has little to do with the 

mark itself and the physical manifestation of it, but its consequences are both essentially 

psychological and social. Here, I will argue that they are also spatial and material.  

 

Irwin Katz (1988) wrote one of the seminal works on stigma from a social psychological 

perspective. From this initial work, different focuses have emerged within the discipline, on 

race (Twenge and Crocker 2002), gender (Brown and Pinel 2003), class (Croizet and Claire 

1998), sexual preference (Herek 2000), disability (Hebl and Kleck 2000; Thomas 1978), 

mental illness (Crisp et al. 2000), homelessness (Phelan et al. 1997), age (Zebrowitz and 

Montepare 2000), divorce (Gerstel 1987), and alcohol and drug use (Room 2005). There 

have also been successful attempts to conduct meta-analyses that include several of the 

stigmatised categories in an effort to decipher the links between identities and social 

category systems. Deborrah Frable (1997) has thus attempted to move beyond the idea that 

each stigmatised group might systematically exclude others. She adopts a longitudinal 

methodology that gives space to the multiple identities of individuals and groups. Her work 

insists on the fluid and multidimensional nature of racial, sexual, ethnic, gender and class 

identities. This approach is very much at the heart of Goffman’s Stigma (1963), which covers 

a multitude of categories of stigma in an effort to decipher how these are concealed or 

managed, but also ‘adopted’ in a manner that one might refer to as pride. 

 

The sources of societal condemnation that are listed above demonstrate that whatever the 

reasons for stigmatisation at any given time, they are all constituted as such within a 

particular context. All marks of stigma have socio-historic roots15. Indeed, ‘attributes of 

                                                           
15

 There are stigmas that can be found in most human cultures and groupings and these include the attributes  

of being a “poor partner for social exchange” (e.g. a convict), carrying a parasitic infection (e.g. leprosy or any 

other type of physical deformation and (importantly), “being a member of an outgroup that can be exploited 

for ingroup gain” (Major and O’Brien 2005:395). 
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stigma’, as Goffman calls them, change and evolve over time. Gerhard Falk (2001) has said of 

stigma that it “has a temporal quality. This means that something stigmatized at one time 

may not be stigmatized at another time” (p. 25). Social psychologists agree that the 

stigmatising process is relational and contextual, and they contend that a condition labelled 

as discrediting or deviant by one person may be viewed as benign and "a charming 

eccentricity" by another person, at another time or in another place (Jones et al. 1984: 5; 

Frable 1993, 1997). 

 

Regardless of when it develops, stigma is an attribute that is deeply discrediting and that 

reduces those who bear it “from a whole and usual person to a tainted, discounted one” 

(Goffman 1963: 3). Society regards an individual or a group as deviant and/or different and 

“the reaction of others spoils normal identity” (ibid.). The idea of stigmatisation resulting in 

an ultimately ‘spoiled identity’ is a central one for Goffman. It implies that the stigmatised 

person is disqualified from full participation and full social acceptance in society or within a 

specific in-group (see also Falk 2001: 20; Levin and van Laar 2008).  

 

In their attempt to conceptualise stigma, Link and Phelan (2001) discuss the difference 

between a form of stigma with adverse affects and one that does not affect the stigmatised 

group or individual. Their claim is that stigmatisation cannot occur without power relations. 

Their example is that of a clinic for people with “a serious mental illness”. In this 

environment, the doctors have the power to make reference to 'patients', using a term that 

is itself a label that then allows for further labelling and control. However, labelling by the 

group of patients of a member of staff as an incapable pill-pusher who doesn’t deserve 

conversation does not have lasting effects on this person: “The patients simply do not 

possess the social, cultural, economic, and political power to imbue their cognitions about 

staff with serious discriminatory consequences” (Link and Phelan 2001: 376; see also Philo 

2007). The key is that discriminatory practices that are the consequences of stigma are the 

result of taken-for-granted social categorisations of the world (see Foucault 2003). Whether 

or not a staff member in a clinic is the subject of mocking by mental health patients does not 

constitute a form of discrimination. Denying access to certain types of employment to those 

who have been constituted as 'disable', or when their access to buildings is limited by the 
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architecture that was designed by non-disabled people, discrimination is more evident and 

the social consequence are immediately observable (Hansen and Philo 2007; see also Fine 

and Ash 1988; Hebl and Kleck 2000). Ultimately, social psychology has provided extremely 

useful data relating to how people cope under conditions of stigmatisation. Researchers in 

the discipline certainly stress the negative 'stigma effects' that affect both the ego and the 

capacity for self-definition that come hand in hand with stigmatisation (Inzlicht et al. 2006). 

However, research results also stress the ability that agents have of manipulating certain 

psychological structures. These works should be read alongside geographical literature on 

marginality and the ascription of spatial identities as they open the possibility that negative 

representations of neighbourhoods can, at the very least, be negotiated by those who live 

inside them.  

 

 2.2.2 - The stigmatised other and societal solidarity 

 

Norms are now understood as social and cultural constructs (Geertz 2003 [1973]). This leads 

to an understanding of deviance, like stigma, as a condition that is situated in time and 

spatially located. At any one time, non-conformance to a set of norms will lead individuals or 

groups to be perceived as deviant. Thus, a mental health physician in an 'asylum' is in a 

position to, and has the right to, attach labels to his patients. Labels such as 'mentally ill' 

constitute people as 'abnormal', and as such, position patients in situations of deviancy 

(Goffman 1991 [1961]; see also Hacking 2004). Indeed, anyone considered as 'sick' or 'ill' 

stands outside the established norm and is thus categorised and labelled through the mark 

difference, even a temporary one. Stigmatisation occurs when a deviant attribute leads to 

the devaluing or 'tainting' of an individual or group. Being associated to the attribute can 

often lead to the rejection of the stigmatised from society. The negative stereotypes that are 

ascribed to the deviant attribute lead to discriminatory attitudes and prejudiced behaviours 

that further reinforce the social unacceptability of the stigmatised (Scheyett 2007; see also 

Jones et al. 1984).  

 



34 

 

The high levels of unemployment of youths residing in French housing estates is an 

illustration of this. They are said to lead deviant lives because they live in stigmatised 

neighbourhoods and are unemployed: as such they stand outside the 'norm'. As a result of a 

series of discursive practices that are inextricably linked to relations of power, negative 

stereotypes affix themselves to both the neighbourhood and to the youths. Determined 

from outside by those who are 'normals', to use a Goffmanian expression, these constitute 

cité-youths as 'lazy' and 'layabouts' who prefer to 'live off welfare' rather than find a job. As 

such, the deviant attribute of 'unemployment' takes on a heavy symbolic charge in the case 

of youth from cités that it would not acquire when applied to other categories of people. 

This is because cité youths are stigmatised as lazy and as people who do not respond well to 

authority (Derville 1997a; Castel 2006; Longhi 2012; Sauvadet 2006b; Sedel 2011b). It leads 

to further discriminatory practices from potential employers, or from actual employers who 

treat these youths differently16. There is a clear link between such situations and Robert K. 

Merton’s theoretical elaboration of ‘self-fulfilling prophecies’ that help to perpetuate a 

“reign of error” (Merton 1948: 175). Charles Tilly describes self-fulfilling prophecies as a 

bundle of mechanisms that allow in-groups to successfully keep alive the inferiority that is 

attributed to members of out-groups (Tilly 2010: 57; see also Elias and Scotson 1994 [1965]; 

Jussim et al. 2000). For Becker, this has consequences in the sense that stigmatic 

explanations that are given by dominant groups will be later used by those that are labelled 

as the deviants to explain their own behaviours: “instead of the deviant motives leading to 

the deviant behavior, it is the other way around; the deviant behavior in time produces the 

deviant motives” (Becker [1963]: 42).  

  

Howard Becker’s contribution to the sociology of deviance is essential in bettering our 

understanding of processes of mental boundary making. His examination of what he calls 

                                                           
16

 On one occasion, an interviewee was approached by a young man during our talk in the Pissevin's library. The 

interviewee is a man of some importance in the neighbourhood as he is involved in local politics and has a long 

list of contacts. The youth came asking for legal advice as he had been proposed the same temporary work 

contract as an industrial cleaner for the fourth time even as the renewal of these contracts is allowed only 

once. The interviewee explained that this type of abuse was common for youths in Pissevin who are deemed 

unable to defend themselves and are too scared to let go of a regular wage considering the scarcity of jobs that 

are available on the local market. 
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'outsiders' through the lives of jazz musicians and marijuana-users has led to the 

development of ‘labelling theory’. Becker states that:  

“social groups create deviance by making rules whose infraction creates deviance, 

and by applying those roles to particular people and labeling them as outsiders. 

[...] [D]eviance is not a quality of the act the person commits, but rather a 

consequence of the application by others of rules and sanctions to an 'offender.' 

The deviant is one to whom that label has been successfully applied; deviant 

behavior is behavior that people so label” (Becker 1991 [1963]: 9, emphasis in 

original). 

 

One such example, to which I come back later in this thesis, has to do with the way that   

labels affix themselves to many of Nîmes' housing estate residents when they occupy public 

spaces, regardless of their age or gender. Once it is decontextualised, the idea that people 

may wish to exit their homes in order to spend time outside is perfectly understandable 

considering the weather in this region, with over 300 days of sun per year and very high 

temperatures for more than half the year. Few apartments have the luxury of air 

conditioning. As such, many residents decide to spend long hours outside with neighbours. 

Children play while adults of all ages sit and talk or drink tea and coffee. Sociability of this 

sort would not be frowned upon in other neighbourhoods yet the labels of 'unemployed', 

'idle' and that of 'banlieue resident' attach themselves to any scene that involves estate 

residents when they occupy the public areas of their neighbourhoods (see Bacqué and 

Sintomer 1999; Duret 1996; Hargreaves 1994). As such, the labelling process determines that 

some acts are deviant in some spaces while they can be regarded as normal in others. This is 

a consequence of the partial state of exception that has clamped down on French social 

housing neighbourhoods (Massiah 2005; Vidal 2006). Labelling has real consequences on 

policing and the on the increased securitisation of places perceived to be banlieues but also, 

as I show later, on their residents (Boucher et al. 2013; Mohammed and Mucchielli 2006; 

Oblet 2008). 

 

What Becker’s work has allowed for is a furthering of Émile Durkheim's famous studies of 

deviance. Durkheim’s focus has been on what deviance might bring to society (1982 [1895]). 
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By contrast to work that views stigma and deviance as reinforcing the fragmentation of 

society, Durkheim sees deviance as facilitating the establishment of a sense of community 

and the reinforcing of societal norms. In The Rules of Sociological Method, Durkheim appears 

resolute that any society will find its own deviants, and makes the oft-quoted claim that: 

“Imagine a community of saints in an exemplary and perfect monastery. In it, 

crime as such will be unknown, but faults that appear venial to the ordinary 

person will arouse the same scandal that does normal crime in ordinary 

consciences. If therefore that community has the power to judge and punish, it 

will term such acts criminal and deal with them as such” (Durkheim 1982 [1895]: 

100). 

 

Two slightly different points can be extracted from this definition. First, in producing the 

category of the criminal, communities attach labels of deviance to the fault itself. However, 

there is something more at work here where deviance and stigmatisation become the basis 

for creating a different kind of solidarity through a furthering of the distinction between 'us' 

and 'them'. This step is an important one as it creates an 'Other'. A little over a century later, 

Falk demonstrates that the stigmatisation of the few still has the power to unite the many. 

The latter are usually members of a dominant group. Borrowing the language of Durkheim 

he states that:  

“[u]nity is provided to any collectivity by uniting against those who are seen as a 

common threat to the social order and the morality of a group. Consequently, the 

stigma and the stigmatization of some persons demarcates a boundary that 

reinforces the conduct of conformists. Therefore, a collective sense of morality is 

achieved by the creation of stigma and stigmatization and deviance” (Falk 2001: 

18, my emphasis).  

 

Insisting as he does that stigma and deviance operate in similar ways with similar 

consequences, Falk underlines the importance of a moral boundary. Solidarity is enhanced 

within this boundary and it appears to be threatened by groups who do not quite fit into it 
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and whose place seems to be confined to 'the other side' 17. It must be stressed that this is 

not a natural boundary but a perceptual one: it is only through some social construction and 

stratification that groups are understood to be different (Gibson 1998; Gruner 2010; Massey 

1996; Stangor and Crandall 2000). Schur (1980, 1984) explains that what is classified as 

deviant or different results from a profoundly political construction, imagined and developed 

through power relations. The categories of difference that are privileged in these 

constructions clearly evolve. Interestingly however, as I show in the fifth chapter, the so-

called banlieues have for hundreds of years been imagined as places in which deviant groups 

proliferate. This is of great significance for the study of territorial stigmatisation. 

 

Identifying differences and similarities with respect to others is part of a general mechanism 

of categorising our social surroundings (Blokland 2003: 62; Tajfel 1981). Individuals are thus 

grouped according to characteristics that are considered objective and realistic (Berger and 

Luckmann 1991: 71). Blokland (2003: 63) insists that the foundation for affection and affinity 

needs to be constituted as meaningful and she states that "[a]ttribution of meaning drives 

the creation of bonds and distinctions between 'we' and 'they'" (ibid.). Reece Jones (2010) 

uses a metaphor in claiming that “categories are containers” but insists on the fact that 

“research into categorization should be less concerned with the stuff inside the categories 

and emphasize instead boundaries and boundary-making process that delimit the categories 

shaping understanding” (p. 264).   

 

The study of those who are excluded can reveal what Nilüfer Göle (2005: 23) has referred to 

as a ‘social elsewhere’ (un ailleurs social) and this, in turn, serves to uncover general 

understandings and perceptions of what it might mean to be part of the 'core', however 

imaginary this may be. Locating this centre allows us to place the boundaries discussed by 

Falk (2001) and to understand the relationship that dominant and dominated groups have 

with each other. This being said, Julia Kristeva (1991) reminds us that the boundaries 

between these groups is not only flexible and porous, it also the source of contact and as 

such, of potential 'contagion'. This conceptualisation allows us to deconstruct the often 

                                                           
17

 This is explored in detail in chapter 6 of this thesis; see also Claire Hancock (2008) for a detailed exploration 

of othering and moral boundaries in France. 
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binary oppositions that exist between peripheral members of a society and those that are 

said to constitute its centre, and who usually belong to the group(s) that have the power to 

name and categorise18. What is more, it allows us to better understand how marginal, 

stigmatised ‘others’ become labelled in ways that further the possibility of 

'majority/dominant-group' survival while recreating solidarities that are built against this 

very 'other' (see Douglas 2002 [1966]). The need for an 'other' is the source of a number of 

ambivalent attitudes towards stigmatised groups that range from fascination and desire to 

disgust, revulsion and abjection (see Ahmed 2000, 2005; Corbin 1996 [1986]; Tyler 2013).  

 

 2.2.3 - The stigmatised category and ambivalence 

 

In the first two subsections, I have presented an either/or view of stigma and society, but 

other approaches treat stigma with more ambivalence, recognising that the effects of stigma 

cannot be fully determined (Green 2009; Miller and Kaiser 2001; Miller and Major 2000; Pan 

Ké Shon 2007; Tyler 2013; Vienne 2005). Stigma puts people in relation with each other in 

ways in which power and public standing are evident. Durkheim stresses the importance of 

the deviant group for enabling the solidarity of the majority group. Clearly, this constructed 

deviance becomes a source of fascination and quickly, attempts to understand it, to measure 

it and to control it develop. Deviance therefore, can become the subject the of scientific 

enquiry (Wolch and Philo 2000) while difference and deviant subcultures can become 

exoticised (Prus and Grills 2003)19. Rather than readings of stigma that privilege either 

fracturing or enabling solidarity, some see the relationship as profoundly ambiguous, 

ambivalent and as one that can provide resources to the stigmatised groups, in the form of 

increased sociability for example (Armagnague 2012; Pan Ké Shon 2005, 2007, 2010). This is 

made explicit in Bacqué and Sintomer (2001) where the banlieue is described as both a place 

of affiliation ('affiliation') and separateness ('désaffiliation'). As such, living in a housing 

estate can be productive in two senses: it can lead to feelings of anxiety while it can also 

allow for networks to form under the pressure of the stigmatising gaze. The benefits of living 

                                                           
18

 Mustafa Dikeç (2007a) has efficiently demonstrated how this applies to the category of 'banlieue'.   
19

 This is at the heart of Eward Said's Orientalism (2003 [1978]). 
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in a stigmatised neighbourhood may further the processes of marginalisation and repression 

but they can easily be overlooked. Here, my ambition is to push for an understanding of 

stigma as incredibly harmful, while keeping in mind the agency of stigmatised groups and 

individuals. 

 

In reference to the division between 'male' and 'female' that allow the first category to 

exercise control over the other, Simone de Beauvoir refers to the fact that “woman remains 

always the Other” (1997 [1949]: 199). Her declaration at the outset of the fourth chapter of 

The Second Sex that “[o]ne is not born, rather one becomes, a woman” (1997 [1949]: 295) 

reiterates the idea that categories are created and brought into existence before they can 

become ‘naturalised’. Her argument follows that one has to learn to be a woman, and this is 

imposed by men who implement the control over the ‘norms’ that being a woman entail: 

femininity, marriage, motherhood, domesticity, and so on. Along with being constituted as a 

perpetual Other come a whole range of stigmatising expectations that have prevented 

women from achieving the same status as men in western societies. In every domain apart 

from the home, women have been made to feel, and are treated as, inferior (Chiwengo 

2003). What Simone de Beauvoir underlines is the double bind of this relationship. Indeed, 

both genders are jointly responsible for the ongoing exploitation of women, yet both would 

ultimately be freer were equality reached (see also Schur 1984). This relationship is central 

to the ways in which stigma and stigmatisation can be understood as one of supposed 

necessity. As a woman, Simone de Beauvoir refuses to come second to the male subject and 

she notes that without a 'second sex', the whole binary relationship between male/female, 

man/woman, must inevitably dissolve. As Paul Ricoeur (1992: 4) put it, "one cannot be 

thought of without the other". Within the stigmatic relationship there is a co-construction 

and a double bind. This is another confirmation that the 'other' allows for the consolidation 

of in-group solidarities. This leads to questions about what the city-centre would be without 

its banlieue? Would the city still be 'historic' if it was not for the relatively contemporary 

modernist architecture of French housing estates? 

 

Once again, these questions lead us to consider the idea of a core and of a periphery, which 

echoes with the concerns of postcolonialism. If Simone de Beauvoir has been of huge 



40 

 

influence to feminists, her work was also important to ‘postcolonial theorists’ (Golay 2007; 

Julien Murphy 1995; Roy 2003). Broadly, they have attempted to dissect the complex 

relationships and encounters between 'colonisers' and the '(de)colonised' (e.g. Fanon 1963; 

Memmi 2003 [1957]; Nandy 2006 [1983]; Todorov 1982; see also Hiddleston 2009) as well as 

the ways in which these imperial relations have been reproduced and self-perpetuating 

through culture (Said 1994; 2003 [1978]) and education (Conklin 2000). These texts 

elaborate on the gender and class dimensions of otherness and highlight the other 

categorisations that are created within these differences: the 'other' is also the ‘migrant’, 

the stranger and the foreigner (Memmi 2004). bell hooks (1986) details the ways in which 

these ways of being other are not mutually exclusive and she discusses the possibility of 

double stigmatisation that she illustrates with the example of the 'black woman', a sub-

category, a double label of inferiority. The existence of multiple layers of stigma for those 

who reside in French housing estates is common. Indeed, not only are they constituted as 

the Lumpenproletariat (unemployed and unemployable) but they are also imagined as the 

ethnic 'minorités visibles' on top of being cité-dwellers by those who have the power to 

construct reality through enunciation and categorisation (see Al-Bulushi 2012; Boubeker 

2009, 2010). 

 

It has been argued that those in a position to stigmatise are both fearful of the stigmatised, 

while they simultaneously preserve and maintain some kind of curiosity, desire or 

fascination (Butler 1987). For instance, bell hooks (1992) suggests that, along with a 

pervasive white supremacist ideology in America, white males have a desire to ‘conquer’ the 

bodies of African American women. While insisting that this would apply to other forms of 

stigmatisation, Stuart Hall (1978, 1992) also details the ways in which racism operates 

through both hatred and desire. The unsteadiness between desire and conquest or desire 

and fear/hatred has been contextualised within the colonial relationship (Stoler 1995; R. 

Young 1995) as well as the post-colonial one (Bouamama and Tévanian 2005; Yala 2005). 

The high viewer ratings of television shows such as The Wire are an important illustration in 

this respect. They appear to transpose an ‘authentic’ part of the African American ghetto 

into the viewers’ homes while allowing those same viewers to maintain a safe distance with 

the truly stigmatised (Parker 2010). Once again, this keeps the boundary between an 'us' and 
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a 'them' fixed spatially and socially, and yet the fascination and the desire to know more and 

understand this foreign other is constantly re-activated. The same can be said about white, 

middle-class French adolescents who adopt the ways of banlieues youth in both dress and 

talk (Duchêne 1999; Tijé-Dra 2012). Schama and Schama (2000) and Siciliano (2007) talk of 

the fascination that such films as La Haine (1995) or Ma 6-T Va Crack-er (1997) have for 

those who do not usually venture into French housing estates. The allure for others and 

other places is also present in the often sensationalist television programmes that 'cover the 

other', whoever that Other may be (Alderman 1997; Avraham and First 2006; Hayward and 

Majid 2006; Said 1997 [1981]).  

 

Borrowed from Mary Douglas' (2002 [1966]) research on 'dirt' and 'purity' as well as from the 

psychoanalytical theories of Julia Kristeva (1984), the concept of abjection can be useful in 

explaining the underlying processes of stigmatisation and their consequences. The abject is 

linked to what is unclean or improper. Judith Butler (1993) gives one of the most concise and 

comprehensible definitions of abjection: abjection (in latin [sic], ab-jicere) literally means to 

cast off, away, or out, and hence presupposes and produces a domain of agency from which 

it is differentiated (p. 243). Interestingly, Butler makes use of a spatial metaphor to further 

explain the concept of abjection when she says that there are ‘abject zones’ that lead to the 

threat of the ‘dissolution of the subject itself’ and thus to psychosis. These represent “zones 

of uninhabitability which a subject fantasises as threatening its own integrity with the 

prospect of psychotic dissolution” (Butler 1993: 243). It is not overly far reaching to 

extrapolate on the links between stigma and  the concept of abjection and on how this might 

lead us to consider the idea of ‘abject space’ (Bousfield 2000) that can, in turn, help us in 

further understanding the notion of territorial stigmatisation that I explore below and 

throughout this thesis.  

 

Kristeva (1991) locates the fear and hostility towards strangers in the externalisation of 

unwanted aspects of the self onto the other, perpetually replicating the fixation of 

boundaries between the inner and the outer. Judith Butler claims that: 

"What constitutes through division the “inner” and “outer” worlds of the subject 

is a border and boundary tenuously maintained for the purpose of social 
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regulation and control. The boundary between the inner and outer is 

confounded by those excremental passages in which the inner effectively 

becomes outer, and this excreting function becomes, as it were, the model by 

which other forms of identity-differentiation are accomplished. In effect, this is 

the mode by which Others become shit" (Butler 2008 [1990]): 170).  

 

Imogen Tyler's wonderful book on Revolting Subjects (2013) allows for a popularising of our 

understanding of social abjection, exploring the process through which specific populations 

are constituted as 'revolting'. Importantly, the places in which they reside is also thought of 

in this way. 'Chavs' inhabit 'hideous' housing estates while gypsies render unsightly the land 

on which they squat 'illegally'. 'Inner' and 'outer' are spatial distinctions that facilitate 

fantasies between feared and desired. They make sense only when one thinks of them 

alongside a mediating body or boundary that strives for stability. This stability and coherence 

is determined in large part by cultural orders that sanction the subject and compel its 

differentiation from the abject. "Hence 'inner' and 'outer' constitute a binary opposition that 

stabilizes and consolidates the coherent subject" (Butler 2008 [1990]: pp. 170-171). This 

allows us to bear in mind the relationship that exists between periphery (‘outer’) and centre 

(‘inner’) and the ways it is conceptualised and defined via dominant discourses. The pure 

central city space is defined in opposition to the existence of an inferior, and sometimes 

defiled, outer city space. Hence the ambivalent relationship between stigmatised and 

stigmatiser that operates much as do the 'self' and the 'other' in the theorisations above. 

The stigmatised space exerts considerable interest to those who wish to map and classify it, 

highlighting such areas as different and in need of control. How does one cope with the 

knowledge that one is excluded and confined to the ‘outer’ space, to the metaphorical and 

spatial margins of the city (and of society)? The following section addresses stigmatisation 

that is inflicted spatially. 
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2.3 - Territorial Stigmatisation 

 

I now turn to the relationship between stigma and place and discuss the costs that this has 

for those who are residents of stigmatised neighbourhoods within urban environments. 

Territorial stigmatisation affects those who reside within neighbourhoods that are perceived 

as threatening or peripheral. It is hard to say whether such areas become socially 

constructed as noxious (and thus become further deprived) because their residents are 

already stigmatised as a group due to their poverty levels, their minority ethnic belonging, 

religious affiliation or political affiliation. Suffice it to say that the stigma of residing in a 

certain place is often layered onto pre-existing marks of stigmatisation 20. This has very real 

material costs as well as psychological ones. Here, I briefly develop the notion of segregation 

before I explain the social constitution of 'landscapes of immorality' in a variety of different 

contexts. I then discuss advanced urban marginality and I detail how it is understood as a 

process that is imbued with self-perpetuation. This, in turn, opens up the possibility of 

coping and potentially resisting territorial stigmatisation in ways that may well prevent the 

total dissolution of solidarities in neighbourhoods that suffer from the blemish of place. 

 

 2.3.1 - A word about segregation  

 

Social spatial segregation is the consequence of people residing in different parts of the city. 

According to Robert E. Park (1952), it is defined as an interaction between social 

differentiation and spatial distance. There is little doubt that there is some ambiguity as to 

the precise definition of segregation but in most of the contexts in which it is used, it refers 

to the residential concentration of social or ethnic groups in specific neighbourhoods. In 

other terms, segregation is a form of spatial clustering, which "seems to be an inevitable 

accompaniment of urban life" (Marcuse 2005: 15). Nightingale (2012) reminds his readers 

that segregating strangers and creating 'scapegoat ghettos' has ancestral roots. The spatial 

processes that enable clustering are numerous but crucially, some are voluntary or socially 

                                                           
20

 One could add working in a specific place (see Peck 1996: 71). 
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acceptable and others are involuntary (gated communities as opposed to ghettos, for 

instance). Peter Marcuse defines segregation as: 

"a clustering that is involuntary, or better yet, hierarchical (i.e., derived from a 

ranking system that reflects superiority based on wealth, status, or power), is 

generally objectionable and should be countered by public policy measures" 

(Marcuse 2005: 15). 

 

Research on segregation has generally focussed on the consequences that this process has 

on the quality of life and social conditions of the segregated groups. Studies such as Eva van 

Kempen's (1994) or John Mollenkopf and Manuel Castells (1991) privilege the idea of a 'dual' 

city, in which the urban poor are separated from the dominant group. Van Kempen and 

Özüekren (1998) argue that positive and negative consequences emanate from this and that 

these are dependent on whether clustering has been enforced or whether it was voluntary. 

Skifter Andersen (2003) believes it is more relevant to speak of 'social spatial segregation'. 

He states that "segregation is a spatial separation of ethnic or socially different groups 

leading to increasing social or cultural differences between these groups" (p.13).  

 

The classical explanation for segregation has been defined as the ecological model of the 

city. This postulates that separation and social division are the result of a ring structure 

around the urban core. The richest parts of the urban population settle the furthest away 

from the city centre and the poorest, nearer to the central area (Burgess 1925). Skifter 

Andersen (2003: 18-21) argues that there is a need to move beyond the classical model and 

he lists three more explanations for segregation. These include the demographic explanation 

(for example, the elderly rarely move from their home), the effects of housing policy and 

physical planning (social housing is built where the land is cheaper and less attractive), 

discrimination in the housing market (for instance, referring immigrants to the least 

attractive neighbourhoods [see Huttman et al.]) and the systems in place for allocating social 

housing. The latter explanation is particularly applicable to the French context. Indeed, 

waiting lists for social housing are often long and people who are able to solve their acute 

housing problems end up not waiting for their turn to come. Only those who have no other 
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possibility than to rely on social housing remain on waiting lists and furthermore, the 

apartments that become vacant are often located in neighbourhoods that are thought of as 

least attractive (this is relevant in the case of Nîmes, as chapter 6 explains). 

 

After the influential work of the Chicago School of Sociology, a lot of work on segregation 

has been done in a US context (e.g. Varady 2005: part II; Wacquant 2008a). A focus of some 

work has been on the ghetto as socio-spatial device that keeps African-Americans 

segregated in "a black city within the city" (Drake and Clayton 1993 [1945]). Importantly, the 

ghetto is described as the result of segregation that is enforced through unequal power 

relations and discrimination: 

“The emergence of the black ghetto did not happen as a chance by-product of 

other socio-economic processes. Rather, white Americans made a series of 

deliberate decisions to deny blacks access to urban housing markets and to 

reinforce their spatial segregation.” (Massey and Denton 1993: 19). 

 

Work like Eric Uslaner's (2012) has contributed to refining the similarities and differences 

between national contexts with respect to marginal areas within cities. His statistical 

analyses have underlined the distinction between the US ghetto and segregated areas in the 

UK and Sweden with regard to race. This however, is not to posit that race does not partly 

determine residential segregation in Europe and in France in particular (see Keaton 2006; S. 

Smith 1987, 1993; Tissot 2007b). In effect, the links between racism and residential 

segregation have been studied in a number of European contexts (e.g. Beach and Sernhede 

2011; Finney and Simpson 2009; Gruner 2009; Hopkins and Smith 2008; Mudu 2006; 

Musterd and Deurloo 1997; Schultz-Larsen 2009; Rhodes 2012; Skifter Andersen 2003; S.J. 

Smith 1987). Interestingly, Jean-Louis Pan Ké Shon (2009, 2010) argues that the study of 

ethnic residential segregation in France are limited by the lack of access to statistical data. 

The absence of this data stems from a desire not to break the taboos of the 'one and 

indivisible Republic' (see Maillot 2008; Spire and Merllié 1999). For Grafmeyer (1994), 

segregation in France is understood as the spatial concentration of disadvantaged 

populations. Conceptions of 'ethnicity' are perceived alongside and somewhat camouflaged 
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by that of class and of other social issues. As such, segregation is apprehended via the 

inequality that social groups have to acquire material goods and to symbolically manoeuvre 

through the urban fabric (Pan Ké Shon 2009: 7). It is also important to note the extensive 

literature on schooling and segregation (e.g. Felouzis et al. 2005; Henriot-van Zanten et al. 

1994; Poupeau and François 2008). These studies establish a clear connection between 

segregated spaces and the effects of neighbourhood reputation. The state's gaze is 

influenced by the stigmatisation that segregated spaces have and in turn, this effects 

attendance in schools as those who have the means to prefer to place their children out of 

the tainted neighbourhood. This produces self-fulfilling prophecies whereby schools become 

segregated both in terms of class and ethnicity21. In any event, the urban segregation in 

France is linked to social integration (Fitoussi et alI. 2003). In a country that struggles to 

integrate those that are still considered 'immigrants', even though they are second or third 

generation French, this is a problematic issue (Begag 2003; de Barros 2004; Lagrange and 

Oberti 2006; Lamont 2004; Ribert 2006; M. Silverman 1992; Taïeb 1989; Weil 2005).  

 

 2.3.2 - The constitution of 'immoral' geographies 

 

In 1752, Benjamin Franklin wrote about the impact that Dutch immigrants were having on 

American neighbourhoods. These migrants were classified under the pronoun ‘them’ to 

separate them from ‘us’, the English colonists. “Already the English begin to quit particular 

neighborhoods, surrounded by the Dutch, being made uneasy by the disagreeableness of 

dissonant manners... Besides, the Dutch under-live, and are thereby enabled to under-work 

and under-sell the English who are thereby extremely incommoded and consequently 

disgusted” (quoted in Link and Phelan 2001: 370). Such separations between ‘us’ and ‘them’ 

can be found throughout history. For example, Richard Sennett (1994) describes the 

existence of the Venetian Jewish gheto and the language of disease that was used in 

reference to it. The city as conceptualised by the Chicago sociologists of the early to mid 

twentieth century was thought of in ways that compartmentalised residents, not through 

legal obligation as in the Jewish gheto, but as a consequence of 'natural areas' (see Zorbaugh 

                                                           
21

 Again, this is a trend that has developed in Nîmes' schools. The Collège Condorcet is said to be 90% ethnique 

(Midi Libre 2012a). In 2005 it was the school with the highest recorded incidents of 'serious violence'. 
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2005 [1926]). Park (1952: 79) argued that "[o]nce set up a metropolis is, a great sorting 

mechanism which [...] infallibly selects out of the population as a whole the individuals best 

suited to live in a particular region or a particular milieu". This sorting process resulted in the 

city being partitioned and divided according to physical individuality and the cultural 

characteristics of residents (see Zorbaugh 2005 [1926]). In effect, the process enabled the 

enforcement of a moral separation of groups into moral and immoral spaces. The Chicago 

school ethnographies were accused of focussing too heavily on the lives and social relations 

of those regarded as deviants and living on the margins of society (Thrasher 1963 [1927]) or 

on life in slum areas (Zorbaugh 1983 [1929]). This is thought to have partly led to a human 

ecology view of cities that believed manipulation of the city, such as slum clearance, would 

be an effective way of dealing with immoral and deviant landscapes (see Davis 2006).  

 

Geographies of immorality have shown that from Victorian England (Driver 1988; Dyos 1967; 

Dyos and Reeder 1973) to medieval European cities (Geremek 2006 [1976]) to rural France in 

the seventeenth century (Chevalier 2002 [1958]; E. Weber 1976), the ‘us’ and the ‘them’ 

have always lived separately. At any one time, there has always been one group with the 

power of definition and labelling 'other' and 'immoral' spaces. This is still very much the 

case: those who reside in stigmatised neighbourhoods are constituted as a threat to us 

because, much like the Dutch according to Benjamin Franklin, they are deemed to be 

immoral, lazy and also predatory. In standing with Durkheim's understanding that deviance 

and stigma also lead to consolidated solidarities within the in-group, this is a reminder that 

there are no moral geographies without immoral geographies (Cresswell 1996: 149).  

 

The word 'moral' indicates a fairly contingent set of rules and expectations that are dressed 

up as though they are common sense (Cresswell 2005: 128). So, the idea of a moral 

geography (re)produces the feeling that some people and practices belong in specific spaces 

or landscapes but do not fit into others. The notion of moral geographies can be found in 

studies by Felix Driver (1988) but it has found echoes elsewhere (Bryant 2000; Cresswell 

1996, 1997; Philo 1987; Sibley 1981, 1992, 1995; D.M. Smith 1999, 2000; Wolch and Dear 

1987, 1988, 1993). In a number of studies on (im)moral geographies and landscapes, Michel 

Foucault's (1980) work on discipline and ordering has been a great influence. In particular he 
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often uses the metaphor of disease when connoting immoral geographies and he speaks of 

the plague as a metaphor for disorder: 

"The plague as a form, at once real and imaginary, of disorder had as its medical 

and political correlative discipline. Behind the disciplinary mechanisms can be 

read the haunting memory of 'contagions', of the plague, of rebellions, crimes, 

vagabondage, desertions, people who appear and disappear, live and die in 

disorder" (Foucault 1979: 178-179). 

 

Any transgression from the moral boundaries of the moral space is a break in the fixed 

system of classification and stratification (see Durkheim and Mauss 1903). David Sibley 

(1995: 80-81) explains that the strongly classified environment is one where abjection is 

most likely to be experienced. A focus on dirt, disease and the impressions of contagion and 

pollution are ideas that have been analysed by Mary Douglas (2002 [1966]). For her, dirt is 

opposed to order and purity while cleanliness is constructed against disorder and danger. 

The ways in which particular groups and their 'territory' of residence are classified in French 

society suggests that there exists the threat of a pollution. Douglas identifies the 'dangers' 

that the transgression of internal and external boundaries arouse. These are linked to a fear 

of pollution of the body or society and lead to the reification of boundaries and the 

reinforcement of moral strictures (see also Karner 2007: 59; Watt 2007). 

 

In France, as it is the case elsewhere too, the media are often found guilty of reproducing 

anxieties, stereotypes and stigmatising representations that exist in relation to the banlieues 

and that reinforce moral as well as 'physical-yet-invisible' boundaries (Amorim 2002; Belhaj 

Kacem 2006; Body-Gendrot 1996; Bouamama 2006; Boyer and Lochard 1998; Dikeç 2007a; 

Garnier-Muller 2000; Hargreaves 1994; Sedel 2007, 2009a; Silverstein and Tetreault 2006). 

Richard Ericsson points to the fact that today’s media is obsessed with the “visualization of 

deviance” (quoted in Derville 1997a: 106), forming a police force on the lookout for anything 

that appears to be outside of normality and not in its right place. The 'plague' and the threat 

of contagion motivate increased forms of surveillance operating through the police. Of 

course, this type of imagery and the policing that Foucault (1980; see also Elden 2003) 

discusses are also articulated in the regular talks of politicians (Lapeyronnie 2009; Moran 
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2011) and everyday conversations (Caldeira 2000) as well as literature (Hargreaves 2007; 

Ireland 2004) and other fictional works (Taunton 2009). These are just some of the 'capillary' 

forms of power discussed by Foucault: forms that function outside, alongside and below 

state apparatuses (Foucault 1980: 60, 96). This process is replicated in other national and/or 

regional contexts. For example, it has been described in Australia (Arthurson 2004), 

Argentina (Auyero and Swistun 2009), Brazil (Perlman 1976, 2010), The Netherlands 

(Wassenberg 2004b; Uitermark and Gielen 2010), Scotland (Hastings 2004), Mauritania 

(Poutignat and Streiff-Fénart 2001), Sweden (Musterd and Andersson 2006) and Italy 

(Agustoni and Alietti 2007) among others. Increasingly, talk of the fact that specific urban 

areas are in need of increased securitisation and/or surveillance generates the fascination 

that, in turn, attracts more media attention (Bigo 2008; Geisser 2003; Body-Gendrot 2000) 

and it can be stated that some neighbourhoods within cities: 

“perhaps more than most objects of social analysis, tend to generate extremes or 

(perhaps more pejoratively) to attract hyperbole and gather clichés, and a 

suitably sceptical eye is needed whenever their insecurity is invoked” 

(Abrahamsen et al. 2010: 364-365). 

 

French banlieues and cités are examples of places that popular depictions have greatly 

conspired to (re)constitute as distant and as unfamiliar; as located on some level ‘outside’ 

not of the city itself, but of French society as a whole. On top of this, not only are cités 

perceived as merely peripheral, but they are conceived as “synonyms of alterity, deviance 

and disadvantage” (Morley 2000: 162). The word banlieue itself is now associated with the 

spatialisation of social problems (Tissot and Poupeau 2005). Etienne Balibar goes further and 

states that the term banlieue now “connotes not only a conflictual, divided reality, but the 

proximity of extremes” (2007: 48) as well as pathological disorder (see also Jazouli 1995).  

 

Those who conduct the surveys, establish the policies and map the land do so from an 

'above' position, giving them a bird's eye-view of the places that they work on and this in 

turn, serves to exclude people and the complexity of their everyday lives (Lefebvre 1991). 

Michel de Certeau describes this as the consequence of a 'Cartesian attitude': "The division 

of space makes possible a panoptic practice proceeding from a place whence the eye can 
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transform foreign forces into objects that can be observed and measured" (de Certeau 1984: 

36). He adds that this gives a particular position of control to the observer, "His [sic] 

elevation transforms him into a voyeur. It puts him [sic] at a distance [...] looking down like a 

god" (ibid.). 

 

Here, we must once more insist on the relationship between stigmatisation and power, what 

Kay Anderson (1991: 24) calls the “power of definition”. For instance, as he was travelling on 

a bus, at a time when he was doing research in a North Parisian banlieue, Azouz Begag began 

a conversation with the driver. At some point the man pointed and explained that ‘from 

here’ he does not sell tickets anymore and explained that ticket controllers would no longer 

examine tickets as they feared acts of aggression: “he was showing me an invisible frontier 

which he was drawing with his finger, one that only he seemed to be able to see, as if the 

entrance to a new city” (Begag 2002: 266). Begag insists that the fracture between the core 

and its periphery has grown larger, to the extent where it is now almost visible to the naked 

eye and the fears and fantasies have taken shape on maps (ibid.).  

 

 2.3.3 - The internalisation of advanced urban marginality? 

 

Fabien Truong (2012) found that a number of banlieue youths from Seine-Saint-Denis, 

outside Paris, think of their towns as defaming and degrading the self. They speak of Paris 

and the core as 'awesome', 'beautiful', 'clean' and 'white'. Agnès Villechaise (1997, 1999) 

discovered similar feelings in the banlieues of Bordeaux. My argument in this thesis is that 

these feelings are far from common to all residents of so-called 'peripheral areas'. 

Conceptualisations of territorial stigmatisation involve a concern for self-fulfilling 

prophecies. They also include the idea that it stimulates practices of "internal social 

differentiation and distancing that work to decrease interpersonal trust and undercut local 

solidarity" (Wacquant 2008a: 183). I examine this in chapter 6 of the thesis. These practices 

are the consequence of what appears to be the internalisation and incorporation of 

territorial stigmatisation by residents of tainted neighbourhoods. In this sub-section, I 

address the ways in which territorial stigmatisation has been conceptualised by theorists and 
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ethnographers whose work is also anchored in understandings of the social world as 

essentially split between dominant and dominated groups. In particular, I try to understand 

how the notion of habitus, that Max Weber (1978 [1922]: 534), Marcel Mauss (1936) and 

Norbert Elias (1994 [1939]: 210 and 267-369) have borrowed from Ancient Greek 

philosophers, has been re-elaborated in connection with advanced urban marginality. This is 

linked to the slow decomposition of working-class territories. It is a "novel regime of 

sociospatial relegation and exclusionary closure" (Wacquant 2008a: 2) that is enabled by the 

role of the state. 

 

Structuralism assumes that the individual is inserted into an impersonal system that pre-

exists the self. This system is determinant in how the self will be shaped through culture and 

contacts with others. One is therefore thought to internalise a number of ideological 

constructs depending on the social class into which we are born, or according to the gender 

that we are said to inhabit for example (see Zaretsky 1994). As I have stated in the 

introduction of the thesis, I understand the internalisation as the incorporation of cultural 

values, mores and motives of another group through learning and socialisation as well as 

identification. It is clear that the discursive constitution of the stigmatised banlieues is 

internalised by some of the residents of these places and it is quite certainly both absorbed 

and reproduced by those who do not reside there. However, there are literatures that 

question whether this vision of social space is internalised by the residents themselves 

(Bacqué and Sintomer 2001; Le Goaziou and Rojzman 2006; Sauvadet 2006b). In a telling 

answer to this question, Pierre Bourdieu (1999 [1993]) writes that: 

“[t]he stigmatized area symbolically degrades its inhabitants, who, in return, 

symbolically degrade it. Since they don’t have all the cards necessary to 

participate in the various social games, the only thing they share is their common 

excommunication. Bringing together on a single site a population homogeneous 

in its dispossession strengthens that dispossession” (p. 129). 

 

This quote expresses the imprisonment of banlieue residents within a given social order. It 

seems to demonstrate the internalisation or the habitualisation of negative representations 
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by residents into their 'common sense' attitudes towards the stigmatised neighbourhood. 

Habitualisation occurs through regular contact and interaction with someone or something 

that creates a habit, thus rendering that interaction and the responses that we have routine 

and reducing the possibility that we might question the relationship to the thing or person. 

Bourdieu (1984: 468) constructs the dominated in relation to the dominant and claims that 

“[t]he cognitive structures which social agents implement in their practical knowledge of the 

social world are internalized, ‘embodied’ social structures”. This is a foundation of his theory 

of habitus. In short, this refers to the value, tastes, expectations and dispositions of 

particular social groups that are acquired through everyday experiences. For Bourdieu, they 

are then literally embodied. This embodiment or incorporation is not metaphorical but has 

very concrete materialisations. In effect, the dominated come to internalise their social 

situation as it enters into everyday common-sense (Bourdieu 1980; see also Bourgois 2003 

[1996]; Bourgois and Schonberg 2009; Nordmann 2006). The habitus is a 'memory', it is a 

"system of durable and transposable dispositions" (Bourdieu 1990: 53). The notion of 

habitus is central to the theory that Bourdieu elaborates in order to render evident the 'logic 

of practice': the principals that are at work in everyday practices (Bourdieu 2000 [1972]). 

Importantly, habitus produces the conditions of its very perpetuation as the social order is 

incorporated by all within society, the dominant and the dominated alike (ibid.). The notion 

of habitus is central to Loïc Wacquant's elaboration of advanced urban marginality 

(Wacquant 2007b; 2008a). 

 

Wacquant has pioneered much of the recent work on territorial stigmatisation and he has 

contributed to bringing the notion back to the foreground of academic inspection. It is worth 

quoting him in full when he says that: 

“In every metropolis of the First World, one or more towns, districts or 

concentrations of public housing are publicly known and recognized as those 

urban hellholes in which violence, vice, and dereliction are the order of things. 

Some even acquire the status of national eponym for all the evils and dangers 

now believed to afflict the dualized city: Les Minguettes and La Courneuve or the 

Mirail housing complex in Toulouse for France; South Central Los Angeles, the 

Bronx and the project of Cabrini-Green in Chicago for the United States; 
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Duisberg-Marxloh and Berlin-Neukölln for Germany; the districts of Toxteth in 

Liverpool, Saint Paul’s in Bristol, or Meadow Well in Newcastle for England; and 

Bijlmer and Westlijke Tuinsteden in Amsterdam for Holland. Even the societies 

that have best resisted the rise of advanced marginality, like the Scandinavian 

countries, are affected by this phenomenon of territorial stigmatization linked to 

the emergence of zones reserved for the urban outcasts…. Whether or not these 

areas are in fact dilapidated and dangerous, and their population composed 

essentially of poor people, minorities and foreigners, matters little in the end: the 

prejudicial belief that they are suffices to set off socially noxious consequences” 

(Wacquant 2007b: 67-68, my emphasis). 

 

Wacquant (2007b) adds a fourth attribute of stigma to Goffman's original three-part 

definition: the “blemish of place” (p. 67). He notes that this is closest to the ‘tribal stigma of 

race’, in that it is transmitted through lineage. Unlike visible stigmas however, it can be 

“dissimulated and attenuated – even annulled – through geographic mobility” (ibid.). An 

essential part of his work has focussed on describing the plight and the hardships that 

residents of post-Keynesian banlieues must endure in France (1992, 2006a, 2007a, 2008a, 

2008b). As a student of Bourdieu, Wacquant's analysis of advanced urban marginality and 

territorial stigmatisation are both heavily influenced by the theory of habitus and by 

understandings of symbolic violence when he states that: 

 “In response to spatial defamation, residents engage in strategies of mutual 

distancing and lateral denigration; they retreat into the private sphere of the 

family; and they exit from the neighborhood (whenever they have the option). 

These practices of symbolic self-protection set off a self-fulfilling prophecy 

whereby negative representations of the place end up producing in it the very 

cultural anomie and social atomism that these representations claim were 

already there” (Wacquant 2008: 116, emphasis in original). 

 

Goffman had warned that “[g]iven the ambivalence built into the individual’s attachment to 

his [sic] stigmatized category, it is understandable that oscillations may occur in his [sic] 

support of, identification with, and participation among his own” (1963: 51). Gofmann had 



54 

 

nonetheless left the door open to the possibility that the stigmatised might realise that they 

can “make a dent in the education of the world” in acknowledging their ‘attribute’ in such 

ways that can generate pride 22. This pride would come from one's ability to negotiate the 

conditions of the marks of stigma or in being able to cope with the negative attributes that 

society affixes to their beings (Goffman 1963: 69). This type of affirmative agency is not 

readily associated with territorial and spatial stigma. Wacquant’s conclusions clearly point to  

a trickle-down effect, whereby the scorn that is felt by those not residing in working-class 

neighbourhoods is transformed into stigmatising gazes that are themselves habitualised and 

internalised by residents: 

“The high-level civil servants whom I interviewed all spoke of the deteriorating 

working-class districts of the urban periphery with a tremolo of anguish and 

disgust in their voices. Everything in their tone, their vocabulary, their postures 

and gestures expressed regret at being in charge of a mission and a population 

degraded and therefore degrading. Then I found the same feeling of disgust and 

indignity at the very bottom of the urban ladder” (Wacquant 2009: 116-117, 

emphasis added). 

 

Territorial stigmatisation is an insidious phenomenon with socio-historical roots that should 

not be ignored. As Wacquant demonstrates (2007a), territorial stigma operates differently in 

different places depending on the social and economic history of the area. This seems to 

legitimise the intimate study of each of these areas in order to measure the ways in which 

resistance against stigma can be organised. Yet one might ask whether resistance is not 

already happening in ways that might not be as evident as one might think. Before 

addressing the issue of resistance to territorial stigmatisation per se, the next sub-section 

will examine the ways in which the social sciences have increasingly described stigma as an 

attribute that individuals can channel and even manage.  

 

                                                           
22

 This quote was taken from a blind woman who developed the idea that by constant contact with her, the 

non-blind eventually began to ignore the mark and ceased to treat her as different. 
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2.4 - Everyday life, stigmatisation, negotiation and resistance 

 

The assumption that inhabitants of French housing estates internalise the stigma that their 

neighbourhoods endure  constitutes them as ineffective agents before the dominating 

framing powers of territorial stigmatisation. However, I want to explore the avenues through 

which some residents cope with the marks of stigma and of reject its representations as they 

filter down into the cités. This section briefly examines responses to stigma as it seeks to 

show that negative representations can at times be displaced, misrecognised or simply 

ignored instead of internalised. The first sub-section provides an overview of the ways in 

which the concept of resistance has been defined and theorised. It asks whether there is 

scope to engage in resistance to territorial stigmatisation and how this might apply in this 

thesis. The second sub-section examines stigma as an attribute that can be contested and it 

engages with some tactical ways of coping with territorial stigmatisation.  

 

 2.4.1 - 'From internalisation to resistance, to change' 

 

The title of section is borrowed from Campbell and Deacon (2006) who argue that through 

the unravelling of the context in which stigmatisation takes place, the stigma itself can be 

resisted and ''dismantled'' (see also Tyler 2013). As such, it is a reminder that stigmatisation 

is contextual and, as such, entirely dependent upon the historical moment, geographical 

location and scale. The introduction of the idea of resistance to stigma suggests the active, 

intentional desire to challenge and question the very reasons for which the stigmatising label 

was brought into existence. Debates about the nature of what 'resistance' means have 

developed considerably in recent years as social scientists have increasingly asked the 

question: 'what truly counts as resistance?'. Radical geographers have sought to find an 

answer to this question. First among these has been David Harvey (1993), whose analysis of 

power relations involved in the production of space has been a reminder to address the 

historically situated nature of exploitation. Harvey's understanding of resistance is defined 

via the taking up of an oppositional stance. It is through the shared experience of class 

oppression that oppositional forms are forged.  
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Here, I develop an analysis of challenges to stigmatisation that are not situated in the direct 

expressions of revolutionary class struggle - even as some of the respondents clearly think in 

ways that are oppositional and believe themselves to be united against a dominating, 

stigma-producing power. At various points, this thesis engages with grassroots organisations 

that focus on challenging stigmatisation, it tries to understand how stigma can be countered 

from the perspective of people who do not reside in stigmatised neighbourhoods, and it 

tries to understand the role of associations who attempt to alleviate the  symbolic and 

material affects of stigma. These are versions of 'resistance' that are closer to a definition 

that reads contestation and intentionality into resistive acts. However, a part of the last 

chapter of this thesis develops what have been termed 'everyday acts of resistance'. What is 

meant by this needs to be explained. 

 

My understanding of resistance as 'more-than-oppositional' is informed by a sense that 

"political identities are strategic, tactical, mobile, multifaceted, blurred, awkward, 

ambivalent" (Pile 1997: 27). The everyday actions of 'resistance' that I develop in the final 

chapter of this thesis are not necessarily based upon the assumption that resistance needs 

to take the form of an active struggle (see Jackson 1989: 59; hooks 1990a, 1990b). I am 

nonetheless mindful of the slippery ground that accompanies studies of the concept of 

resistance. The everyday forms of resistance that I examine in the final part of this thesis are 

admittedly fleeting in some sense, but like Donna Goldstein (2003: 8), I believe them to be of 

some importance. The general academic distrust with resistance studies is understandable. 

It is fair to say that in recent years, 'resistance' has become one of the fluffiest concepts in 

the social sciences, leading some theorists to 'resist resistance' (Brown 1996) and others to 

talk of 'populist' social sciences (Tilly 1991). Tim Cresswell (2000) summarises his confusion 

at the vastness of what can be construed a 'resistive act':  

"Resistance is in danger of becoming a meaningless and theoretically unhelpful 

term. Something that is applicable to everything is not a particularly helpful tool 

in interrogating social and cultural life. The romance of resistance leads to a 

curious kind of inertia in which an apparently unitary, dominating power is seen 



57 

 

to be challenged everywhere and thus by a curious magic remains unchallenged. 

Everybody is so busy resisting always, and already, that little more needs to be 

done. One problem is that an act such as armed insurrection or a general strike is 

equated with the act of farting in public or telling jokes about the boss" (p.259) 

 

With this understandable critique in mind, I nonetheless wish to point to James Holston's 

(2008: 13) argument that the agency that leads some to seek out, by any means available, a 

form of insurgent democratic politics through 'resistive' acts does not preclude the 

possibility that human agency can also produce "entrenchment, persistence, and inertia". 

The question of agency is not an either/or problem: acts of resistance or challenges to 

prevailing order occur in tandem with, and not in opposition to, acts of apparent quiescence. 

Even though one cannot deny the heavy consequences of negative territorial 

representations, it is important to ask whether it is truly the case that those who live in 

French housing estates necessarily internalise or embody the stigmatisation that marks their 

places of residence. There might be instances where these same residents react to the 

stigma in ways that can be read as symbolic resistance to the power of 'official' 

representations of place (see Watt 2008). 

 

James C. Scott's work is an illustration of an academic shift that has taken place in resistance 

studies. Indeed, in 1976, he wrote about resistance through peasant insurgency. Less than 

ten years later, in 1985, he wrote his famous work on the 'everyday forms of peasant 

resistance'. In this latter work, he is concerned with forms of resistance that he calls the 

'infrapolitics of the powerless'. These are covert and they take place at times when 

organised resistance is potentially difficult and even impossible. They include "foot-dragging, 

dissimulation, false compliance, pilfering, feigned ignorance, slander, sabotage, and so forth" 

(Scott 1985: 29). What is of crucial importance in Scott's work is that both the revolutionary 

forms of resistance that he describes in the 1970s and the discreet and subtle everyday 

forms that he points to in later writings are conceived as embedded in class politics, 

rendering even everyday forms of resistance politically meaningful. Importantly, Aihwa Ong 

(2010 [1987]) applies Scott's theoretical framework to factory women in Malaysia and 

identifies moments where everyday resistance leads to tangible changes in difficult work 
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conditions (see also Comaroff 1985). Scott's analysis was of great influence to scholars such 

as Ong but also to others who began to study peasant and class resistance in a variety of 

different contexts at the level of the everyday (Turton 1986; White 1986). Following from 

this point, Donna Goldstein (2003: 9) states that: "While it is true that an act cannot be 

termed resistance merely because it took place in the context of domination, it is important 

to recognize that every act is mitigated through class position and is implicitly a class act, 

ultimately political in the sense that every act, as well as the analytical practices we employ 

to understand these practices, reflects, reinforces, and enact class relations" (see also 

Comaroff 1985; Feldman et al. 2004; Foff Paules 1991; Medina 2013; Newman 1999). 

 

In a study of the everyday lives of German factory workers in the early 20th century, social 

historian Alf Lüdtke (1986) explains his reference to the concept of Eigensinn.  Loosely 

translatable as 'obstinacy', this refers to the actions that fall outside surveillance within a 

factory, which were then theorised in a way that accounted for both the internalisation of a 

system of domination and resistance to it. Eigensinn represents the many instances of 

'messing around' and disobedience, when dominating eyes are not fixed upon workers. Such 

actions operate within a given framework and do not overtly question the organisational 

rules of the factory, yet they are moments of subjective disengagement that allow factory 

workers to cope with the pressures that are imposed upon them. Instead of overt resistance, 

Eigensinn allowed for the workers that Lüdtke studied to 'take some distance' from the 

orders and the norms of production that were imposed from above or outside. This is very 

similar to Michael Burawoy's (1979) analysis of 'making out' in Chicago factories, suggesting 

that there is a continuation in the ways that workers play games in order to maximise time 

and profit from their own exploitation. In effect, in both Burawoy and Lüdtke's accounts 

factory workers do not 'resist' work procedures in moments of Eigensinn or making out, 

rather, they allowed these procedures to function without them. Central to Lüdtke's account 

is that resistance is not always directly confrontational. Although Eigensinn does not amount 

to explicit conflict, the bourgeoisie and factory owners often perceived it that way, 

considering that it might lead to the collective savagery of proletarians that might then 

precipitate the fall of capitalist society more generally. Of importance in Lüdtke's work is his 

insistence on everyday actions and practices. He promotes an awareness of these facets of 
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daily life in order to expose both the internalisation of domination and the playful and 

sometimes discreet challenges that take place within a given social order. 

 

Some studies locate specific acts of resistance within so-called subcultures and in particular, 

youth subcultures. This is most evident in the work produced by Birmingham University 

Centre for Contemporary Cultural Studies (CCCS) that focused on the ways that youths 

symbolically resist mainstream or hegemonic society through style, and this includes 

clothing, demeanour or ways of speaking (Hebdige 1979; Mercer 1990; Duchêne 2002). Hall 

and Jefferson (1976) found that working-class white men often joined deviant groups in 

order to resist conforming to what they saw as an oppressive society (see Jackson 1989: 59-

65). In the wake of the CCCS, studies of symbolic resistance have been numerous, from 

belonging to musical subcultures to belonging to youth gangs (Clarke et al. 2006 [1975]; 

Willis 1977; see also Cumbers et al. 2010; Ervine 2008; Leblanc 1999; Marx-Scouras, D. and 

Khellaf, K. 2008). Ultimately however, although the CCCS insisted that subcultural styles 

were forms of resistance to subordination, these acts and performances ended up 

reinforcing class relations (Cohen 1980; Willis 1977). Resistance from subcultural groups 

gave those involved the feeling that they were resisting and subverting mainstream values 

while they were merely recasting dominant relationships in a subversive style (Clarke et al. 

1975). 

 

In a seminal article about the 'resistance' of Bedouin women, Lila Abu-Lughod (1990) warns 

of the propensity for social scientists to 'romanticise resistance'. She cautions that 

contemporary research is becoming "more concerned with finding resistors and explaining 

resistance than with examining power" (p.41). She is interested in the ways that Bedouin 

women both support and resist the existing system of power and she wishes to do this 

without talking of false consciousness or impression management: the first erases their own 

understanding of a situation and the second would constitute them as cynical manipulators 

(p.47). Abu-Lughod's work can be read alongside Sherry Ortner's (2006) belief that the 

impulse to sanitise the "internal politics of the dominated must be understood as 

fundamentally romantic" (p.49). Ortner warns about the ambiguity of resistance and the 

subjective ambivalence of those who engage in acts of resistance (pp.44-45). It is certainly 
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possible that by reading resistance into a number of everyday actions that appear to be 

mundane, the researcher runs the risk of ascribing politics or consciousness where there is 

only a desire to cope (Ortner 2006: 56). This is an important a crucial point as, in the French 

context, those who find themselves assigned to so-called banlieues somehow develop ways 

of coping with the weight of stigmatic representations. But although coping is evidently not 

the same as resisting, developing the ability to cope in an environment that is defined as 

dangerous and inherently unwelcoming can be construed a form of 'speaking back' to the 

labels and representations that accompany territorial stigma (Ashcroft et al. 2002 [1989]; 

hooks 1990b; Murphy 2011; Roschelle and Kaufman 2004).  

 

The work conducted by Payet et al. (2008) uncovers the ways in which, from indignity and 

humiliation, those that they refer to as 'weak actors' actively develop ways of coping with 

their situations. In some cases, this allows for them to be heard and rendered visible and for 

their individual tactics of coping to be made public, affecting the likelihood of it being 

interpreted by others as resistance. In a reaction to what she perceives as a post-structural 

vision of resistance as 'everywhere, all the time', Cindi Katz (2004) dissects resistance 

practices into "three R's". She contrasts 'resistance' that involves an oppositional 

consciousness to the 'resilience' that allows for people to survive. The latter refers to the 

small acts that allow for dominated groups to cope and get by. Crucially, and unlike the 

clearer forms of resistance to domination that involve an oppositional consciousness (Katz 

2004: 251), resilience has no major influence on existing social relations. The third section of 

Katz's theorisation of resistance practices is that of 'reworking'. This involves the recognition 

of oppressive power relations and the need for these to be 'recalibrated'. Although 

reworking does not necessarily challenge hegemonic power relations directly, in often allows 

for spaces to open up that are then stepping-stones towards more explicit resistance. 

Importantly, reworking and resilience improve living conditions of those who are often 

constituted as passive victims of unequal power relations. In what follows, I illustrate that 

the three 'R's that Katz has enumerated, far from working separately at different times, all 

work together and are already present in situations of territorial stigmatisation. Territorial 

stigma is difficult to transform and challenge but already at work within the cités of Pissevin 

and Valdegour are attempts at moving beyond 'pathological explanations' (Hastings 2004). In 
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the chapters that follow, I elaborate how certain performances can create disruptions, and 

the playful absorption of language destabilises the accepted texts that tell us how banlieue 

landscapes should be read. 

 

 2.4.2 - Speaking back to stigma and to the taint of place 

 

There is no doubt that the material, historical and political nature of stigma must be 

addressed but attention must also be given to the conditions and possibilities that allow for 

the re-asserting of identities, agency and social change in the context of stigmatising images 

and practices: 

"Stigma is as much about the resistance of identities as the reduction of 

identities; it is a dialectical process of contestation and creativity that is 

simultaneously anchored in and limited by the structures of history, economics 

and power" (Howarth 2006: 450). 

 

Howarth (1996) challenges the conception that stigma is necessarily internalised and has 

instead examined how stigmatised people respond, resist and deny the value of the labels 

that are attached in processes of stigmatisation (see also Inzlicht et al. 2009; Miller and 

Kaiser 2001). This suggests the possibility of a Foucaultian understanding of power being 

exercised within a context where there is necessarily resistance to it (1980). Where there is 

power and ideological assumptions about ways in which landscapes should be read, there is 

necessarily resistance to those assumptions, however multiple and powerful they may be. 

The literary theorist bell hooks even suggests that one's position as marginalised, colonised 

or stigmatised enables the possibility of active talking back (hooks 1990b). Marginality, she 

states, is an ideal site for resistance (hooks 1990a) and John Murphy (2011) argues that 

banlieue residents deconstruct and reconstruct the negative representations that are 

produced outside their neighbourhoods. This allows them to be active in the production of 

their own identities. As Robin Kelley (1996) pointed out in relation to the subtle forms of 

'resistance' of the black working class in the United States, we need to give space to the 
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conditions and possibilities that allow for the reassertion of identities in the context of 

stigmatising images and practices 

 

Some social psychological studies suggest that not all victims of stigma develop low self-

esteem levels, especially if they reside among their stigmatized group (Crabtree et al. 2010; 

Fine and Ash 1988; Johns et al. 2005; Miller and Major 2000; Roschelle and Kaufman 1997). 

There are three reasons that explain this lack of low self-esteem: stigmatised people can 

attribute negative feedback to prejudice against their group; they can compare themselves 

with the in-group rather than the relatively advantaged out-group; and they can devalue the 

attributes where their group fares poorly, and value those dimensions on which their group 

excels (Crocker and Major 1989). Goffman (1969: 63) points to the fact that a mark of stigma 

can actually become a source of pride for the person who carries it. He quotes a blind 

woman who wishes to make an "dent in the education of the world". She describes how she 

has turned her mark of stigma into something that she is now proud of, especially as she 

sees it alter the world around her. Identities that are tainted by the stigmatising gaze of 

what Goffman has called the 'normals' find spaces to question, contest and undermine the 

effects of this stigma.  

 

Towards the end of the 1980s, François Maspero, an illustrious Parisian editor, embarked on 

a trip accompanied by the photographer Anaïk Frantz. This voyage was intended to 

rediscover the banlieues of Northern Paris. The endeavour was one of exploration and, in 

some ways, resembled that of past travel literature writers set in a twentieth-century setting 

(Forsdick et al. 2006). The ‘discoveries’ appeared in book form under the title Roissy-Express: 

a Journey through the Paris Suburbs (1994 [1990]). Although the enterprise had always been 

to give voice to the Northern banlieues of Paris while also re-establishing them as ‘places on 

the map’, the book presents the suburbs as dark and miserable urban spaces (Jones 2004). 

This is particularly salient when one examines the photographs that portray empty and 

decaying dilapidated housing along grey skies and leafless trees. Maspero’s interviews 

demonstrate the ambivalence and tortured feelings that residents had about their 

neighbourhoods and their vicinity. Anaïk Frantz enters into a discussion with a resident that 

illustrates these feelings: 
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“This is a really bad area. The Rose des Vents. The Aulnay 3000 estate: haven’t 

you heard of it? But it’s famous. It’s got a bad reputation. Rapes. Muggings. Drugs 

especially. You should see the needles they find in the gutter. A boy died from an 

overdose not long ago. It was in the papers. They’ve set up a committee named 

after him: the Rodrigo Committee. But this is home.” 

The resident continues on a different note: 

“But this is my home. At least there’s fresh air. And space. You can breathe. Do 

you come from Paris? Paris is suffocation. How do people live in Paris? You’re 

right to go and have a look around: there are some beautiful things to see around 

here” (Maspero 1994 [1990]: 32). 

 

Studies of territorial stigmatisation have too often concluded in what amounts to the 

dismissal of individual agency and the capacity to challenge stigma ‘from below’ (see Slater 

and Anderson 2012 for a notable exception). Maspero's account clearly suggests that the 

respondent feels an attachment to the place in which she lives: “This is my home”. This 

signals both an understanding of home as belonging and of home as a place that has been 

appropriated, that the respondent comes to 'own' in her own way. In the above example, 

the resident is apparently aware of the negative reputation of ‘home’ yet she is almost 

defensive, establishing a comparison with Paris that is redefined as the social elsewhere and 

the ‘other’ (Göle 2005: 23). Paris is counter-stigmatised in a move that signals a mental 

reversal of the stigmatising process. Although the tactic does not eradicate or change the 

stigma, it consists in othering what is interpreted as 'central'. This move suggests what some 

have called 'emplacement': a strong attachment to one's place of residence that is 

demonstrated by the urban working class, notwithstanding the negative representations 

that permeate these areas (Slater 2013). 

 

Michel de Certeau (1984) distinguishes between the strategies of the powerful and the 

tactics of what can be referred to as ‘the marginalised'. In his theorisation, the strategies 

generally produce the desired results as they emanate from those who have means to enact 

them (policy, power, statistics and other bureaucratic and legal practices). Meanwhile, a 
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tactic is a "calculated action determined by the absence of a power locus" and he states that 

"[t]he space of the tactic is the space of the Other" (de Certeau 1984: 37). Tactics are 

famously depicted as those actions that the marginalised have recourse to in the face of 

what de Certeau does not explicitly call domination, but power. Thus, once individuals have 

been marginalised by different strategies, they experience the possibility of acting tactically 

and this includes speaking, reading and writing as well as cooking. He describes tactics as 

those actions that temporarily re-script the ways in which things - and landscapes - should be 

read. The forms that these actions can take include walking as an appropriation of territory 

through walking (de Certeau 2000). Although they have been accused of romanticising 

resistance (Iveson 2007), these theoretical elaborations open up spaces into which those 

who suffer from prejudice, stigma or negative labelling can begin to feel pride about their 

tactical (re)appropriations, temporary re-scripting of the social world and individual 

experiences of place and space. 

 

Dean and Hastings (2000) have shown that it is possible to ‘challenge images’ collectively in 

housing estates. Similar work has been done by Anne Power (1999) in her comparative 

studies of European estates. However, as Turiel (2003) reminds us, it is important to move 

beyond the strategies of cooperation that planners and stakeholders would like residents to 

adopt. Even though they may have achieved high levels of successes, a significant part of the 

estates in Lyon where eventually demolished and their populations displaced, regardless of 

the collaborative efforts which were put in place (Power 1999: 147-168). 

 

Other tactics of appropriation occur regularly through the use of graffiti (Ley and Cybriwsky 

1974; Cresswell 1996) or the occupation of public spaces (Lorcerie 2005) even when this has 

been explicitly forbidden, such as in the French banlieues (Sauvadet 2006). These serve as 

the markers of appropriation of space and resistance to an authority which is deemed 

illegitimate, i.e., the police forces. What is more, Michel de Certeau’s poetics of walking 

takes on all its meaning in a place that non-residents simply traverse in an automated 

vehicle. The fact of walking the streets of the banlieues can be read as an act of tactical 

appropriation as well as resistance to the enduring image that these places are dangerous.  
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Whereas some have tried to impute intentionality to periods of rioting (e.g. Mucchielli and 

Aït-Omar 2006), resistance in the banlieues can of course take on non-violence means. 

Examples of symbolic resistance abound. Studies of banlieue language, banlieue music and 

banlieue dress all expand upon the idea that these subcultural styles are the results of 

tainted identities. They can nonetheless be read as part of a “discourse that challenges 

prevailing notions of French national and cultural identity as fixed and stable, while 

simultaneously embodying an alternative, multiculturalist vision of France” (Oscherwitz 

2004: 44; see also Azra and Cheneau 1994; Duchêne 2002; Melliani 2000; Tijé-Dra 2012). 

Through acts of walking through the 'tainted places', affirming a stigmatised identity, re-

appropriating the signs and signifiers of stigma in an effort to speak back to dominant 

stigmatic language, counter-hegemonic spaces are opened up that challenge the negative 

representations that affix themselves to place.  

 

2.5 - Conclusion 

 

This chapter demonstrates that there exists a vast body literature in the social sciences that 

refers to conceptualisations of stigma as an analytic tool. Stigmatised places are rightly 

highlighted for all the evident material effects that they have for those who live within them. 

A number of the scholarly works that I have cited demonstrate that territorial stigmatisation 

has incredibly damaging and long-lasting economic and symbolic consequences that need to 

be addressed forcefully. Attempts at deciphering territorial stigmatisation are far-reaching in 

their argumentation, looking at the role of public discourse or the state in producing spaces 

of inequality and marginality. However, there have been useful experiments in trying to 

challenge territorial stigma and negative imagery from the ground up (Dean and Hastings 

2000; Slater and Anderson 2012; Taylor 1998; Vienne 2005). This is extremely useful work 

insofar as it opens up the doors about how to work against stigmatising representations of 

place from within these very places. When analysing specific in-groups who reside inside 

French cités, the tendency has been to search for the embodiment and internalisation of 

stigmatic imagery in order to reveal the power of dominant representations on those who 

are marginalised (Chaumont 2009; Robin 2007). At the level of the everyday lived 
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experience, the internalisation of stigmatic language and of neighbourhood representation 

are relatively evident and audible in a number of ways. However, it seems important to ask 

how residents negotiate their conditions of life as marginalised members of the urban fabric. 

We have seen that, although vital, structural accounts tend to take away from local actors 

the possibility that their lived experiences may be different from what we have come to 

expect (Boltanski 2009; Verdrager 2010). Foucaultian understandings of power open up the 

possibility for resistance to operate in multiple ways and although it has been criticised for 

limiting the possibility of full emancipation, it does recognise the individual capacities that 

individuals possess. As social scientists, we should be attempting to hear the voice(s) of 

'weak actors' (Payet et al. 2008).   

 

Simultaneously, it is important to keep a number of questions in mind: Who can perform 

acts of resistance and speak back to stereotypes? More importantly, how is this given 

meaning by banlieue-residents? What does this mean for those residents who do not or 

cannot resist and/or cope with life under conditions of stigmatisation? The next chapter 

takes us through the ways in which France’s banlieues, and those of Nîmes in particular, 

have been constituted as places from which meaningful acts of opposition to dominant, 

stigmatising images of the city are considered an impossibility: places from which ‘voices’ 

have become ‘noises’, as Mustafa Dikeç phrases it (2007: ch. 7). 
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Chapter 3 -  Methods and methodology 

 

3.1 - Introduction 

 

This thesis aims to understand the weight of territorial stigmatisation and negative 

representations of place on housing estate residents in the city of Nîmes, in southern France. 

As the final chapter of this thesis demonstrates, in the course of the research, it became 

clear that territorial stigma is not simply internalised by residents. Many residents lead happy 

lives in these neighbourhoods, notwithstanding the fears and anxieties that are affixed to 

these places from outside. Others actively attempt to challenge and deflect the stigmatising 

representations that have such dramatic material consequences on the neighbourhoods. My 

research focuses on textuality: narrative, discourse and language, all of which contribute to 

constituting 'reality'. Of course, practice is also important in producing an idea of truth and 

authenticity, as more-than-representational geographies have shown. Throughout the 

course of the research, I have been preoccupied with deciphering the meanings that are 

attributed to the so-called banlieues and cités while trying to understand how these are 

interpreted by residents. This chapter has two main objectives. Firstly, it aims to present a 

defence of the approach that I have chosen, and secondly, it points to the methods and 

research techniques that I used while explaining how these helped to bring me closer to 

answering the central research question of the thesis. 

 

In the first part, I explain my epistemological stance as well as the ontological perspective for 

this research project. This section develops why I have adopted an interpretivist stance to 

answer the research question. With research that is underpinned by an interest in the 

discursive constitution of French cités, I also make clear what I mean by discourse. I then 

bring my research design to the fore, clarifying why I chose Nîmes as a field-site and the 

neighbourhoods of Pissevin and Valdegour in particular. I also give details of how I recruited 

respondents to participate in my research. I then elaborate on why I selected specific 

research methods and on the benefits that these have had in practice. Fourth, I discuss how 

the data was gathered and analysed. Finally, I address the issue of representation of the 
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study and the reflexive stance that was adopted in planning the research, while conducting 

it, and when writing up the results.  

 

3.2 - Methodological foundations of the thesis 

 

“The initial position of the social scientist [...] is practically always one of lack of 

familiarity with what is actually taking place in the sphere of life chosen for 

study” (Blumer 1969: 33).  

 

Methodology can be understood as a coherent set of procedures that are dictated by 

epistemology (relating to what we can know and how we can know it) and ontology (ideas 

relating to that which actually exists in the world). Here, methodology refers to the rationale 

and assumptions of the study (Flick et al. 2004; Hughes and Sharrock 1997). The 

philosophical standpoint that social scientists adopt is pivotal in shaping the outcome of the 

research project as a whole, as it determines what questions are worth asking. It establishes 

the definition of concepts, establishes the ways in which methods are articulated, and the 

data that is then considered appropriate for analysis (R.J. Johnston 1986; see also Hatch and 

Yanow 2008; Rudner 1966).  

 

Throughout the thesis I develop an analysis that is rooted in a social scientific world view 

(Weltanschauung) underpinned by interpretivism. Interpretivism is best understood as a 

tradition that includes those thinkers who have opposed the application of a scientific model 

to the study of the social world. It encapsulates the belief that the social sciences have an 

object of study that is fundamentally different to that of the natural sciences. This position is 

best summed up by Alfred Schütz, a phenomenologist who was also one of the founders of 

the interpretivist approach: 

“The world of nature as explored by the natural scientist does not ‘mean’ 

anything to molecules, atoms and electrons. But the observational field of the 

social scientist – social reality – has a specific meaning and relevance structure for 

the beings living, acting and thinking within it. By a series of common-sense 
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constructs they have pre-selected and pre-interpreted this world which they 

experience as a reality of their daily lives” (1962: 59). 

 

Schütz’s antipositivist approach is based in part upon Max Weber’s notion of Verstehen, that 

can loosely be translated as ‘understanding’ or ‘interpretation’, and verstehende Soziologie 

(see Abel 1948). Weber conceived sociology as needing to perform “the interpretive 

understanding of social action” (Weber, quoted in Tucker 1965: 157). As its name suggests, 

interpretivism aims to interpret social action with the purpose of understanding its meanings 

and their consequences. By 'social action', Weber was referring to any action that: 

“by virtue of the subjective meaning attached to it by the acting individual (or 

individuals), takes account of the behavior of others, and is therefore oriented in 

its course... In ‘action’ is included all human behavior when and in so far as the 

acting individual attaches subjective meaning to it” (Weber, quoted in Schütz 

1967: 15). 

 

Embedded in the interpretivist epistemology is a desire and a commitment to understand 

the subjective meanings of social actions (Ley 1977, 1985, 1988; Roebuck 1999). These 

aspirations are entrenched in a number of philosophical traditions, ranging from symbolic 

interactionism and hermeneutic-phenomenological approaches to feminism and 

postmodernism (Bauman 1978; Denzin 1989; Gal 1991; Joas 1987; Kelly 1991; Lagopoulos 

1993; Mies 1983; Rabinow and Sullivan 1987; Reinharz 1992; Ricoeur 1971; Sass 1988; 

Schwandt 1998; Silverman and Gubrium 1994). Each of these departs from the natural 

science explicative approach and focuses on the understanding of human behaviour and not 

on its explanation, the latter being a distinctive characteristic of positivism (Bryman 2004: 

13; see also Rudner 1966). David Ley (1982) states that human geographers somewhat 

pioneered the move away from naturalism to ensure that research actually becomes about 

experience (see also P. Jackson 1981). Susan Smith (1981) explains that this was in part 

influenced by a humanistic geography, the philosophical basis of which is rooted in late 

nineteenth and early twentieth century France and Germany. Methodologically, it found 

grounding in the successive 'Chicago Schools of Sociology' (Ibid.). Lived experiences are, of 

course extremely diverse regardless of the research field. In the case of life in a French 
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housing estate, the 'thick description' (Geertz 2003 [1973]) that respondents deliver in their 

narratives does not relate to one homogeneous set of meanings. As the empirical chapters 

demonstrate, there is a wide array of ways in which housing estates are known and 

experienced by their residents notwithstanding their discursive constitution as threatening 

and unpleasant places in which to live. 

 

In the words of Judith Butler (2008 [1990]), discourse can be summed up as the limits of 

acceptable speech. An epistemological foundation of this research has been that our 

understandings of the social world, including social space and what can be known about it, 

are constituted and determined through discourse. As such, the space of French housing 

estates is made and unmade through multiple discursive arrangements that establish 'truths' 

and determine what can be known about such neighbourhoods. Knowledge pertaining to 

social issues is produced in large part through the pronouncements of experts and the 

diagnostics that they propose to 'treat' these societal concerns. As I explain in chapters 4 and 

5, the ways in which urban policy (re)produces the so-called French banlieues is applicable to 

this understanding (Dikeç 2006a, 2006b, 2007a, 2007b). For Michel Foucault (1980) 

knowledge cannot be disassociated from power, when the latter is used to produce and 

control the former. In a widely quoted declaration, he states that: 

"There is no power relation without the correlative constitution of a field of 

knowledge, nor any knowledge that does not presuppose and constitute at the 

same time, power relations" (Foucault 1977: 27). 

 

Foucault (1977, 2002 [1969], 2003) further argues that discourse is not just a linguistic 

concept but rather, a system of representation. As such, it consists of different ways of 

"organizing, clustering, arranging and classifying concepts, and of establishing complex 

relations between them" (Stuart Hall 1997a: 17). Complementing Foucault's understanding 

of discourse, Stuart Hall explains that discourse is about the production of meaning through 

language as well as practice, and "since all social practices entail meaning, and meanings 

shape and influence what we do - our conduct - all practices have a discursive aspect" (1992: 

291). In another text, Hall further defines discourse: 
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“It defines and constructs the object of our knowledge. It governs the way in 

which a particular topic can be meaningfully talked about and reasoned about. 

[More importantly] it also influences how ideas are put into practice and used to 

regulate the conduct of others” (Stuart Hall 1997a: 44).  

 

It is a constitutive practice that gives birth to forms of knowledge. It never consists of one 

statement, one text, one action or one source, and discourse analysis is preoccupied with 

analysing diverse statements and the ways in which they relate to each other (Foucault 2002 

[1969]). The multiplicity of discursive statements must be used repetitively in order to 

successfully exert power and control (Stuart Hall 2000). Discourses are always embedded 

within social and institutional contexts and as such, they evolve over time while always 

influencing our perceptions of social reality. In turn, this affects how we act within what can 

be known about the world (Hardy and Phillips 2004). This has prompted de Cillia et al. (1999: 

157) to state that “discourse constitutes social practice and is at the same time constituted 

by it”. The discursive constitution of the French banlieues, understood as they are to be 

threatening no-go zones, is likely to have an effect on the way they are talked about, 

regulated and controlled. It is also easy to imagine that the 'regime of truth' that establishes 

the banlieues and cités as populated by welfare cheats and violent youth will have a very real 

influence on the ways in which people live and act within these places23.  

 

Holloway and Hubbard (2001: 144) argue that collectively, “representations of a place are 

very much responsible for shaping the meanings which different individuals attach to a 

place”. This thesis focuses on the differences and conflicts that exist within these 

representations and on the multiplicity of meanings that people attribute to place in French 

housing estates. As such, I have both looked at how the banlieues and housing estates are 

constituted from outside and at the ways in which they are represented by speaker-positions 

located within these demonised spaces (see Sato 2007). I was attentive to the disruptions 

and breaches in the hegemonic regime of representation that such re-representations 

produce, even if these are only temporary (see Clarke et al. 1975; Stuart Hall 1997b). My aim 

                                                           
23

 See Stuart Hall (1997a: 49) for a parallel with the regime of truth that establishes single parenting as a reason 

for crime and delinquency. 
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to show that residents of stigmatised neighbourhoods are not passive subjects but active 

agents in the scripting of counter-hegemonic strategies that challenge their own 

subjectification and the stigmatisation of their place of residence24. 

 

A number of social theorists (e.g. Bourdieu 1972, 1980, 1984, 1990; Bourdieu and Passeron 

1964; Bourdieu and Wacquant 1992; Giddens 1979, 1984; New 2007; Dorothy Smith 1990) 

have worked on the specific issue of how humans challenge and change the social structures 

that they inhabit. These understandings are facilitated by adopting an interpretivist 

ontology. This suggests that the meanings and the categories that are applied to social 

phenomena and social action are perpetually being reinterpreted by actors (see Berger and 

Luckmann 1991; Bruner 1990; Wenger 1998). Adapting an interpretivist ontology opens up a 

vision of local actors as beings in possession of a situated agency (C. Hay 2011). They are 

seen as endowed, within a specific historical and geographic context, with the capacity to 

innovate within objective structures. This suggests that they can partly redefine and 

negotiate the meanings that mainstream discourses would otherwise constitute and 

establish as fixed. Interpretivists state that cultures and organisations within which social 

actors evolve are not pre-given entities. Instead, they are the results of interaction and 

provisional consent and consensus of agents in the social realm (e.g Kuhn [1996] and Latour 

and Woolgar [1979]). However, this study does not claim that there is no such things as 

cultures and institutions. My contention is that cultures and institutions constrain social 

participants even as they are constantly made and remade. However, they also emerge as 

points of reference from which change can be constituted (see Searle 2005). The 

psychologist Albert Bandura (2000, 2006) has made this point in his development of social 

cognitive theory that rejects the duality between social structure and human agency. For 

him, social systems are created by people and these, in turn, organise and influence our lives 

but we always retain the capacity to reinterpret and remake. This point has also been made 

within the fields of sociology (Giddens 1991) and human geography (Bassett 1999) and it has 

been pushed theoretically to the fore by feminist scholars (e.g. Afshar 2008; A. Allen 1999; 

                                                           
24

 A number of scholars based at the University of Erlangen, in Germany, have a shared concern with the 

articulation of discursive counter-hegemonic speaker-positions in marginalised urban quarters (Germes 2011; 

Glasze et al. 2010, 2012; Tijé-Dra 2010, 2012). In a different context, Mayr's (2004) study of language in prisons 

provides a clear illustration of how power necessarily works alongside resistance to it (see also Foucault 1980). 
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Kohler Riessman 2000; Mann 1994; McNay 2000; Pratt 1990; see also the edited collection 

by Staeheli et al. 2004) as well as postcolonial thinkers (e.g. Bignal 2010; Nandy 2006 

[1983]). The legal scholar Elizabeth Schneider (1993) insists on the false dichotomy between 

victimisation and agency while requesting the abandonment of 'dominance feminism'. These 

theorisations privilege a view of women as victims and she favours an adjusted view of 

women as resourceful and innovative in the face of oppression. Objective structures 

certainly influence the behaviour and actions of social agents but interpretivism holds that 

these structural influences are not entirely determinant. Social agents are the bearers of 

subjective creativity and, as such, they have the power to innovate and intervene 

throughout their life course, as individuals or as groups (Giddens 1979; Heinz and Krüger 

2001; Lin 2001; Musolf 2003). Most residents of French cités will be acutely aware of the 

representations, the reputations and the stigmatising labels that apply to their 

neighbourhoods. This does not mean that they accept these to be 'true', and interpretivism 

assumes the possibility of contestation over readily accepted understandings and forms of 

knowledge.  

 

The examination of the subjective meanings that residents of stigmatised neighbourhoods 

attach to the place in which they live allows for a rethinking of the processes of labelling, 

stigmatisation and the internalisation of stigma. It also opens up questions of counter-

stigmatisation and of the multiple ways of coping with stigma that are practiced locally. As 

chapter 2 has shown, a number of qualitative researchers have summarised the 

consequences of territorial stigmatisation as leading to an internalisation of stigmatic 

imagery and language into the fabric of the 'tainted place' and the minds of its residents. An 

interpretivist lens, however, can reveal the meanings that residents of French housing 

estates attach to the areas where they live. It is through their descriptions and narratives, 

recorded during ethnographic research, through in-depth semi-structured interviews that I 

came to grasp their ideas regarding stigmatisation and neighbourhood representation.  
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3.3 - Research design 

 3.3.1 - Review of documents  

 

Embarking on the research project, my first step was the exploration of textual 

representations of banlieues in novels and works of art25. Documentary films about the so-

called banlieues are numerous and I tried to see as many as I could with an eye for the ways 

in which the stigmatised suburban neighbourhoods are depicted and an ear for the language 

that was used26. A survey of the representation of housing estates and banlieues on popular 

television shows was done in large part through websites such as Youtube or Dailymotion27. I 

also explored the many full length movies that emanate from the banlieues themselves. 

Although depictions of the banlieues in cinema are as old as cinema itself (Fourcaut 2000c), a 

whole genre has recently emerged from these places and has come to be labelled the ‘film 

de banlieue’ (Chibane and Chibane 2003; Mongin 1995; Mottet 2001; Tarr 2005; Shama and 

Shama 2000; Siciliano 2007) 28. I was keen to find out how depictions in those movies 

differed from the documentary ‘realities’ that could be found in the TV news (see also Boyer 

and Lochard 1998; Deltombe and Rigouste 2006; Hargreaves 1994; Péralva and Macé 2002; 

Sedel 2009a).  

 

In June 2009, I spent over a week reviewing periodicals and a wide diversity of media 

sources. I focused on three national newspapers that accurately span the political spectrum 

of France's written media (Le Monde, Le Figaro, Libération) and I looked at one regional 

paper (Le Midi Libre). Because magazines are so popular in France, I also consulted articles 
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 See Papieau (1996) for a detailed exploration of the aesthetic representations of and discourses about the 

banlieues. Her book was very helpful in allowing me to find literary references as well as in enabling me to ‘see’ 

nineteenth and twentieth century art that represented banlieues landscapes in different ways: as talking to and 

giving visual form to hygienist or paternalistic discourses. See also Hargreaves and McKinney (1997). 
26

 E.g.: Chroniques de la Violence Ordinaire, directed by Pierre Bourgeois, David Carr-Brown and Patricia Bodet 

(France Télévisions Distribution, 2005); 9.3 Mémoire d'un Territoire, directed by Yamina Benguigui (Zylo 

Distribution, 2009); 365 Jours à Clichy-Montfermeil, directed by Ladj Ly (Kourtrajmé Productions, 2007). 
27

 These are numerous and spread over a large number of television shows. Some have made a claim to serious 

investigative journalism (Enquête Exclusive, Zone Interdite...), while others have adopted a genre that 

resembles a mix between reality television and documentary form, similar to Cops in the United States (Planète 

Choc, 90' d'Enquête...). 
28

 The genre has acquired a Wikipedia page with an updated list of films: 

http://fr.wikipedia.org/wiki/Cat%C3%A9gorie:Film_sur_la_banlieue_fran%C3%A7aise 
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that included the words 'banlieue', 'cité', 'quartier' or any of their correlatives (eg. 'jeune de 

banlieue'; 'zone urbaine sensible'; 'ghettoïsation') in a number of highly read weeklies (Le 

Point, L'Express, Le Figaro Magazine, Paris Match, Valeurs Actuelles, Marianne). During this 

time, I made a list of headlines that related to banlieues in general and spanning the course 

of approximately four years29. I found that since the urban unrest of 2005, the linguistic style 

and the semantics used when the banlieues were addressed had changed relatively little. 

Examining the works of Sedel (2007; 2009a; 2011b), Macé (1999), Rigouste (2004), Deltombe 

(2006) and Boyer and Lochard (1998) confirmed that this type of linguistic description had 

been in use well before the riots. Intertextuality30 has been at work before, during and since 

the riots within the journalistic field (Olive et al. 2010).  

 

Comparing what these multiple media of representation have to say about France's housing 

estates was an important step in determining where I would conduct the ethnographic 

fieldwork for this research. Not only was there an overwhelming sense that urban areas 

targeted for 'improvement' by urban policy were represented in similar (often negative) 

ways by political elites and in the field of the media, but there also appeared to be counter-

representations emanating from the stigmatised neighbourhoods (e.g. Derderian 1997; El 

Yazami 1997; Grewal 2011; Hargreaves 1997b; Sedel 2011a). An interest in the intensive 

period of rioting that took place in 2005 yielded a wide ranging set of different readings, 

linked in large part to the representative framework that is adopted within the given 

interpretive field. For instance, activists and some scholars ascribe intentionality to periods 

of urban unrest as collective acts motivated by proto-political aspirations (Khiari 2006; 

Mauger 2006b; Mucchielli and Le Goaziou 2006a, 2006b; Olive et al. 2010; Onana et al. 

2006). I became fascinated with those 'sensitive urban zones' that had not responded to the 

nation-wide acts of spontaneous urban unrest in 2005. The review of documents had guided 

me to reformulate my research question: if rioting was a form of active (proto)political 

                                                           
29

 This period of time was not chosen randomly as I chose the deaths of Zyed and Bouna in 2005 (on the 27th of 

October), which turned out to be the spark for almost a month of urban unrest, as my start-off date. However, 

it is clear that the stigma has much deeper historical roots, as I demonstrate in chapter 4. 
30

 'Intertextuality' is a term that was introduced by Julia Kristeva (1980) and partly developed in later years by 
the social theorist Gérard Genette work on 'paratexts' (1997 [1987]). Intertextuality suggests that the meaning 
of one given textual representation is made through the borrowing and the reproduction in whole or in part of 
a number of other texts that communicate and flow into each other (see Agger 1999; G. Allen 2000; Orr 2003; 
Worton and Still 1990). 
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resistance to territorial stigmatisation, then was resistance absent from housing estates that 

did not riot? My choice of fieldwork site was thus confirmed by the fact that none of the 

housing estates of that city had manifested any active form of contestation in the streets 

during the heated month of November 2005. I was curious to understand whether this made 

Pissevin and Valdegour residents the passive victims and observers of territorial 

stigmatisation. Of course, Nîmes' housing estates have at times erupted into violence. In 

2003, the 17 year old Mourad Belmoukhtar was shot in the head at close range by police 

forces. Youths from Valdegour rioted for several days when the news that one of their 

residents had been killed while unarmed and posing no direct threat. Urban unrest erupted 

once again in Valdegour and Pissevin when the officer who had shot the young man was 

acquitted, in October 2009 (Rouagdia 2009). I decided that it was in these two sites that I 

would investigate the potential for residents of cités to cope with life under conditions of 

stigma. Did these residents find ways of resisting the negative representations that affix 

themselves to place in everyday forms that differed from the highly visible act of urban 

unrest?  

 

 3.3.2 - Study-sites: Pissevin and Valdegour 

 

Described as “models” and “laboratories” of urban analysis (Nijman 2000: 135), 

'paradigmatic cities' have made regular appearances in urban geographical literatures. 

Chicago became a classic example of this after the ethnographic works of the 1920s and 

1930s (Bulmer 1986: 1-12; see also Short 1971)31. In a country as heavily centralised as 

France, urban research has tended to focus on the capital-city. As such, examples of places 

that suffer from territorial stigmatisation have been studied in and around the Parisian 

banlieues. For instance, Loïc Wacquant's work has been pivotal in framing contemporary 

debates about territorial stigmatisation (Wacquant 1992, 1993b, 2007a, 2007b, 2010). Much 

of his writing is based upon empirical examples that are taken from his fieldwork experience 

in the housing estate of Les 4000, in La Courneuve, a banlieue town to the North of Paris. 

Other academics have also chosen to concentrate their research in neighbourhoods that are 

                                                           
31

 See Sampson (2012) for the persistence of this model.  
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located around Paris (Avery 1987; Bacqué and Fol 1997; Bacqué and Sintomer 2001; Jamin 

2004; Kepel 2012a, 2012b) and, at times, they make the claim that their ethnographic 

findings there could be applicable to banlieues and other neighbourhoods elsewhere in 

France (Body-Gentrot and Withol de Wenden 2007; Fourcaut 1993; Pétonnet 1982; Tribalat 

1999). There have nonetheless been calls reminding researchers that urban research 

findings, while applying to a local context, have certain limits with regards to how far they 

can be generalised and applied to other settings (J. Abu-Lughod 1997). Researching estates 

that are located outside the Parisian metropolis offers the possibility of testing these 

generalisations. Thrift's (2000) view is that one size does not fit all when it comes to 

examining cities. Moreover, Bell and Jayne (2006, 2009) state that researching 'small cities' is 

useful in testing dominant theories and enhancing our broader understanding of urban 

worlds. They add that thinking about cities that are not metropolises allows us to rethink 

urban orders and taken-for-granted urban hierarchies (Bell and Jayne 2009: 696). This is a 

useful echo to work by Jennifer Robinson (2002, 2005, 2008) who advocates referring to 

cities as 'ordinary' to help break away from the hierarchical relations between cities. She is 

supported by Ash Amin and Stephen Graham (1997), who also advocate a move towards 

'ordinary cities' and stress that the study of smaller urban areas can reveal the heterogeneity 

between cities as well as the economic, cultural, institutional and social differences that 

inhabit each one. 

 

As mentioned above, my interest in the study of 'smaller' cities also stems from the 

November 2005 riots. During that time, the French news reported regularly on acts of 

violence that were being perpetrated throughout France. Rioting was no novelty in the 

banlieue landscape but it had tended to be concentrated in areas around larger cities, like 

Paris, Lyon and Strasbourg. Never before had housing estates located in average sized 

French cities been noteworthy places for rioting (Sedel 2009a). Within the space of three 

weeks in November 2005, the local and national media was reporting on these places and 

the names of their cités gained national recognition as places of ‘violence’ (Balibar  2007; 

Bertho 2009; Sedel 2009a). While all this was taking place, Nîmes’ cités did not take part in 

these unprecedented levels of nation-wide rioting (ONZUS 2009). This, in and of itself, made 

them somewhat of an anomaly within the French banlieue landscape and, as such, they 
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attracted my attention. They also fitted other aspects that I was looking for in a study site as 

they are heavily stigmatised (Andréani 2006; Bernié-Boissard 2000; Lafitte 1980; Liger 1987; 

Marconot 1988, 1990, 1994). Valdegour and Pissevin are laboratories for the 

implementation of the politique de la ville and have been the targets of various initiatives. As 

such, they are victims of the increased stigmatisation that accompanies mapping, naming 

and statistical profiling conducted via a number of urban policy institutions (see Dikeç 

2007a). Jacques Donzelot (2006) emphasises the fact that the politique de la ville is currently 

a covert policy for the banlieues, which acts as a territorialised safety measure to preserve 

state authority, rather than a policy for the city and all its inhabitants. Pissevin and 

Valdegour are designated as 'sensitive urban zones' (ZUS) but they have also become 

neighbourhoods in which to test the application of a number of other measures. They are 

'educational priority zones' (ZEP) and the cité of Valdegour is one of only one hundred tax 

concession 'zones' (ZFU) that encourages the establishment of businesses32, with the failed 

results that I discuss in the next chapter. 

 

Importantly, Valdegour and Pissevin are also located within the city of Nîmes, which has 

consequences on the different meanings that 'being a Nîmes resident' might have. Although 

they were intended to be constructed as one large grand ensemble, the topography of the 

landscape and the added construction of a two-by-two highway (avenue Kennedy) led to the 

physical separation of this neighbourhood into what appear to be two urban entities. Their 

proximity to each other and the fact that they both suffer from similar levels of 

stigmatisation make Valdegour and Pissevin ideal sites in which to examine the 

internalisation of negative representations of place. While this situation allowed me to 

interrogate what 'being a part of Nîmes' means to residents of the estates, the sense of 

division between the central and historic urban area of Nîmes was also investigated. At the 

same time, the differences that respondents feel exist between the cité in which they live 

and the one on the other side of the avenue Kennedy and this could also be explored due to 

Pissevin and Valdegour's intriguing geography. 
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 http://aren-zfu.org/fichier/circulaire_190503-61.pdf. 
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 3.3.3 - Recruitment of respondents 

 

Respondents were recruited over three main research periods. In Summer 2009 I began 

fieldwork in Nîmes with the intention of conducting a series of pilot interviews. I started by 

conducting a small number of interviews with people who live in the city of Nîmes but do not 

reside in a cité. These first few interviews were conducted with people who were suggested 

to me via a network of acquaintances. My aim was to acquire some impression of the 

meanings that a small and diverse handful of Nîmois give to the existence, the physical 

structure and the populations of the cités that stand within their city. In order to help elicit 

some of these understandings, I confronted these respondents with a series of pictures of 

Valdegour, Pissevin and Nîmes' other two housing estates, taken from the Midi Libre. With 

these discussions in mind, I spent several days visiting the neighbourhoods of Pissevin and 

Valdegour. During that time, contacts with residents were infrequent and almost invariably 

involved those with whom I spoke displaying a profound lack of trust for the role of 

'researcher'. I realised to what extent the role of 'gatekeeper' in gaining access to 

participants was an important one in places that suffer from research fatigue (see Mandel 

2003). Although this first ethnographic attempt was not successful, it did lead me to refine 

the focus of my research topic. The difficulty that I encountered in finding resident 

participants led me to enlarge the primary target interview group. I knew that I was 

interested in how residents find ways of coping with territorial stigmatisation on an everyday 

basis and I decided to take the work of local associations into account. As I show later in this 

thesis, some of these participate in actively challenging stigma in the housing estates. This 

inclusion has had enormous benefits in establishing the necessary contacts that would allow 

me to come into contact with respondents without the mistrust that my research appeared 

to generate during the first trip. 

 

The second and longest period of ethnographic fieldwork took place over seven months, 

from September 2009 to March 2010. During that time, I fully immersed myself in the 

neighbourhoods, spending considerable amounts of time in these spaces, helping with and 

becoming an active member of local associations, sitting in public spaces, in the library or 

social centres. I had regular conversations with people and became close to a number of 
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residents who often invited me to their homes, introduced me to friends and made 

suggestions as to where my research project should be heading. I often met with people 

who were involved in a relatively new local interest newspaper in Valdegour and I was asked 

to become their temporary co-secretary. I was elected during a general assembly of the 

association in early 2010. This allowed for regular contact with Valdegour's residents and I 

took the opportunity to 'follow' some of the amateur journalists during their writing process. 

My involvement led to the successful development of encounters with gatekeepers, defined 

by Passeron (1995) as 'relays' and as 'enablers and unifiers of sense'. 

 

Before heading back to Nîmes for the second phase of fieldwork, I worked hard to plan a 

number of formal semi-structured. Contacts were established with associations that have 

headquarters in Pissevin and Valdegour via letter, email or, when possible, by telephone. 

This led to a number of fruitful encounters. I also wrote to the town hall of Nîmes requesting 

interviews with those in charge of urban policy in the city. In order to reach residents of 

Pissevin and Valdegour, I advertised in local newspapers and internet blogs. A post on the 

web-site of the regional La Gazette de Montpellier explained that I was interested in 

speaking with residents of Pissevin, Valdegour and anyone living in the immediate vicinity of 

the estates. I explained that I was keen to discuss territorial stigmatisation and the 

consequences that this has in and around the cités. Initial contact was made with only a 

handful of participants in this way but most referred me onto others. This led to the 

development of a very successful subset of purposive sampling known as chain-referral 

sampling (Teddlie and Yu 2007). Also known as snowball sampling, early examples of this 

technique can be found in William Foot Whyte's Street Corner Society (1955) and James 

Patrick's (1973) study of Glasgow gangs. In very simple terms, snowball sampling occurs 

when a research participant gives the researcher the names of other potential respondents 

who, in turn do the same (Vogt 1999). Noy (2008: 327) believes this method of sampling can 

generate a unique type of social knowledge that is emergent, political and interactional. As 

my own experience proved, it is also possibly the best technique in order to reach hidden or 

hard to reach populations during research periods (see also Atkinson and Flint 2001; Faugier 

and Sargeant 2008; Penrod et al. 2003). 
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The final fieldwork phase took place from early September to mid November 2010. In 

addition to revisiting the sites in which I had made my encounters and the headquarters of 

associations, I also followed up on the names that research participants had given me while I 

was away. Ultimately, in these final moments of fieldwork, I limited myself to conducting 

second interviews with those who demonstrated interest (four respondents) and to 

interviewing women, who had been somehow under-represented in previous interviews 

(perhaps in part due to the way in which snowball sampling tends to work [Atkinson and 

Flint 2001; Biernacki and Waldorf 1981]). For instance, a French-Arabic translator who I had 

interviewed previously referred me to two women who had recently arrived in one of the 

cités. She was present during the interviews and it is unlikely that I would have been able to 

come into contact with these participants without her. 

 

Ultimately, I conducted 55 interviews and one group interview enabling contact with 65 

people33. 39 respondents were actual residents of the housing estates while the other 26 

lived in other neighbourhoods, within the city of Nîmes. All respondents were over 20 years 

of age, 30 were women and the remaining 35 were men, of whom seven are 'elites' in urban 

planning, politics or senior civil servants working for the town hall of Nîmes. Importantly, 

one of these elites was also a resident of Pissevin and had been since the late 1960s. 

Another had once been a long-term resident of Pissevin and a medical practitioner in the 

estate before moving out altogether in the 1980s.  

 

As previously mentioned, the possibility that those stigmatising categories that are 

associated with Pissevin and Valdegour might be resisted on some level led me to consider 

the efforts of social workers and associations that operate in the neighbourhoods. These 

individuals often operate with the explicit desire to challenge stigmatisation. Four interviews 

were conducted with social workers and twenty-five with people involved in associational 

work inside the cités (16 women and 9 men). Whether volunteers or employees, those 

involved included both residents of the housing estates (17) and non-residents (8) of the 
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 In four cases, I interviewed people in pairs: in the first case, a couple was interviewed in their house at the 

outskirts of Pissevin; in another case, I interviewed two shop-keepers in the historic centre of Nîmes; in the two 

final cases, I interviewed residents of Pissevin who are close friends. Six people were present during the group 

interview, at the headquarters of an association in Valdegour. 
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neighbourhoods34. Importantly, people that are actively involved in associations, even when 

they are not residents of housing estates, tend to be granted a level of trust from other 

residents. On several occasions, I was referred onto 'users' of the associations, and the faith 

that they had in associational workers was invaluable in enabling relations of trust between 

me and the research subjects.  

 

I am aware of the possibility that there may be bias present in snowball sampling, whereby 

friends with similar ideas and world-views give each other's reference to the eager 

researcher (Flick 2009: 110). Notwithstanding, the variety of categories of people 

interviewed for the purpose of the thesis ensured that I was able to triangulate the research 

data and better examine the discursive and counter-discursive constitutions of space. The 

words used by elites, for instance, and the understandings that they seemed to have about 

life in Pissevin and Valdegour could be contrasted to that of several other categories of 

people in Nîmes35. As Appendix 1 shows, the interviewed groups are wide ranging and for 

each one, I attentively coded the language that was used in constituting housing estates and 

in the discussions relating to the future of these places and their residents. I compared 

particular expressions and the ways in which space was alluded to by each given category.  

 

3.4 - Data collection and analysis 

 3.4.1 - Semi-structured interviews 

 

My research is involved in an empathetic desire to understand the meanings that residents 

give to the stigmatised places that they inhabit. In order to compare the 'knowledges' that 

exist about Nîmes' housing estates, I also wished to elicit understandings that non-residents 

(whether elites in urban policy, associational workers or neighbours of the housing estates) 

have of Pissevin and Valdegour. Although interview methods are numerous (Atkinson 1998; 

Bryman 2004; Flick 2009; Hollway and Jefferson 2000; King and Horrocks 2010; Kvale and 
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 See Appendix 1 for a full break down of the respondent categories. 
35

 As I have stated, one of these elites still lives in Pissevin while another lived and worked in Valdegour as a 

medical professional until the mid-1980s. This overlap has generated interesting data. 
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Brinkmann 2008; McCracken 1988; Rubin and Rubin 2012; Weiss 1994), I felt that semi-

structured interviews would provide enough flexibility to get at the heart of representational 

issues during the interview itself (Kvale 1996; Wengraf 2001). The unfolding of the semi-

structured interview allowed for improvisation and creativity on my part as the discussion 

proceeded. Denzin (1997) explains that semi-structured interview techniques allow for a 

rapport to be established between interviewer and interviewee and this can lead 

respondents to raise issues that they believe were not covered in the questions of the 

researcher. I never sent respondents questions before the interviews, and I was never asked 

for them. This allowed for interviews that were perhaps more dynamic than they might 

otherwise have been. Blanchet and Gotman (2010: 132) argue that situations in which 

participants are not made to prepare are beneficial to the data that will be generated during 

the interview. 

 

Because of the varied categories of people that were interviewed for this project, a series of 

interview guides was drawn up (see Appendix 3). These were structured into three sections. 

The questions in the first section were aimed at establishing a level of trust with the 

respondents and ensuring that a rapport between us developed. This section dealt with 

questions relating to age, employment history and each respondents' individual relationship 

to the city of Nîmes. I was interested to know whether people were born and had grown up 

in the cités or whether they had been raised elsewhere. If so, I was curious to know whether 

they had moved to the estates from abroad or from another French region. Although all 

interview guides were fairly similar, the second section differed to some extent, depending 

on whether I was speaking to residents or non-residents and on whether I was talking with 

people who were actively engaged with the neighbourhood associations or not. In interviews 

with residents, I tried to discover more about the participants' experience of life in a housing 

estate and tried to discuss potential feelings of (not) belonging to such places as well as the 

potential sense of estrangement from the rest of the city. In interviews with associational 

workers (whether resident of cités or not), I tried to elicit understandings of the reasons that 

led to an engagement with associational life, and in Pissevin and Valdegour in particular. 

With non-residents, most of whom lived close to the estates, I tried to extract the diverse 

meanings that cités might have and I asked questions about what should be done with such 



84 

 

places. Finally, the third section was aimed at developing the thickest description of the 

ideas, experiences as well as the meanings and understandings that each respondent 

attached to Nîmes' housing estates, notwithstanding the category that I had grouped them 

under. It was very often the case that respondents had given this some thought prior to our 

meeting and some came armed with written notes.  

 

Interviews with town hall officials and urban planning civil servants were prepared 

specifically for the person in question and all were conducted in the offices of those 

concerned. Two interviews were conducted within the town hall itself: with the deputy 

mayor in charge of security and the deputy mayor in charge of city planning. Both agreed to 

be identified and their positions to be mentioned in the thesis. Other elite interviews were 

conducted in the relevant office buildings and interviewees required that their names 

remain confidential. When asked about my research project, I was very clear and explained 

the research question in as much detail as was needed. In a few instances, I have had my 

interviewees offer to help gain access to other people on my target list. Gaining a proper 

rapport with elites is highlighted as being of importance. These respondents can become 

essential informants and gatekeepers to further vital participants in the research project (K. 

Goldstein 2002: 671).  

 

 3.4.2 - Interview experiences 

 

Regardless of the category of person that I interviewed, I was at all times concerned not to 

enter into the interview process with a check-list of things that I was expecting to hear. 

Launching into a field-site with a priori ideas of what one is expecting to find can result in 

biased data and frustration (Flick 2009). Researchers cannot truly escape the fact that they 

have a hypothesis but this is different to explicitly hunting for one's expectations. McDowell 

(2001: 94) is right to insist on the 'chancy business' of conducting interviews and ensuring 

that the process becomes "a conversation with a purpose" (Valentine 2005 [1997]: 111) is a 

difficult procedure with no right or wrong way. 'Learning-by-doing' is the only way of 

developing an adequate interviewing technique, yet each interview dynamic was different 
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and independent of the semi-artificial 'categories' of people that I have created. The average 

length of interviews was between one and two hours. All but three respondents accepted 

that I record the interview. In these situations, I took copious notes and transcribed them as 

soon as possible.  

 

In a number of cases, I made appointments over the phone and during this brief exchange 

with potential respondents some asked whether we might be able to get the interview 'over 

with' via telephone. I objected in all cases, arguing that I needed to make all interviewees 

sign a consent form (see Appendix 2) and that a face to face encounter would be more 

productive for my research. In many organisational phone conversations, it was made clear 

to me that the participant had some reservations about potentially 'wasting their time' 

without financial remuneration. I was never asked about pay directly and would have 

refused to grant such requests.  

 

I felt that, as drafted, my research project was in more than one way critical of urban policy 

markers' reading of housing estates and of the needs and desires of residents that live in 

these places. For this reason, I was often a little concerned prior to interviewing elites in 

urban policy or from the town hall who might have reacted negatively to my project. I was 

also aware of warnings about the power imbalances that often develop during elite 

interviewing. Katharine Smith (2006) and Gareth Rice (2010) caution researchers about 

managing expectations prior to each encounter (see also Kvale 2006 on power asymmetries 

during interviews). Notwithstanding, if in two cases respondents did seem desirous to steer 

the interview towards a political agenda, I was not aware of imbalances of power relations 

during interviews that I conducted with elites and my research project was treated with 

utmost respect and, in some cases, enthusiasm. A senior civil servant who, although 

consistently friendly, labelled my project as "lacking the objectivity required in a doctoral 

thesis" during the interview later telephoned a number of times to recommend articles and 

find out where to send me documents. Importantly, I was emailed by a resident of Pissevin 

who stated that my contact details had been given to them by the civil servant in question. 

This was further proof that, notwithstanding our disagreements about the project, the 

respondent was happy to see people engaging with Pissevin and Valdegour.  
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The location in which interviews take place is highlighted as being of importance (Kvale 

1996; Kvale and Brinkmann 2008). Interviews with non-residents of Pissevin or Valdegour 

took place in a variety of different places. For instance, professional and volunteer 

representatives of associations sometimes asked me to rendezvous at their home. This 

allowed for me to make connections between the associational life that these respondents 

lead in the cités and other types of associational commitments that they might have had. I 

took note of everything that demonstrated a life of political engagement and activism 

beyond the housing estates.  

 

Other non-resident professionals were interviewed within the cités. In these instances, prior 

arrangements had almost always been made to introduce me to residents, take me on a 

local tour of the surrounding area, or present me to other associations. Participants were 

keen on doing two things: demonstrating that the neighbourhood was in need of increased 

governmental help; while maintaining that it was a place that people had grown to 

appreciate, like and invest in positively. All non-residents of Pissevin and Valdegour who 

worked in associations in these places insisted on their own fondness for these places. 

Contact with associations was made directly and I received a great readiness to discuss the 

work that they were doing and the aims of their organisation. I was often invited to visit 

locales and to attend meetings, either actively or passively. Associational workers were 

happy to introduce me to other members, whether professionally involved or volunteers. 

This was a great resource and I conducted several interviews in associational headquarters. 

Often, as I interviewed one person, others would come in and add their own opinions to 

what was being said by the respondent, creating interesting dynamics.  

 

All but two of the interviews with residents of the housing estates were conducted in the 

cités themselves. On those two occasions where I met with respondents elsewhere, a café in 

the historic centre was chosen. However, most of those with whom I spoke did not have 

access to cars and I would have felt uneasy asking people to use public transportation. In a 

relatively small number of cases, I was invited into people's homes. However, participants 

often appeared reluctant to let me into the privacy of their apartment. This, it seems, was 
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out of a need to ‘control’ the interview in terms of time. I always let the respondent pick a 

place of their choosing and I would meet them there at the appropriate time equipped with 

my voice recorder, a note pad and pen. In very few cases was I asked not to record the 

interview. This was linked to a misunderstanding on the part of the respondent who thought 

all I wanted was an informal chat and perhaps a referral to ‘someone more useful’. This did 

not make our encounters less productive.  

 

In most cases, my status as non-resident of the housing estates turned out to be helpful. 

Jody Miller (2001), who interviewed mostly African-American female gang members for the 

purpose of her research, explains that contrary to expectations, it was an advantage to be 

middle class and white. Being totally 'other' as a researcher, the women that she 

interviewed spent considerable time describing their every-day lives. Similarly, in Pissevin 

and Valdegour, respondents explained everything about their housing estates in great detail 

and communicated a desire to share their everyday experiences within the neighbourhoods. 

My 'exteriority' seemed to facilitate a relationship between researcher and 'translator' 

(Miller and Glassner 2004). Participants need “an imaginative ability to objectify one’s own 

culture for a foreigner, so as to present it in a number of ways” (Rabinow 1977: 95; see also 

Paterson 2009: 780; Clair 2008; Flick 2009). As such, individual counter-histories of Nîmes’ 

cités were introduced to me as well as competing narratives from respondents intent on 

representing their place of residence in an alternative light. To the people with whom I 

talked, I was definitely an outsider who needed things explained in detail. However, my 

approach and its interest with the language relating to space made me aware of these 

competing representations spoken by each respondent depending on age, gender and 

origins. 
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 3.4.3 - Transcription and analysis of the data 

 

As with interviewing, there is no best method for transcribing interviews (Longhurst 2010). 

In most cases, I chose to apply a rigorous method of transcription. I attempted to transcribe 

interviews soon after they had taken place. This was useful in that each transcription led to 

the generation of new ideas and topics to be raised for further discussion during future 

encounters. Invariably, respondents raised issues and themes that I felt I would like to know 

more about in the context of neighbourhood stigma. Examples are abundant and have 

included what some participants thought was an increasing presence of the hijab worn by 

women in the cités; 'gang' fights with youths from other housing estates in Nîmes and the 

nearby town of Saint-Gilles; the number of festivals and positively charged events that take 

place in the housing estates and no-where else in the Nîmes; and the lack of a 'traditional' 

neighbourhood shops (ie. non-Halal butchers, an apparently excessive amount of kebab 

shops, and so forth). Each of these topics was mentioned in interviews and led me to 

investigate further once I had transcribed the comments. After each interview, I took notes 

in my research-diary. I described the mood of the interview session, my own impressions as 

well as the respondent's non-verbal communication. I referred back to these notes during 

transcription and added to them as I went about the process of typing each interview out in 

full. When these are relevant, I included the information in italics. If I believe it to be of 

importance I have included these annotations within this thesis. When indicating that there 

is a pause, I used ellipses. When these are placed within brackets, this signifies the fact that I 

have cut text from the transcribed data because it seemed irrelevant. 

 

The coding of interview data is entirely dependent on the questions one is asking and as 

such there is no exact way of undertaking this (Crang 2005). For the purposes of this thesis, I 

had highlighted a number of concepts, themes and topics taken from the documentary 

analysis conducted in the early days of the research. New theoretical concepts and ideas 

were identified during the first series of interviews and I looked for patterns and re-occurring 

words and statements in further interviews. I compared and contrasted these according to 

the groupings of respondents that I have established (e.g. resident of housing estate/non-

resident of housing estate/civil servant involved in urban policy/volunteer in association). 
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For example, I looked for the 'penetration' of certain concepts from urban policy - that were 

usually articulated during elite interviews - in the language and articulation of meaning that 

residents of Pissevin and Valdegour used during discussions. I was particularly attentive to 

the language of these residents and to the opposing of ideas and conceptualisations that 

tended to be spoken by non-cité residents. For instance, the description of how green and 

lively Pissevin or Valdegour are stands in direct contrast to the mainstream outsider vision of 

cités as greying, dilapidated and menacing. Discussions relating to how energised and vibrant 

some cité youths are an attempt to counter the popular understandings that these 

adolescents are 'loitering', 'lazy' or engaged in criminal activities.  

 

Most importantly, I was attentive during both transcription and the coding of interview data 

to the words that defined each residents' way of coping with neighbourhood taint. I 

recorded these as they were used and classified them according to whether they indicated 

frustration, despair, anxiety, ambivalence or whether they suggested positive links with the 

place of residence. When the stigma - or the reasons for it - were seemingly rejected by 

residents, I tried to classify the ways in which this was done according to Cindi Katz's three 

'Rs' of resistance that I discussed in chapter 2 (Katz 2004): 'resilience', 'reworking' and 

'resistance'. Although it usually felt as though those residents who were unhappy with their 

neighbourhoods' reputation were often enacting re-representations that drew on more than 

one of these 'Rs', it was ultimately a useful way to think through the elusive and foggy 

conceptualisation of 'resistance'.  

 

3.5 - Representation and reflexivity 
 

“[R]eflexivity is a self-critical sympathetic introspection and the self-conscious 

analytical scrutiny of the self as researcher. Indeed, reflexivity is critical to the 

conduct of fieldwork; it induces self-discovery and can lead to insights and new 

hypotheses about the research questions. A more reflexive and flexible approach 

to fieldwork allows the researcher to be more open to any new challenges to 

their theoretical position that fieldwork almost inevitably raises” (England, 1994: 

84).  
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A 2006 drawing by Chapatte, a French cartoonist, entitled “Les banlieues se rallument” (‘the 

banlieues flare up again’), portrays a burning bus against a backdrop of what are instantly 

recognisable cité buildings. The sign on the front of the bus states that it is headed into an 

anonymous ‘banlieue’ and it is adorned by the blue, white and red flag of the French 

Republic. While the bus driver stands by with a fire extinguisher, a passer-by informs him not 

to worry: “The sociologists will be here any minute!” This cartoon is useful in reminding the 

researcher that certain areas are literally over-researched. To some extent, the existence of 

research fatigue was noticeable in the reactions of residents during my first unsuccessful 

fieldwork experience. During that time, a number of residents explained that they did not 

have the energy or desire to respond to questions about stigmatisation. On one of these 

encounters, I was told by a resident that my presence and the ways in which I asked 

questions gave me away as someone who 'wanted to change things' in the neighbourhood. 

His belief was that this desire would only attract the scorn of other residents, frustrated by 

the endless promises made by people 'like me'. The regular reminders of the stigmatisation 

that their neighbourhood has to bear is a noticeable source of irritation and the presence of 

a researcher is yet another demonstration of this stigma.  

 

Research fatigue is generally reported in contexts where repeated contacts with researchers 

lead to little or no change and when the aims and ambitions of the research group come into 

conflict with that of the researcher (Clark 2008; Mandel 2003). In addition, Norman Denzin 

(2001) has rightly pointed out that “[t]he present moment is [...] defined by increased 

resistance from minority groups to the interviews done by white university and 

governmental officials” (p.25). Indeed, it is felt by some that ethnography and academic 

interviews re-establish a number of hierarchies, even as they may be claiming to challenge 

these (see Bourdieu 1999 [1993]; Leservoisier 2005). Although the respondents who 

participated in this project would no doubt object to the label of 'minority', the 

objectification of people and place through research in areas such as Pissevin and Valdegour 

may well have led the very word ‘research’ becoming “the dirtiest word” in the language of 

some residents (see Pitts and Smith 2007). In Pissevin and Valdegour, the problem is not 

necessarily that of being over-researched. Marconot (1988, 1994) and Jazouli (1995) are the 
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only authors of works that deal with Nîmes' housing estates. However, it is "common 

knowledge" in French housing estates that researchers are essentially "wasting the time of 

residents through pointless interviews that lead to nothing" (Jouenne 2007: 12). This is also 

dependent upon a context where residents are the increasingly becoming the objects of the 

state's gaze and of the increased scrutiny to which their places of residence are subjected. 

Despite the initial periods of distrust people did meet with me eventually, and I was 

accepted in the headquarters of associations on a regular basis. Clark (2010, 2011) reviews 

the reasons for which people engage with qualitative research and at an individual level, this 

can be out of curiosity and subjective interest. At the collective level, he states that the 

reasons identified by researchers include empowerment, representation and informing 

'change'. As long as one's work is not perceived to provoke 'disruption', involves 'intrusion' 

or can be construed as 'mis-representing', then Clark (2011) sees it as likely that gatekeepers 

will support the research project.  

 

Bourdieu’s work has highlighted the extent to which a researcher in ‘the field’ needs to be 

reflexive36 (1984; see also Swartz 1997: 270-283). However, he does warn that auto-

ethnography and reflexivity can at times “substitute the facile delights of self-exploration for 

the methodical confrontation with the gritty realities of the field” (Bourdieu 2003 [1997]: 

282; see also Bourdieu and Wacquant 1992: 36-41). My question related to whether those 

who reside in places that are stigmatised develop a capacity for resistance against 

stigmatisation. I was nonetheless acutely aware that I had chosen specific places to research. 

These places are ‘renowned’ in stereotypically negative ways and my ‘studying’ them might 

well add to the vicious circle of representation. I could have chosen to keep the names of 

Pissevin and Valdegour silenced in order not to repeat the link between their name and 

territorial stigmatisation. The technique that consists in not naming the field of study in 

order to avoid these associations has been used by several researchers from urban sociology 

who resort to inventing names (Lapeyronnie 2008; Ley 1974; Ribert 2006; Bidou-Zachariasen 

1997). However, Hastings (2004) and Dean and Hastings (2000) and Hastings and Dean 

(2003) do not believe this to be a necessary aspect of presenting the research when it is 

                                                           
36

 See in particular his Sketch for a Self-Analysis (2007) where he further develops the needs (and potential 

dangers) for reflexivity in an auto-analysis of himself and of the role of the social scientist more specifically. 
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clear that one's work is actively involved in finding ways of challenging stigma. On several 

occasions, I interrogated interviewees about keeping the names of the cités invisible from 

this thesis but I was always told that this would make the research valueless. One 

respondent explained that if my work was so intent on understanding stigma, I should 

"explain that there is no shame in living here" and develop the positive points in order to 

"give a good image" of the estates. Considering that the research presented in this thesis is a 

work of critique, that addresses the contextually constituted representations of the 

neighbourhoods of study, I agree with this participant's statements. I thought it was 

important to name the neighbourhoods even if this highlighted the negative attention of 

which they are so often the victims. In addition, the fact that many respondents actively took 

part in narratives of counter-stigmatisation of their estates gives space to a rebranding and 

re-representation of the cités according to internally produced meanings and signification 

processes. Valdegour and Pissevin become, in a number of respondent voices, reproduced as 

sites of contestation. 

 

The writings of Harding (1986), Hartsock (1987) and Haraway (1991) all highlight the fact 

that all forms of knowledge and meaning are contextual in nature. These challenging insights 

push us to understand scholarly works as partisan and partial in their theory construction, 

inquiry and representation (Merrifield 1995: 50; see also McDowell 1991, 1992; Jackson 

1991, 1993; Rose 1997a). In effect, we are increasingly attentive to the role of the analyst: 

'me', the researcher (Marcus 1992). Importantly, because all knowledge is 'situated' 

(Haraway 1988, 1991), the biography of the researcher needs to be considered throughout 

the creative process. Such post-positivist research sees it as essential that positionality is 

determined during the entire research process and, crucially, during the writing up of results 

(Cook 2005; England 1994; Gilbert 1997; Kohler Riessman 1993; Pitts and Smith 2007; 

Sidaway 2000). David M. Smith (1994, 1997, 1998) argues that it is an absolute necessity to 

keep one's moral imagination alive during qualitative research, since we live in a “vast 

network of social relationships” (D.M. Smith 1998: 49). This 'moral imagination' may be 

understood as "an ability to imaginatively discern various possibilities for acting within a 

given situation and to envision the potential harm and help that are likely to result from a 

given action" (Johnson 1993: 202). As I have stated in respect to the idea of researcher as 
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‘stranger’, I have been aware of my position as white and middle-class as well as being 

someone with dual citizenship (French and British). Throughout the research process, I was 

mindful of Ian Hay’s (2003: 41) adaptation of the Tri-Council Working Group's (1997) three 

research principles: justice; beneficience/non-maleficience (doing no harm) and respect for 

others (acknowledging the right for persons to hold views, make choices or take actions 

based on personal values). 

 

It is important to acknowledge that I am not a resident of a cité and that. As such, I can only 

gain a partial understanding of the lived experiences of my participants. What is more, I am 

wary of the fact that residents of so-called banlieues have become the targets of numerous 

state surveys that have the potential to perpetuate their own feelings of isolation and of 

‘being-different’. Following from this point, one of the main dilemmas in the thesis is that it 

engages in the very mapping that I aim to criticise. Even while I attempt to create a space for 

cité residents to speak out for themselves, there is a risk that I may be contributing to the 

very reification that I denounce. Ruggiero (2003) suggests sociologists of ‘deviance’ have 

some degree of responsibility for creating the deviance of which they speak. Laura Nader 

(1972) warns not to "study the poor and powerless because everything you say about them 

will be used against them" (quoted in Bourgois 2003 [1996]: 18). Stacey (1988) also warns 

that ethnography can be harmful as it relies upon exploiting interpersonal relationships. This 

is just one of the reasons why researching 'fragile places' and their residents entails an array 

of considerations. These have in large part been addressed in a variety of settings by 

ethnographers of 'fragile populations' (Auyero and Swinstun 2009; Bourgois 2003 [1996]; 

Bourgois and Schonberg 2009; Contreras 2013; Foff Paules 2001; Newman 1999). All share a 

deep awareness for the potential that the fruits of their research might contribute to further 

damaging the portrayals of people and place and this is an important concern to have prior 

to embarking on any study of territorial stigmatisation (see also Sidaway 2000).  

 

Landscapes are readable in very different ways and their meaning is often different from one 

person to the next (Duncan 1995). At all times, I was wary not to impose my own vision of 

these landscapes onto the people with whom I interacted and I accepted the 'messiness' of 

these multiple representations even as the imperatives of research impelled me to sort, 
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clarify and highlight the links that exist between them. The rendering of these 

representations through transcription and analysis of the ethnography will necessarily 

present a "partial perspective" (Haraway 1988). Notwithstanding, even as this work can only 

be incomplete, "it can also give a voice to the voiceless, bring critical attention to the 

disenfranchised" as well as offer fresh perspectives to the researcher and others interested 

in the topic at hand (Leblanc 1999: 21). I have, to the best of my abilities, tried to discover 

the experiential account of cité residents' everyday lives and their constructions of stigma 

and possible resistance. I have privileged my participants' subjectivity and let people speak 

on their own terms even if this meant that they first had to challenge my role as researcher 

before responding to my questions. Of course, I have been constantly aware of Spivak's 

(1988) warning about the inability of the subaltern ever being able to speak. There were 

groups of people with whom I did not engage, and even if I had, it would have been an 

exercise of extreme difficulty to avoid re-writing them as 'other' in this text. This is a warning 

that is also expressed by bell hooks (1990). This thesis cannot pretend to have helped bring 

about greater visibility to those marginalised groups, and although this is problematic in 

some ways, hooks is right to question whether increased visibility would lead to greater 

resistance against marginalisation. Notwithstanding these representational difficulties, I 

have always kept in mind the fact that “incautious practice and lack of awareness can lead to 

community denial of research privileges” (I. Hay 2003: 39). As a researcher, one must be 

attentive to methods that are the most 'morally aware' and 'non-hierarchical' (Pain 2004: 

652) and I have attempted to take heed of this warning at all times during the research 

process.  

 

The acknowledgement of the power dynamics in the relationship between 'investigator' and 

'informant' as well as the social construction of knowledge that derives from interviews, 

participant-observation and ethnographic work is important in order to achieve the 

ethicality of research material (Bourgois and Schonberg 2009: 14; see also Kvale 2006; 

Longhurst 2003). On the other hand, Nancy-Scheper Hughes states that: 

"seeing, listening, touching, recording, can be, if done with care and sensitivity, 

acts of fraternity and sisterhood, acts of solidarity. Above all they are the work of 

recognition. Not to look, not to touch, not to record, can be the hostile act, the 
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act of indifference and of turning away." (quoted in Auyero and Swistun 2009: 

14)37. 

 

Power dynamics also need to be recognised and caution needs to be replicated during the 

transcription process of the data. One of my major concerns in this respect has involved 

issues of translation. A large volume of the documents with which I have worked are written 

in French and translating those was fairly straightforward, even as it needs to be recognised 

that some part of meaning is always lost in such a process. Interview data, on the other 

hand, is more difficult to 'convert' from one language to the next. So much is already lost in 

the process of transcription, such as accents, the inflections and the body language that 

accompany speech (Bourgois and Schonberg 2009: 12; see also Gates 1988). A number of 

the people that I interviewed spoke a colloquial language that is lost in the process of 

translation. The southern French Provençal pronunciation that is common to Nîmes was at 

times mixed with accents originating from other world-regions. What is more, some 

residents of French housing estates and banlieues are described as adopting (and adapting) a 

'language of the banlieues' (Melliani 2000; see also Duchêne 2002; Jamin 2004). This 

involves appropriations from other languages, an accented enunciation of certain words and 

the use of linguistic codes such as verlan 38. Although researchers transcribing in French 

sometimes choose to attempt a phonetic transcription of their data, this runs the risk of 

further alienating 'cultural others' for the reader39. I have transcribed interviews, 

deliberately ignoring grammatical mistakes and omitting attempts at rendering accents and 

representations of styles of talk that would have appeared more 'cité'. Had I done this, 

readers may have imagined similarities between French housing estates residents and those 

residing in spaces located in English-language contexts. This, of course, is something I am 

keen to avoid in this thesis. For the same reason, I have run the risk of producing 

disembodied voices because I have refused to give respondents pseudonyms. In research 

that has been conducted in French housing estate neighbourhoods, when pseudonyms are 
                                                           
37

 Florence Weber (1989) speaks of "listening, observation and 'being-with'" to promote the ethics of research. 
38

 This is linguistic word-play and slang that inverses the syllables in a word. The word 'verlan' is an example of 

this. It is derived from inverting the syllables of the word 'l'envers', which means 'the inverse' and is 

pronounced 'lan-ver' (Azra and Cheneau 2004). See Pred (1989) on locally language and local struggles. 
39

 See Bourgois and Schonberg (2009: 12-13) for an detailing of these concerns in English. See Bourgois (2003 

[1996]) for concerns relating to transcription into another language. 
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given, it is often the case that these replicate the origins of the respondent. Although I stress 

the importance of race as bound up with studies of territorial stigmatisation, I believe that it 

is not the purpose of this paper to give textual representations of participants as 'second or 

third generation immigrants. When I have deemed it to be useful, I have described a 

respondent's ethnicity but I have avoided giving them names that might reproduce the 

banlieues as ethnic places. Suffice it to say that French housing estates are incredibly 

multicultural - as highlighted by Wacquant (2008a) - and that I have, in my interviews talked 

with people of North African, Sub-Saharan African and European descent. They have 

expressed views that were mostly similar and, as such, I have tried not to accentuate 

differences that did not matter to the argument of this thesis. 

 

3.6 - Conclusion 

 

In this chapter, I have explained why an interpretivist framework was chosen. I have shown 

that the research is founded upon a desire to understand the multiple ways through which 

the residents of Nîmes’ banlieues come to cope with the territorial stigma that is attached to 

their neighbourhoods. I have explained that I chose a relatively small city in the interest of 

refined and nuanced research and I have specified why I opted to study the two 

neighbourhoods of Pissevin and Valdegour. During the course of my research, I used a 

number of methods that have included document analysis with a focus on the discursive 

constitution of cités, elite interviewing and semi-structured interviews with residents. This 

has allowed me to achieve the triangulation of my research data. I have demonstrated that 

this was the most effective way of showing how the concepts and categories that are related 

to the French banlieues have been constructed socially. In addition, I have analysed the issue 

that was linked to my ‘position’ as a non-resident postgraduate student and I have 

demonstrated the need for a certain level of reflexivity when studying neighbourhoods that 

are targets of territorial stigmatisation.  
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 Chapter 4 - French banlieues and housing estates 

 

 

"[T]hose who remain within proximity of the central city do so because they do not have the 

means to stray from it or to fund the daily trips in and out of it, and they are held by the need 

to wait for occasions of employment, to pick up the crumbs that might fall from the table"  

Paul Vidal de Blache (1915: 433) 

 

 

"In the periphery, criminogenic environments have been created,  

quite involuntarily, by urban planners"  

Ali Habib (Le Monde, 24th of October 1997) 

 

 

4.1 - Introduction 

 

In 1979, L'Express, a French weekly magazine printed an intriguing question on its cover: 

"Vit-on heureux en banlieue ?" (Does one live happily in the banlieue?) (Léotard and Riveaud 

1979). At the time, the answer was not an easy one for the journalists to answer and their 

analysis oscillated between praising community links, decrying the difficulty of transport 

links to the city centre and critiquing the decaying architecture. Today, for anyone who does 

not live in stigmatised suburban neighbourhoods and housing estates, the response to the 

question posed by L'Express would most likely be that life in the banlieues is unlikely to 

generate happiness. It is probably unthinkable for non-housing estate residents to associate 

positive representations with spaces that have become socially constituted as the 

'banlieues'. The use of the word 'banlieue' has taken on a specific meaning, readily 

understood as a reference to a grouping of mostly suburban neighbourhoods around French 

cities. Clearly, the word is not value-neutral and to use it is to signify decrepitude and 

dilapidation, while bringing to mind a dismal architecture of greying tower-blocks. Today, 

the word connotes a specific urban form that developed in the 1950s and 1960s. Known as 
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cités, as a testimony to the heritage that these areas owe to Le Corbusier's 'cité radieuse' or 

'radiant city'40, these neighbourhoods are now primarily conceived as a series of collapsing 

and fear-provoking housing estates, with all the imagined problems that such descriptions 

conjure up throughout Western Europe and beyond (see Card 2006; Castañeda 2012; Glasze 

et al. 2012; Hanley 2007; Minton 2009; Purdy 2003; van Kempen et al. 2005; Venkatesh 

2002). Even though housing estates are mostly located within an identifiable larger urban 

area, the discursive constitution of these places positions them 'on the edge', outside the 

city's imagined limits (Power 1999). The social production of places as different has been 

examined by geographers over several historical periods and in a variety of different national 

and regional contexts (K. Anderson 1991; Back and Keith 2004; Body-Gendrot 1993, 1996, 

2000; Campkin and Cox 2007; Dowling 2009; Dyos 1967; Dyos and Reeder 1973; Fincher and 

Jacobs 1998; Fyfe 2004; Glasze et al. 2010, 2012; Harvey 1993; Keith and Pile 1993; Massey 

1996; Merrifield 1996; Mooney 2009; Reeder 2006; Sernhede 2011; Shields 1992; S.J. Smith 

1987, 1993; Schultz Larsen 2009; Swanton 2010; Watt 2006; Wilson and Taub 2006). As 

previously stated, this thesis will contribute to the further development of this literature 

while insisting on the power of territorial stigma to determine what is not only a different 

place, but a threatening and potentially contagious one. 

 

Following negative social constructions of place, neighbourhoods and their differences can 

become associated with stereotypes relating to the supposedly unhygienic or dangerous 

dispositions of their residents (Kalff 2008; Séchet 2006; Swanton 2010). Contemporary 

visions of French banlieues are infused with securitising and racialising discourses that have 

further encouraged boundary-making processes (Adell and Capodano 2001; Balibar 2007; 

Belmessous 2010, 2013; Bigo 2008; Bonelli 2005, 2007; Butlen 2005; Dikeç 2006a, 2006b, 

2007a; Duprez and Hedli 1992; Ireland 2004; Rey 1996; Roché 2006; Rosello 2004; Simon 

1992). Mehdi Belhaj Kacem (2006) refers to the increasing fear and paranoia that banlieues 

generate throughout France in terms of a 'national psychosis'. Although there is some truth 

to this, it should be stated that the stigma is not directed towards 'banlieues' as such. Rather, 

it is France's housing estates, concentrated in and around a very large number of urban 

                                                           
40

 See Le Corbusier (1964 [1935]). 
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areas, that are the true targets of this so-called psychosis. The French word 'cité' has become 

so interwoven with 'banlieue' that suburban areas are pictured as made up of housing estate 

blocks only. In fact, I will show that the reality is much more complex.  

 

This chapter is aimed at uncovering the history behind the words that are in use today and 

of the discursive baggage that accompanies them. The first two sections will focus on the 

historical making of the banlieues and housing estates, known as 'cités' or 'grands 

ensembles' (literally, large structures). In a first instance, I will examine the purely historical 

evolution of these areas in somewhat general terms. I trace the roots of the word banlieue 

to one of its many ancestors: 'faubourg'. Following from this, I discuss the ways in which 

urban policy, in its unique French form, has participated in reconstituting the banlieues 

negatively, as places of difference. I explain why these developments have led to the 

evolution of grands ensembles being construed as an efficient solution to housing shortages 

in the 1950s and 1960s before being understood as urban neighbourhoods in need of 

renovation, securitisation and even demolition. 

 

4.2 - The establishment of a banlieue landscape 

 4.2.1 - From faubourgs... 

 

Prior to the word banlieue entering common parlance, cities were described as being 

surrounded by 'faubourgs'41. This word is still used in poetic language to designate the 

spaces that lie beyond city limits and it can still be used as a synonym of banlieue. In a sense, 

faubourg has preceded banlieue as a label intended to describe suburban growth. It first 

appears in the early 12th century but it was used more consistently to describe the areas 

that lay beyond city walls (Rouleau 1985). The word originates in the expression 'fors-borc', 

where the 'fors' quickly became the 'faux', which in French now means 'false' or 'fake'. The 

word 'bourg', that evolved from 'borc', has the same Latin and Germanic roots as that of 

                                                           
41

 Most of the literature on the faubourgs relates to those situated around Paris (e.g. Faure 2006; Kaplan 1988; 

Rouleau 1985). However, these existed around a number of other cities: e.g. Bordeaux (Pousseau 1980), 

Montpellier  (Michel 1983) and, importantly, Nîmes (Andréani 2006; Cosson 1985; Dutil 1908; Marconot 1990; 

Teisseyre-Sallmann 1980, 1984). 
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'burgh' in Britain or 'Burg' in Germany. The 'false-burg' was what was explicitly located 

outside the town. Before their progressive administrative incorporation to the city, trade 

developed in the faubourgs, along roads leading to cities and around entrances of towns. 

The development of housing and commerce were promoted by the absence of city taxes 

known as the octroi. Other activities developed in the faubourgs because they were 

unwanted in central areas and rejected beyond city limits by municipal authorities. This 

included enterprises that polluted the water or the air. Activities that were contrary to 

religious morality, such as inappropriate inns and taverns as well as prostitution, were also 

pushed to the immediate outside. Because medieval faubourgs were spaces of vilification, 

they became places into which city waste was dumped. The plague-stricken, the leprous and 

those with other visible and contagious diseases were thrown into these spaces (Faure 

2006). Vieillard-Baron (2001: 45) adds the important fact that racialised groups were forced 

to live within the faubourgs. For instance, Jews had no other choice but to reside in the 

faubourgs. The distancing of everything that was considered undesirable and a threat to the 

everyday functioning and the way of life of the town was expelled and thus, reinforced the 

feelings of fear and repulsion for peripheries. In an article published in the Journal des 

Débats in 1831, the journalist Saint-Marc Girardin wrote that "The barbarians that threaten 

our society are not in the Caucasus or in the steppes of the Tartars: they are in the faubourgs 

of our manufacturing cities" (quoted in Bernié-Boissard 2008: 34). 

 

The faubourgs became associated with the explosive potential of the working classes, also 

referred to as the 'dangerous classes' (L. Chevalier 2002 [1958]; Geremek 2006 [1976]). In 

what might now appear to be prophetic text, in Les Misérables (1862), Victor Hugo wrote of 

a place where: 

"the people work and suffer [...]. Beware! [...] When the time comes, this 

faubourien will grow, this little man will rise, and he will stare upon others in a 

terrible fashion and the blast of his breath will become a storm" (quoted in 

Vieillard-Baron 2001: 46).  
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One way of maintaining a distance between the faubourgs and the city was by declaring it 

illegal to build on a ring of 200 to 300 metres from the city walls (Leveau-Fernandez 1992). 

Supposedly to protect the city from an external invasion in case of war, this area was at 

times turned over to military control around larger cities (Vieillard-Baron 2008:27). In fact, 

the zone of protection also served to protect the central city from potential unrest 

emanating from the faubourgs (C. Jones 2004; Leveau-Fernandez 1992). Much later, these 

spaces were used to construct the red-brick, state-sponsored social housing known as 

Habitation à bon marché (HBM)42. Although these were legally instituted in 1894, 

construction really took off after the First World War and the Parisian periphery was the 

major focus of building, creating a "30km long belt of shame around the capital", in the 

words of Le Corbusier (quoted in Dumont 1991: 143). In the early twentieth century, zones 

intended to protect cities from the abject and 'contagious poor' (Chevalier 2002 [1958]; 

Kokoreff 2007) thus became the primary recipients of social housing. Even though this was 

most visible around Paris, it was also the case in other mid-to-large cities elsewhere in 

France (see Bernié-Boissard 2008). This included Nîmes where the immediate periphery of 

the city was made to accommodate several private and public social constructions for the 

working-classes (Marconot 1990). 

 

The legislation that was intended to ensure the safety of central city-dwellers and separation 

from the faubourgs was generally inefficient and illegal constructions were commonplace. 

Thus, in order to impose some level of control over peripheries, another solution was found. 

This consisted in annexing the faubourgs both politically and physically in order to actively 

include them as part of the city itself, thus pushing the boundary of the periphery one step 

further out (Halbwachs 1920). Incorporation had a number of benefits: these territories 

were extremely important economically and it was politically very useful to regain control of 

these 'forbidden streets' (C. Jones 2004: 328; see also Roncayolo 1997 [1978]). Crucially, a 

number of peripheral municipalities located in the faubourgs refused their integration into 

the larger city in the name of 'municipal socialism'. In so doing, not only did they keep the 

                                                           
42

 Low-rent housing, the HBM are the ancestors of the Habitation à loyer modéré (moderate rent housing) or 

HLM that have now become associated to French housing estates in all their shapes and forms. These are 

discussed further below. 
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idea of the difference between core and periphery alive, they also established the 

beginnings of suburban identities. As we shall see, these are of central importance to this 

thesis and it is particularly relevant for Nîmes as well as the Paris region. Indeed, a number 

of villages around the city refused incorporation in the early twentieth century in the name 

of political independence (Vieillard-Baron 2001:47). One such suburban cluster of homes 

stood exactly where some of Pissevin's tower blocks stand today (see Volle 1971). 

  

 4.2.2 - ... to the banlieues 

 

In the preface to Albert Serouille's book about Bezons (1944), à suburban town to the North 

West of Paris, the illustrious novelist, Louis-Ferdinand Céline wrote movingly about: 

"[The] poor Parisian banlieue, you are the doormat lying before the city on which 

everyone wipes their feet, spits and passes by, who ever thinks of her? [...] It is 

now a land without a soul, a cursed work-camp where sleep is useless. [...] The 

banlieue that is dying all around, who cares for it?"  

 

He responds to his own question: "Nobody of course! It is ugly." His descriptions are of a 

banlieue that is inundated with suffering, poverty and that attracts disgust or, at best, 

indifference. In the nineteenth century, those banlieues that are most constituted as 

infamous today were sites for the construction of warehouses and factories. It is in these 

areas, within close proximity to cities, that the polluting industries and their machinery were 

installed. Later, in the early to mid-twentieth century, a number of spaces in the banlieues 

were partly rebuilt as dormitory-cities and new towns (Merlin 1969, 1991). Banlieues-spaces 

have always been recipients for everything that the 'real' city does not wish and rejects. 

Céline's quote evokes his own feelings of pity for Paris' banlieues and highlights the 

indifference that non-banlieue residents were thought to have for these spaces. However, 

Bernié-Boissard (2008: 33) reminds her readers that the primary emotion that one 

associated with the word 'banlieue' was more likely to be that of fear and anxiety, as it still is 

today. According to her, these emotions and responses can be dated back to the early 



103 

 

nineteenth century (see also A. Faure 1991; Fourcaut 2000a, 2002, 2003, 2007; Rey 1996; 

Rhein 1988).  

  

As far as historians have been able to judge from known archives, 'ban-lieue' first appears in 

a text originating in Picardie, a northern region, and dated from 1185 (Le Goaziou and 

Rojzman 2006: 5). Its equivalent in Latin (bannileuga or banleuca) was found in documents 

as far back as 1036 in reference to the city of Arras (Vieillard-Baron 2001: 13). Importantly, in 

first uses of the word, the central city and the peripheral banlieue are complementary and 

their relationship is one of symbiosis: the centre provided protection and the surrounding 

belt, food and a number of other services to the population of the city as a whole. Fourcaut 

(1993: 14) notes that "during the Middle Ages, the word banlieue referred to the territory of 

approximately one lieue over which a lord could exercise his droit de ban” at the time of the 

French Ancien Regime that lasted from roughly the 15th century to the 18th century. A lieue 

was the measure of one league, derived from the word the Latin word leuga. The so-called 

'common lieue', which was the most used in the Middle Ages and that was otherwise known 

as the 'French lieue' corresponded to 4,440 metres (Vieillard-Baron 2001: 13). The droit de 

ban was an official proclamation, an order or an interdiction (Fourcaut 1993: 14-17; 

Vieillard-Baron 2008). Ban is an old Frankish word for law. The 'droit de ban' gave a lord 

absolute control over the territory that was governed under this ban. For instance, it 

enabled lords to summon 'their' vassals during times of war (Le Goaziou and Rojzman 2006: 

5). Importantly, the original understanding of banlieue was as a zone of regulatory inclusion 

and administrative oversight: the very opposite of exclusion43. Therefore, although some 

have read exclusion and marginalisation to be already present in the word banlieue 

(Banlieues 89 quoted in Dikeç 2007: 7; see also Belhaj Kacem 2006; Depaule 2006), this is an 

evolution that came much later. Some believe there to be a clear link between the prefix 

‘ban’ and the etymology of other words such as banishment (bannissement) or banned 

(banni) but this remains debated. What is known for certain is that 'banlieue' was a legal 

term that expressed the direct expression of power over land.  

  

                                                           
43

 I would like to thank Loïc Wacquant for pointing this out to me (personal communication, 2-3-2011). 
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Notwithstanding the enormous diversity that exists within the banlieues, the 'banlieue 

landscape' is largely imagined in the singular and the origins of the word are lost in today's 

understandings. The associations that the word banlieue, or any of its co-relatives, can bring 

to mind have evolved considerably and they are not easy to pin down or to define precisely 

because the banlieue has never been understood as a statistical criterion or an 

administrative category. What is clear is that it can be defined in opposition to a central 

area. It is and always was defined via a subtraction: the banlieue is the urban agglomeration 

minus the city-centre, or city-centres (Vieillard-Baron 2001: 6). In spite of this, it must be 

remembered that even before the faubourgs became more commonly referred to as the 

banlieues, they were already a set of extremely diverse social spaces. For instance, the 

faubourgs of southern and western Paris were very wealthy areas with large 'country homes' 

to which the rich Parisian community would retire on Sunday and during the summer 

months.  

 

Paquot (2008) insists on the plurality of existing banlieues and Hervé Vieillard-Baron (2008: 

26) maintains that any generalisation about the 'landscape of the banlieues' must be treated 

with the highest level of caution. Wacquant (2007a; 2008a; 2008b; 2010) reminds his 

readers to speak of the banlieues in the plural form and not the singular banlieue that is so 

readily used in public discourse. Illustrating this diversity, in 1999 the French national 

statistics institute (INSEE), published a report in which it claimed there to be 3744 

municipalities located within what could be termed a 'banlieue', with a total of 20.3 million 

inhabitants over a surface of 7% of national space (Vieillard-Baron 2008: 27). Thus, not only 

is it the case that within each banlieue there can be found residents of different socio-

economic statuses, it must also be asserted that to speak of one homogeneous banlieue 

would be absurd. There are wealthy ones such as Neuilly-sur-Seine, to the West of Paris, that 

remains one of France's wealthiest municipalities (Pinçon and Pinçon-Charlot 2007) while 

banlieues towns like Sarcelles, to the North of the capital, have large housing estate 

neighbourhoods that suffer from a wide array of cumulative difficulties that include chronic 

unemployment, high rates of poverty and disinvestment (INSEE 2012). Gradually, the 

vocabulary that is associated with 'banlieues' has become entangled with towns and housing 

estates that are located in this latter type of urban area. Municipalities like Sarcelles are 
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increasingly depicted as places of residence for the post-industrial proletariat that lives and 

is confined to the peripheries of France's larger cities. As such they find themselves doubly  

placed outside the city limits. 

  

This leads to an important and final point about the variety of different banlieues - and one 

that is particularly relevant here. It relates to the fact that in cities like Nîmes or indeed 

larger cities such as Marseille, housing estates that one readily associates with the suburban 

towns are constructed within the 'core-city' and are part of its administrative jurisdiction. As 

such, they are very unlike the Parisian banlieues where mayors and heads of larger 

administrative regions known as the départements can speak as representatives of 

marginalised peripheries. The areas of Pissevin and Valdegour that I take a closer look at in 

this thesis may well be located within the city of Nîmes but they are commonly regarded as 

peripheral and constituted as outside the city of Nîmes. In everyday conversations, they are 

referred to as 'the banlieues' of the city and their residents are thus denied the identity of 

'being Nîmois' (Marconot 1990: 10-11). This is partly to do with the policy treatment of these 

neighbourhoods and to the fact that the population there is thought of as highly post-

colonial. It is also a consequence of the fact that most French housing estates have a specific 

architectural appearance known as the grands ensembles that has come to be interlinked 

with the idea of the banlieue as decrepit and peripheral. 

 

4.3 – The development of French housing estates 

 

Having looked at the origins of the word banlieue and at how it has historically been 

associated to urban spaces that are vilified, this section retraces the development of what 

became known as the grands ensembles, literally meaning large complexes, or large estates. 

Today, these are more commonly referred to as 'cités'. Very many such housing estates were 

built throughout France from the mid 1950s to the mid 1970s as a response to poor housing 

conditions and more generally to lack of housing. Urban planning decisions that encouraged 

the construction of large housing estates were influenced by the recent memory of chaotic 

developments of lotissements around several French cities. Translated from the French, this 
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loosely refers to a 'subdivision' or a (small) 'housing estate'. Their growth is described in the 

first sub-section. It precedes an explanation of why grands ensembles were thought to be a 

more rational, efficient and more orderly way of developing the banlieues than through 

sporadic growth and construction when this is left to private enterprise (Monnier and Klein 

2002; Plouchart 1999). 

 

 4.3.1 - Tainted from the start: the chaotic development of lotissements  

 

Throughout the nineteenth century, the immediate periphery of large cities provided factory 

owners with enormous practical benefits in an industrialising France. Such locations were 

populated by people who were eager to find work. They were linked to accessible modes of 

transportation and they enabled frequent contact with a number of services, such as banks 

and insurance companies (Oatley 2001). By the mid-nineteenth century, the irregular growth 

of the faubourgs was replaced by a massive influx of population. From about 1860, the 

growth of the population occurred in parallel to that of the available jobs and so France's 

cities expanded beyond their limits under pressure from the economy and demographic 

growth (Vieillard-Baron 2001: 50-51). In 1850, 8 million French people lived in cities, 

representing 25% of the total population. By 1914, that figure had expanded to 19 million 

and 46% of the French population (Vieillard-Baron 2001: 51). With the intensive 

industrialisation that occurred on the outskirts of French cities came a correlative increase in 

rural population looking for work and housing which was in short supply.  

 

Newly arrived workers who moved to city centres were often regarded with scorn by 

bourgeois urbanites. This rejection resulted in segregation within cities and the affluent and 

working-classes lived very much in worlds apart (see Frey 1995). The discontent of working-

classes grew rapidly when landlords increased rents, in response to high demand throughout 

the nineteenth century. This phenomenon occurred in several cities but Paris was 

particularly affected. The displacement resulting from Georges-Eugène Haussmann's large 

scale rebuilding projects in Paris made finding housing more difficult while pushing rent 

prices to record highs. Throughout France, the displacement of urban working-classes from 
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city centres to peripheral areas was added to the arrival of rural populations into these same 

spaces. This created population pressure in urbanising faubourgs that only decades before 

had often been nothing more than a series of smallish villages and farms (Vieillard-Baron 

2001). A solution to overcrowding, disease and pollution needed to be found and the origin 

of the hygienist movements in France were spawned from such considerations in the mid 

nineteenth century (see Kalff 2008). A number of socially progressive industrialists 

constructed 'cités' for the workers in the vicinity of factories. However, these responses 

were far too small-scale to deal with the severe housing shortages. 

 

As a consequence, a large number of cheaply constructed homes began seeing the light of 

day in what became known as lotissements. They were privately owned housing estates that 

began to appear on the rims of cities from the end of the nineteenth century. They were 

subdivided and built by property development companies on land that was now commonly 

referred to as the banlieue. Lotissements were easily recognisable, constructed cheaply and 

quickly, they were also built without the constraints that are imposed by rigid urban 

planning (see Fourcaut 2000b). This resulted in a certain messiness and chaotic appearance 

that became associated with new working-class banlieues in France. The clumps of houses 

and shabby apartment blocks became the markers of the 'disorderly' banlieue and its 

population, thus contributing to the forging of a stigmatised banlieue landscape. 

  

After the First World War, attitudes towards the lotissements evolved considerably. Their 

'scruffiness' did not fit well with an increased desire to enforce order on French urban 

development. Constructed from whichever materials were most available in a time of 

housing crisis caused in part by the war, lotissements were at their largest and most 

controversial in the early 1920s.  Imbued with hygienist modes of thinking, the geographer 

Edouard Bruley (1928: 34) described these spaces as "haphazard outgrowths". The lack of 

building regulations led to the appearance of constructions without any semblance of order 

and most of the lots lacked access to running water and to other basic amenities (Vieillard-

Baron 2001: 55). As a consequence, lotissements contributed to tainting the representations 

of housing in the banlieues. Bruley's work (1928: 79) was particularly stigmatising, saying 

that the:  
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"scourge of the lotissements has considerably worsened in the past few years: 

soon all the parks and fields in a 30km radius around Paris will have disappeared. 

Certain agglomerations are scandalous; notwithstanding the promises of the land 

salesmen, they have no stone roads, no water, no electricity. The unfortunate 

buyers, lost in the mud, far from any inhabited centre, are ruined and have no 

way out".  

 

In 1920, the editor of L'Animateur des temps nouveaux wrote about defective housing as a 

"harbinger of communism" and stated that in these places "workers listen to the seductions 

of the proletarian paradise more readily" (quoted in Baudouï 1992: 167). In Nîmes and other 

average-sized cities located in southern France, these concerns were shared. Industrial 

banlieues in these towns attracted the rapidly increasing working-classes that left the 

countryside after the Second World War, as well as immigrants from Italy, Spain and North 

Africa (Georges 1985: 83; Tiano 2003). A solution needed to be found to prevent such a 

'freefall' but it was not before the mid 1950s, with increased economic growth and the early 

stages of a recovery from the tragedies of war, that the French state began to become 

seriously involved in the construction and maintenance of social housing.  
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 4.3.2 - The glory days of the grands ensembles  

 

"Halfway through the fifties, odd urban forms began to appear. Residential buildings were 

getting increasingly long and increasingly high, assembled into blocks that did not fit into 

existing cities. These blocks differentiated themselves from the city conspicuously and 

systematically, to the point of isolation from it. They appeared to be cities apart. And so was 

their architecture, which was so disconcerting. They were named 'grands ensembles'"  

Marcel Cornu (1977: 60). 

  

  4.3.2.1 - Important housing needs inherited from the war 

 

Inspired by the ideas of Ebenezer Howard, the first responses to the over-crowded 

messiness of the lotissements were a series of garden-cities developed between 1905 and 

the late 1920s (Magri and Topalov 1987). It was hoped that this would set in motion a 

movement of lasting suburbanisation and exurbanisation (Mancebo 2007). The French take 

on these projects was imbued, not with economic development and the need to be more 

productive, but with a number of social objectives. The aim was for workers who resided in 

the banlieues to re-establish relations with nature, and architects ensured that natural 

elements were present in all of their designs. As such Howard's (2001 [1902]) guiding 

principles were respected closely, in opposition to the chaos of lotissements (Fourcaut 

1999). French garden-cities were built as social housing areas with green space and specific 

importance was given to the existence of public spaces (Pouvreau et al. 2007). The ideology 

that operated behind this movement was imbued with hygienist ideas (Burlen 1995; Faure 

2006; Kalff 2008). What is more, a pedagogical aim was located in the garden-city movement 

with a desire to educate the working-classes to the workings of peaceful community life. 

However, with time, the cités-jardins began to feel the pressure of the Congrès International 

d'Architecture Moderne (CIAM), a school of architectural modernism that Le Corbusier and 

his many disciples piloted (see Le Corbusier 1987 [1929]). A gradual move towards the 

grands ensembles, rectilinear collective housing blocks, replaced individual housing and the 

importance of the relationship between residents and nature began to fade from planning 

discourse (Vieillard-Baron 2001: 63; Monnier 1990; Paquot 2004). 
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In a series of acerbic comments about individual housing, the lotissements and French 

garden-cities, Le Corbusier set the tone of his modernist ideology: 

"Evidently, the small house ('my house', 'my home') accompanied by its fruit 

garden and its fraternal trees, occupies the heart of the masses, allowing 

business men [sic.] to make substantial benefits from allotting the land [...]. The 

small house crushes the housewife [sic.] under too many domestic burdens, it 

crushes the finances of the municipality under too many maintenance costs [...]. 

If men [sic.] are dispersed, as is the case today in the lotissements, it is because 

the city is sick, hostile and that it does not accomplish its obligations" (quoted in 

Vieillard-Baron 2001: 56).  

 

For Le Corbusier, a solution to this 'disease' could be found in the grands ensembles. The 

first usage of the expression goes back to the 1930s in an article published by the 

geographer Maurice Rotival (1935). Already, Rotival hoped that the grands ensembles would 

finally do away with the last of the "leprous lotissements" and he believed they would finally 

"modernise the banlieue". In 1953, the director of the construction department in the 

Ministry for Post-war Reconstruction and Renovation, Adrien Spinetta (1953), wrote about 

the grands ensembles as places of residence where every aspect of daily life has been 

thought out for 'man' [sic]. This meant that shopping amenities, bus stations and public 

spaces were all planned within these constructions in order to maximise the efficiency of 

these 'machines for living' (Le Corbusier 2008 [1923]). Meanwhile, in September 1953, the 

ministry vowed to build enough grands ensembles to allow all of those in inappropriate 

accommodation to live within new constructions within five to ten years (Mengin 1999: 

106). In the early 1960s, the geographer Rémi Kaës (1963) spoke of the 'radical changes' that 

the grands ensembles would bring to the organisation of everyday life; they were to 

represent a fundamental rupture with a 'forlorn urban landscape'. Describing the 

constructions themselves, another geographer, Philippe Pinchemel (1959), stated that they 

were to be composed of:  
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"several thousand homes that are aimed at privileging stability and a feeling of 

completeness. Thus, it is a whole new urban politics, a doctrinal body with the 

appearance of new specialists, an all-powerful technocracy that has been given 

the task of organising the mode of living for tens of thousands of households" 

(pp. 14-15).  

 

Importantly, the grands ensembles were first and foremost a solution to an intense housing 

shortage. Not only were tens of thousands of families homeless but in this post-war context, 

the construction industry was finding it difficult to recover from a crisis and the accumulated 

delays inherited from the 1930s and the Second World War (Stébé 2010). With these 

difficulties in mind, Le Corbusian ideals were regarded with much enthusiasm and optimism. 

On the 1st of February 1954, the dire situation led a Catholic priest, the now renowned Abbé 

Pierre (1912-2007), to deliver a speech on the radio about the catastrophic situations under 

which so many citizens (and immigrants) were living44. His plea to volunteers, private donors 

and the state provoked a wave of support for the poor, the homeless and the ill-housed 

(Damon 2002: 12)45. The secretary of state for Reconstruction and Housing estimated the 

need in housing in 1954 to be 2,000,660 homes in order to house the homeless and deal 

with the severely dilapidated housing all over the country (Legoullon 2000). With this in 

mind, the imperative to build and to build fast was defined by Lacoste (1959: 142) who 

stressed the need to industrialise the production of housing. 

 

Defining what a grand ensemble is can be difficult as the meaning is slightly ambiguous. 

However, five criteria have been identified by Dufaux and Fourcaut (2004): a rupture with 

urban fabric; a rupture with form (towers and blocks); size (over 500 housing units); the 

mode of financing (helped by the state); a concept that leads to rationalisation, functionality 

and that can be repeated. In 1961, minimal norms were enforced in the construction of 

housing, giving working-classes access to what had once been rare comfort installations: 

                                                           
44

 Available online (in French): http://www.ladepeche.fr/article/2007/01/22/3178-l-appel-de-1954-de-l-abbe-

pierre.html [Accessed 29/10/2011]. 
45

 Immediately after the speech, a significant increase in squatter movements began and, in 1956, a law was 

passed as a consequence of the Abbé Pierre's actions, that forbade forced eviction, including those unable to 

pay their rent in full, during the winter months (Damon 2002). 
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independent kitchens, independent bathrooms and lavatories, central heating, warm water 

and a lift for any building over four-stories high (Bonelli 2008: 33). These applied to all 

grands ensembles built from 1962 onwards. The importance of state involvement when it 

came to funding construction and sponsoring the Habitations à Loyer Modérés (henceforth, 

HLM)46 has been absolutely vital in the French context (Béhar 1995; Bidou-Zachariasen 1997; 

Castellan et al. 2002; Estèbe 2004a, 2004b; Fassin 2011; Juhem 2000; Landauer 2010; Le 

Goaziou and Rojzman 2006; Tissot 2007a; Vieillard-Baron 2001; Villechaise 1997; Wacquant 

2006b). The grands ensembles were built within approximately twenty years from the 

Courant plan of 1953 to the Guichard bill of 1973 that eventually forbade any such further 

constructions at a time when that signalled the start of their decreasing popularity47. It is fair 

to point to the existence of large-scale housing before that period (Drancy, Villeurbanne or 

the cité of the Oiseaux in Bagneux, all of which were built in response to the development of 

the industrialised sector) but the mass production of housing units reached 300,000 per year 

during the 1960s and 90% benefitted from State help (Fourcaut 2004: 15-19). 

 

  4.3.2.2 - Building grands ensembles in an 'immigrant', peripheral 'red belt' 

 

From the end of the First World War to the first oil crisis of 1973, the banlieue rouge - the 

red suburb - was the term used in political geography and in sociology to describe the 

predominantly working-class peripheral areas that surrounded the larger cities (Bacqué and 

Fol 1997; Fourcaut 1992; Stovall 2003; Subra 2004). Annie Fourcaut (2000a; 2007a; 2007b) 

and Olivier Masclet (2003, 2005, 2006a, 2006b) point to the municipal communism that once 

ruled the town halls of several banlieue towns around France's larger cities. Importantly, 

banlieues were once the sites of much political power. For instance, the support of mayors 

from the Communist party (henceforth, PCF) as well as voters from the suburban working-

                                                           
46

 This literally translates as 'low-rent housing unit': “The dominant image of the HLM is one of large-scale, 

high-rise housing development in the peripheral 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” (Dikeç 2007: 13). However, not all HLMs correspond to this representation and 

some are situated in the wealthier towns or neighbourhoods. 
47

 If construction had begun prior to 1973, the continuation of the building process was not prohibited. 

However, limitations were imposed to original plans as state subsidising was reduced in a time of severe 

economic crisis from the mid-1970s. 
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classes were partly responsible for the election of Léon Blum, a socialist, as head of the 

French government in 1936 (Lacouture, 1979; Wolikow 1996). Nîmes has had a number of 

socialist and communist mayors and it has traditionally had a large far-left electorate 

(Marconot 1988). 

  

Reconstruction in France was a daunting prospect and it would require that the country 

open its borders to a non-European workforce. A national statute was decreed on the 2nd 

November 1945 that enabled a policy of lasting immigration and declared this to be 

facilitated by a policy of family reunification for the immigrant workforce48. A National office 

for immigration (ONI) was set up in the wake of this decision - it was soon renamed National 

Agency for the Welcome of Foreigners and Migrants (ANAEM). An impressive programme of 

migration into France began and newcomers were made to pass through Marseille in order 

to be 'inspected' by civil servants in charge of 'sanitation' (Noiriel 1992: 128). Between the 

mid 1950s and the first oil crisis of 1973, France's employment levels were at an all-time high 

and policies of immigration were in place to ensure that all positions in factories would be 

filled. On top of this, although the rights of immigrants (and women) were different and 

inferior to those of French (male) nationals, the welfare systems in place developed 

considerably, albeit, if unequally (Bonelli 2008: 26).  

 

In any case, the association between banlieues and supposed 'zones of immigration' is not a 

recent one. In fact, Italians, Portuguese, Spanish and Polish people have been regular 

migrants to industrial peripheries since the nineteenth century (Desplanques and Tabard 

1991; Charbonneau and Germain 2002). Nonetheless, from banlieues populated by the 

(often foreign) 'savage Bolshevik', a new dangerous class emerged in the wake of the wars of 

decolonisation. With the start of the war for Algerian independence in 1954, the figure of 

the potential terrorist was increasingly linked to urban peripheries. The French state 

established a series of foyers or hostels near factories in the banlieues for the foreign 
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 The statute is available online: 
http://www.legifrance.gouv.fr/affichTexte.do?cidTexte=LEGITEXT000006069184&dateTexte=vig [Accessed 
12/09/2011). 
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workforce from potentially 'dangerous' populations49. The foyers were intended to separate 

migrant populations from the African continent from the 'authentically French' workforce. 

Abdelmalek Sayad (1999) has shown how this move erased any 'ambiguity' about purposes 

of immigration: it demonstrated that integration into 'Frenchness' was not desirable for a 

population destined to 'return home'. The foyers were constructed in peripheral 

neighbourhoods with materials that clearly showed them to be temporary, a suitable fit for a 

"temporary workforce" (Sayad 1999: 87).  

 

As a consequence of the lack of available housing for the newly arrived immigrant 

populations, a number of bidonvilles (literally, 'oil-drum-cities') took shape in the banlieues. 

The bidonvilles were quite literally slums in that they were not ethnically homogenous but 

everyone living there was poor. Those without accommodation took refuge in such places, 

living in shacks of corrugated iron, breeze-block and wood. The largest of these could be 

found in Nanterre (Sayad and Dupuy 2008 [1998]) and Aubervilliers, outside Paris, but a 

number of these 'slum areas' could be found in southern France (Damon 2004; Gastaut 

2004). There is in Colette Pétonnet's (1982) ethnology of the banlieues a romantic 

appreciation of what the bidonvilles represented. She comments that they were a form of 

"general resistance against an authoritarianism that no longer tolerates singularity in forms 

of dwelling" (p.82). Pétonnet (1982) explains that it is for this reason that the French state 

demolished these spaces, under the guise of humanitarianism. The clearing out of 

bidonvilles, she says, was done quickly, because it was done with vengeful intentions in mind 

(see also C. Katz [2004] and N. Smith [1996] on revanchism). For Pétonnet, the bidonvilles 

may well have been stigmatised and considered to be 'unnatural outgrowths populated by 

foreigners', but they served a function for their residents, as a transition between two 

worlds (Pétonnet 1982: 56). They served to ensure the 'psychic' security of the newly arrived 

immigrants and they functioned much like a vieux quartier, an old neighbourhood founded 

upon characteristics that drew upon rural ways of life (ibid.: 65). For researchers like 

Pétonnet, the change from the bidonvilles to the HLMs was destructive of ways of life that 
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 These were constructed and administered by the SONACOTRA (National Society for the Construction of 

Accomodation for Workers). The SONACOTRA was funded for at least 85% by the state (Bernardot 2008a, 

2008b).  
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had allowed for temporary adaptation and a transition to 'a chosen second, more definitive 

home' (p.91). This speaks to the current demolitions and clearing up of housing estates 

thought to be failed utopias (Epstein 2013). 

 

The reality of life in the bidonvilles may have been as Pétonnet describes, but many of the 

immigrant working-classes had been on waiting lists for social housing and in a period of 

economic expansion, were hoping to benefit from growth and the collective context of an 

improvement of living conditions. On the other hand, those immigrant populations who did 

live in state-sponsored social housing were lodged in foyers destined for single men. These 

were unable to cater for the families that settled in France by virtue of family reunification 

policies (Weil 2005) and acted essentially as dormitories for workers, within the proximity of 

factories. Abdelmalek Sayad (1999: 91) has shown that until the end of the 1970s, 

immigrants were kept away from access to subsidised and social housing. It is only as a result 

of an alteration in the collective conception of the grands ensembles as producers of 

anonymity and anomie that access to the HLMs opened up 'by magic' (Masclet 2003: 63; 

Lyons 2006; Plouchart 1999) to immigrant workers and their families50.  

 

The aspiration of certain French families for social mobility via the grands ensembles 

coincided with the development of a market for individual housing and the promotion, 

through housing policy initiatives, of this type of housing. Pierre Bourdieu (2000) explains 

changes in conceptions of collective housing, via the new leanings of the French state, for 

two reasons. First, a belief in 'advanced liberalism' that guarantees social and political order 

with increased access to private property. Second, by the reduction of welfare spending, in 

line with macro-economic theories that stress the disengagement of the state (see Bonelli 

2008: 40). As such, those populations with enough economic capital to do so began to leave 

the grands ensembles. Their departure can be read as both a desire to pursue an upwardly 

mobile trajectory. It can also be understood as a desire for these families to distinguish 

themselves from other groups in the grands ensembles, with which they hoped to draw a 

boundary (Bonelli 2008: 40-41; Bourdieu 2000: 52).  
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 Masclet (2003) describes a situation where one Algerian worker was on waiting lists for eight years before he 

was allowed to leave the bidonville. 
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The vacancies that these departures left open encouraged social renting agencies (whether 

public or private) to open up low rent housing to groups that had previously been denied 

access. The fact that the grands ensembles were opened up to 'immigrants' at a time of 

economic crisis has profoundly altered the social composition of these neighbourhoods. 

Between the 1980s and 1990s, a very important number of the jobs that most residents of 

these zones occupied were affected by the changes taking places in the industrial sector. 

Bonelli (2008: 42) notes that the part of unskilled workers in France diminished by 44% 

between 1975 and 1999. The transformations that have been induced by the post-Fordist 

economic model have led to the symbolic and material dismantling of the traditional 

working-class. What is more, these changes hit immigrant populations, residing in the 

poorest neighbourhoods, the hardest (ibid.). It had once been possible for the PCF to speak 

with pride about its links with immigrants in the banlieues. Although Georges Marchais 

(1965) states that the relations were at times difficult, a number of significant improvements 

were made thanks to mutual collaboration between group leaders, at least insofar as the 

PCF liked to present it. These links have since been partly destroyed and the political left has 

somewhat abandoned French housing estates and their populations (Beaud and Masclet 

2004; Bilal 2012; Masclet 2003). 

 

On the scale of things, the time of banlieues rouges was fairly short lived. The period that 

Jean Fourastié (2011 [1979]), an economist, had called the 'Trente Glorieuses', the post-war 

'thirty year' period of economic and welfare expansion, came to an end in the mid 1970s 

(see Castel 1995). The grands ensembles in the poorest banlieues were the first victims of 

rising unemployment levels. With populations that were mostly working-class, 

underprivileged suburban areas registered increasing levels of joblessness. This was the 

beginning of the end for the banlieues rouges: rising unemployment came hand in hand with 

further social and spatial marginalisation (see Peillon 2001). To continue to refer to these 

areas as the 'red belt', as Wacquant (2008a) does, may be helpful in framing his theoretical 

differentiation between banlieues and ghettos but it misrecognises the increased 

racialisation of these neighbourhoods. French banlieues were once structured around class 

but increasingly, they are stigmatised as 'banlieues of immigration'. 
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 4.3.3 - Othering the grands ensembles 

 

As was the case elsewhere in Europe, the high-rises and tower-blocks of the grands 

ensembles and housing estates were decried as unattractive architectural designs from the 

late 1960s onwards. Jane M. Jacobs (2006) describes the collapse of the hopeful visions of 

mass housing and the sociologies and geographies who have provided the toughest 

critiques, eating away at the very foundations of the high-rise as an idea (see also J.M Jacobs 

et al). Alice Coleman (1985) provides one such example when she puts the 'failed utopias' of 

planned housing on trial. The construction materials used in their making was also deemed 

inappropriate (e.g. Helleman and Wassenberg 2004). The stigmatisation of peripheral 

urbanised zones has a long history that can best be summed up by this quote: 

“From the Industrial Revolution onwards, the banlieue becomes a new type 

of landscape, the result of a rapid disappearance of pre-existing rural areas 

which are submerged by urbanisation and industrialisation. Today, this legal 

and geographic term has taken on enormous symbolic value as it has 

gradually become synonymous with tension and uncertainty, particularly in 

the Parisian banlieue.” (Fourcaut 1993: 17). 

 

This section addresses the most recent evolution of the 'banlieue-landscape' into one that  

may be seen as 'sensitive neighbourhoods' and, in extreme cases, as fully fledged 'immigrant 

ghettos'. The banlieues have for a long time been associated with a negative imagery that 

quite regularly works in tandem with an ideology of securitisation. The urban policy 

designation of Zone Urbaine Sensible (ZUS) 51 comes with connotations of places that have 

the potential to erupt. Although the urban policy approach is regularly presented as a new 

phenomenon (Amorim 2002; Sedel 2009a), this type of representation has long roots. The 

residents of the communist ‘banlieue rouge’ were frequently referred to in terms that 

portrayed them as “wild savages, Bolsheviks with knives between their teeth and ready to 

invade Paris while they wait in their muddy grey homes” (quoted in Fourcaut 2000: 102 52; 
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 Vieillard-Baron (1998) is ironic about the fact that such labelling suggests the existence of 'insensitive urban 

zones'. 
52

 Annie Fourcaut does not name the journal or the author. 
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see also Subra 2004). Today banlieues are imagined alongside images of rioting and 

criminality, Islam and 'threatening' levels of immigration. After the November 2005 riots, the 

media began to speak of an 'intifada of the banlieues' (Kokoreff 2008: 97) thereby conflating 

issues of immigration, Islam and violence in one expression (Bernié-Boissard 2008: 163). As I 

have already stated, this needs to be taken into account in studies of territorial 

stigmatisation that have often focussed on class differences while ignoring the importance of 

race in generating urban marginality (see Tissot 2007b; see also Kipfer 2012).  

   

The banlieues are increasingly defined according to distant places, cultures and values 

(Bonelli 2005; Boubeker 2009; Boucher 2010; Mbembe 2006, 2009; Sedel 2009a). During the 

presidential campaign of 2007, Nicolas Sarkozy spoke using a collective ‘us’ opposing this to 

an opposite 'them' in housing estates. In this speech, he described what the values of France 

are not: 

“we are not polygamous, we do not practice excision on our daughters, we do 

not slit the throats of sheep in our apartments [a reference to the festival of 

Greater Eid, the Islamic festival of sacrifice] and we respect the laws of the 

Republic”53.  

 

These words were reproduced on national television, at a prime time slot. Through the 

exclusionary use of the form ‘we’, Sarkozy participates in the further stigmatisation of the 

Muslim population as one that is 'outside' the norm and as a “menacing exteriority” (Dikeç 

2006b: 162). Sarkozy has been referred to as a "pyromaniac fireman" by the sociologist 

Nasser Demiati (2006) for his persistent use of provocative and populist strategies in the 

housing estate neighbourhoods. Inciting rage before advocating increased security measures 

to contain these spaces became a campaign tactic for the future President of the Republic. In 

this way, he has followed a reactionary tradition, the roots of which go back to the 

nineteenth century (see Badiou 2010). Although it does not do this explicitly, the above 

quote insists on the exteriority of French housing estates. The reference to polygamy is 
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 14-01-07: Congress of the Union pour un mouvement populaire (UMP), the party of which Nicolas Sarkozy is a 

member: http://sites.univ-provence.fr/veronis/Discours2007/transcript.php?n=Sarkozy&p=2007-01-14 [Last 

accessed 15/07/2010]. 
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intended to remind listeners of Hélène Carrère d'Encausse's explanation for the 2005 riots 

(see Sciolino 2005). On Russian television, the historian had blamed the polygamous lives of 

'Africans' in the banlieues for the overcrowded apartments that push children out into the 

streets, away from school and towards unrest (Libération 2005). Worryingly, polygamy was 

soon highlighted by Gérard Larcher, France's Minister of Labour, in an interview with 

Financial Times (2005) as both a reason for racial discrimination in the job market and for 

'anti-social' behaviour54. 

  

Beaud and Pialoux (2005) show that contemporary surges of urban violence are not wholly 

unlike the working-class struggles of the past, since they too had social (and political) roots 

(see Tilly 1986: 380-404; Collovald 2001; Crettiez and Sommier 2002). An entire generation 

has been marked by life in cités while attempting to avoid the humiliation and despair of 

parents and grand-parents, sentiments of désespérence sociale, signifying a social sense of 

futility and loss of hope (Beaud and Pialoux 2005). These feelings and the attempts that are 

made to channel them no longer affect only the most dominated fringes of society. Instead, 

they have been spreading to new groups within the cités, such as young people with 

university diplomas unable to secure anything but temporary work-contracts. Continual 

address discrimination founded upon the fears that cités and their residents have come to 

signify is now added to cultural racism (Kipfer 2012; Wacquant 2008a). The reminder to 

French citizens of immigrant origin that they are 'second' or 'third generation' immigrants is 

a constant feature of daily life for a number of housing estate youths. They are reduced to a 

subcultural clothing style (that not all adopt), the accent of their parents or grand-parents or 

an 'original culture' that is perceived as communitarian and, as such, ill-fitting to French 

republican ideals55. The issue of masculinity in the banlieues is part of the mythical construct 

of these places as different. The violent, unruly men are opposed to the veiled women 

(Garcia 2011). The question of the oppression of women in these spaces is openly debated 

along with hyper-masculinity and violence (Hamel 2003). In effect, this process resembles 
                                                           
54

 On the 15th of November 2005, Larcher was invited on Europe 1, a radio station, where he confirmed that 

polygamy was "one of the causes" of the riots. Other causes, he stated, were the "disintegration of African 

families facing values of equality" and a form of "cultural poverty" (Le Nouvel Observateur 2008).   
55

 This is an issue that was already considered problematic in the late 1980s (Taïeb 1989). For a more 'up-to-

date' review of cultural racism in France, see Beriss (2004), Lamont (2004) and Maillot (2008). For a reading of 

communautarisme and Islam as an 'assault' on republican ideals, see Sfeir and Andrau (2005). 
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Claire Alexander's (2000) description of the 'Asian gang' and of young Asian men in Britain. 

She talks of the hypervisibility of folk devils that actually masks a more profound invisibility. 

In effect, although they are everywhere to be seen, young banlieue men (and women) are 

actually nowhere to be seen. This enables an easier discursive constitution as these groups 

as fundamentally different.  As such, a large number of cité-residents are unified by their 

status as supposed ‘immigrants’ inherently unable to be absorbed as full Europeans except 

through “some ambiguous ‘integration’ that no one [can] define” (O’Callaghan, 1995: 36).  

 

 4.3.4 – The politique de la ville and 'priority geographies' 

 

Annie Fourcaut (2004: 197) reminds us that since the nineteenth century, the banlieues have 

been useful laboratories for the implementation of 'remedies' and 'treatments' to hitherto 

unseen (and mostly unmeasured) social problems. Free clinics, outdoor schools and holiday 

camps were set up by Catholic charities inspired by hygienist ideals. New forms of social 

housing, such as the garden-cities and the grands ensembles were experimented in urban 

peripheries as well as novel forms of urban planning. It was easier to conduct these trials on 

the municipal level before attempting to generalise them throughout the nation. French 

urban policy has contributed to furthering the stigmatisation of peripheral banlieues if only 

because they have been constituted as places in need of outside help (see Dikeç 2006a, 

2007a, 2007b; see also de Lafargues 2006). Recently, the conflation between the cités, often 

referred to as ZUPs (Priority Urbanisation Zones), and the word ghetto was facilitated 

through statistical profiling, neighbourhood mapping and naming that urban policy produced 

in order to 'treat' the 'banlieue problem' more efficiently (Dikeç 2007a; Tissot 2004). The fear 

that French housing estate neighbourhoods have been slipping towards segregated ghettos 

has precipitated further involvement in these areas through securitisation. As I have stated 

in the introduction to this thesis, it can be said that the so-called banlieues are under 

permanent state of exception in which residents are reduced to 'bare life' and deprived of 

fundamental rights (see Agamben 1998). The perpetual paramilitary policing and the 

existence of special laws that apply to sensitive urban zones only are demonstrations of this 

(see Rigouste 2008). Further, the annihilation of some parts of the population in these areas 
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is advocated in police reports and conferences. Indeed, at the Alliance Police Nationale (17th 

of November 2005), Frédéric Lagache, the national secretary of the union, advocated the 

'eradication of those who ruin the lives of cité residents'. Michel Thoomis, another famous 

police officer and the general secretary of the union reactivated the semantics of war 

between the banlieues and the rest of France when, interviewed by The Guardian (30 

October 2005), he stated that "there is a civil war under way" (quoted in Moran 2011: 100). 

Fortunately, the banlieues were not always regarded in this way and the treatment of these 

places via securitisation is relatively recent. 

 

In 1978, the statistician Michèle Debonneuil published an analysis of poverty in the city of 

Reims based upon statistical observations with a special focus on concentrations of high 

unemployment levels and poverty, from one neighbourhood to the next. She was 

unwittingly paving the way for a standardised policy approach to the grands ensembles 

(Debonneuil 1978). In response to the revolts that occasionally took place in French housing 

estates and specifically after the ‘urban rodeos’ of 1981 in Les Minguettes56, a novel form of 

urban policy began to take shape: the politique de la ville that translates into 'policy for the 

city'. In its first days, urban policy was shaped by a humanistic desire to counteract the 

possible difficulties that seemed to be accompanying social life in the cités. Reports in the 

early 1980s stress the need to motivate the social development of the neighbourhoods 

(Bonnemaison 1982) and insist on the necessary inclusion of all residents in decision-making 

via collective management (Dubedout 1984; see also Fourcaut 2000: 104). Acting upon the 

deprived neighbourhood in order to treat the causes of the deprivation of the inhabitants 

and the degradation of the urban fabric is privileged in these reports. Without explicitly 

stating this, reports and urban policy recommendations were keen to address the major 

reasons for territorial stigmatisation. They targeted unemployment, poverty and education 

and promoted the increased power for local self-government and resident associations, 

ideas that had been promoted by Henri Lefebvre (Lefebvre 1972, 2001). For a period of ten 

years, urban policy procedures attempted to counter social concerns in grands ensembles 
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 The word ‘rodeo’ was coined by the media. It was intended to describe the summer of ‘joyriding’ that youths 
were accused of in the Cité des Minguettes, a housing estate outside the city of Lyon. In some instances, cars 
were set on fire after they had been driven, which lead some sociologists of deviance to identify the summer of 
1981 as the first occasion of urban violence directed at the property of neighbours or ‘community residents’ 
(Roché 2006: 137). 
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via the rehabilitation of decrepit buildings, the installation of more green spaces within the 

areas concerned and the regular maintenance of the infrastructure (elevators, children's 

playgrounds, street lighting, roads...) (Chignier-Riboulon 2009: 35).  

 

From the late 1980s and early 1990s onwards, the politique de la ville quickly became 

informed by statistical profiling and mapping techniques (Dikeç 2007a; Donzelot et al. 2003; 

Tissot 2007a). Bonelli (2008) explains how the banlieues that have been targeted by France’s  

politique de la ville and labelled as 'sensitive' areas, have gradually shifted in terms of their 

representation as ‘neighbourhoods in need’ to ‘sensitive neighbourhoods’. Dikeç (2007a, 

ch.5) also illustrates this progressive evolution of policy in Badlands of the Republic when he 

talks of a shift in policy that conceived of ‘neighbourhoods in danger’ towards one that 

regards them as ‘dangerous neighbourhoods'. He states: 

 

“The transformations of the late 1980s and early 1990s shifted the orientation of 

urban policy from a militant to a technocratic one, with a rationally and more 

precisely defined geography of priority neighbourhoods” (Dikeç 2007b: 284). 

 

Dikeç (2007a: 5) describes French urban policy as "a particular regime of representation that 

consolidates a certain spatial order through descriptive names, spatial designations, 

categorizations, definitions, mappings and statistics”. Urban policy is further defined as a 

“place-making practice that spatially defines areas to be treated, associates problems with 

them, generates a certain discourse, and proposes solutions accordingly” (ibid.). Even 

though it is presented as positive territorial discrimination (Doytcheva 2007), the politique 

de la ville could well be rebranded the politique des cités, a form of urban policy that is 

designed exclusively to 'treat' the urban ills of our time, located in the grands ensembles.  

  

Dikeç (2007a: 4) states that although urban policy was “conceived to address the problems 

of social housing neighbourhoods [...it has] contributed largely to the consolidation of 

negative images associated with them”. For instance, voted in November 1996, the law that 

creates the ZUS, formalises the notion of 'neighbourhood in difficulty' (quartier en 
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difficulté)57. The state soon established a 'national atlas' of all French ZUS58 and in 2006, it 

was confirmed that there were 751 sensitive urban zones (Ministère des Finances 2006). 

That same year, 4.4 million people lived in a ZUS, representing 7% of the total French 

population. This high number of both ZUS and their population led to the creation of a state 

managed official body, the National Observatory of Sensitive Urban Zones (ONZUS59), 

established in order to monitor progress in 'improving zones'.  

   

The discursive constitution of cités as places of ‘exclusion’ that are heading towards a 

African-America style of ghettoisation has now become part of the daily representation of 

cités (Amara 2006; Boucher 2010; Collovald 2001; Lapeyronnie 2008; Simon 1992; Maurin 

2004; Marchal and Stébé 2010; Masclet 2005; Rey 1996; Touraine 1991). Televised news 

reports almost inevitably portray dilapidated, graffiti-ridden social housing blocks, or groups 

of ‘threatening’ inactive young males (of postcolonial descent) standing at the bottom of 

housing estate buildings (Deltombe and Rigouste 2006). In order to respond to moral panics 

revolving around uncontrolled youth and rioting, politicians have increasingly tried to be 

seen 'doing something' (see Cohen 2002 [1972]). In some cases they have harnessed the 

politique de la ville and asked for a toughening of measures and increased 'clean-up 

operations' - readable as implying 'demolition' - and displacement in order to encourage 

some idealised and ill-defined 'mixité sociale' (Baudin and Genestier 2006; Demiati 2006; 

Epstein 2013; Estèbe 2004a). Talk of ghettoisation has also found its way into the field of 

social sciences. Didier Lapeyronnie once spoke of 'neighbourhoods of exile' (Dubet and 

Lapeyronnie 1992) before making a very different analysis recently in stating that France is 

now facing a number of fully fledged 'urban ghettos' (Lapeyronnie 2008). The image of the 

French ‘cité-ghetto’ quickly spread from textual representations in the media to the fields of 

politics and academia. In 1990, the sociologist Alain Touraine wrote in Le Figaro that: 
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 The law 96-987 was named the Pact for the Revival of the City (Pacte de relance pour la ville) and was voted 

under Alain Juppé's government on the 14th of November 1996. 
58

 Established in 1996, this is available online: http://sig.ville.gouv.fr/Atlas/ZUS/ [last accessed 17-07-2012] 
59

 It is important to stress that in recent years, the ONZUS has been active in attempting to present a more 

positive picture of France's sensitive urban zones (see ONZUS 2009, 2010, 2011). 
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“[w]e are rapidly sliding toward the American model [...]. We are heading 

towards segregation in its harshest form, the ghetto. [...] In view of the general 

logic of the growth of segregation, we can expect to see our big cities take the 

path of Chicago” (quoted in Wacquant 2008a: 144; see also Touraine 1991). 

 

Today, ‘ghetto’ has become an emotive term (Peach 1996: 216) and it is important to ensure 

that it is repositioned historically and understood conceptually. Wacquant (2006b: 31) insists 

that ghettos and (so-called) banlieues are very different socio-spatial concepts, each with a 

different history, structure, and function within the metropolitan whole. A ghetto “is an 

ethnically homogeneous enclave that contains all the members of a subordinate category 

and their institutions, and prevents them from fanning into the city” (Wacquant 2008b: 114). 

Banlieues are not ghettos: they have not been established through the constraints of the 

state into topographically separate ethnic or racial homogeneous zones60 (Wacquant 1992), 

residents are more mobile than those in African-American ghettos and they are 

characterised by a much stronger level of state penetration (Wacquant 2008: 11). He notes 

that “[t]heir ethnic heterogeneity, porous boundaries, decreasing institutional density and 

incapacity to create a shared cultural identity make these areas the exact opposite of 

ghettos” (Wacquant 2008b: 115). I fully agree with Wacquant that banlieues, or more 

appropriately cités, cannot be compared to ghettos but it remains to be said that similar 

processes have given rise to these social forms, including neoliberal policies, post-

industrialism and a partial (in the case of banlieues) retrenchment of the state. 

  

The language used by urban policymakers and officials is particularly telling and 

representative of a will to shape grands ensembles as a societal problem of considerable 

magnitude. The idea of a 'Marshall Plan for the banlieues' has followed an 'anti-ghetto law' 

all of which contribute to a 'blame-the-victim' disposition (Chignier-Riboulon 2009; Robine 

2004; Tissot and Poupeau 2005). The legislation came into law on the 1st of August 200361. 

Three promises were made: the establishment of 200,000 new social housing units; the 
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rehabilitation of an equivalent number of units; the destruction of 200,000 units considered 

too dilapidated to be rejuvenated. To fund this imposing project the National Agency for 

Urban Regeneration (henceforth, ANRU62) was set up in 2004 and several municipalities, 

including that of Nîmes, applied for financing. In 2006, the 'town contracts' (contrats de ville) 

came to an official end. They had allowed for the French state and  local governments to 

enact specific urban projects relating to education, the environment, security, culture, 

transport and housing (Green and Booth 1996). The programme was replaced by a new 

'urban contract': the Contrat Urbain de Cohésion Sociale  (henceforth, CUCS). The aim of 

these contracts - signed between the state, the region and the city - has been to rethink the 

role of the 'priority neighbourhoods' within the city and to accelerate the transfer of funds 

as well as increasing the range of possible funding sources to poverty neighbourhoods (Blanc 

2007). Whether they are now referred to as ZUPs, grands ensembles or cités, the discursive 

constitution of these spaces as ghettos developed alongside aspirations to have them torn 

down. The demolishing of French housing estates is hailed in public discourse as a success 

and as the only way to overturn the gradual decline towards the Americanisation of cities 

(Lelévrier 2010).  

 

4.4 - Conclusion 

 

This chapter has traced the origins of the word banlieue and it has showed that over time 

the term has come to mean something that is not merely peripheral in a physical and 

geographical sense. The idea of an outside periphery encircling the city has been reproduced 

in imagery that has for a long time associated those within this 'outside' to danger and to the 

threat of contamination of what is otherwise conceived as a 'pure' centre. As French cities 

have struggled to deal with this territorialised 'other', they have at times incorporated 

threatening neighbourhoods in order to enforce control and surveillance. These expansions 

led to a banlieue that was perpetually being pushed further back, as cities grew further and 

further outwards. These administrative incorporations did not lead to the disappearance of 

the stigmatised groups that lived in the cities' fringes. Even though these zones and their 
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residents became part of a larger city, the marginalisation from which they suffered was not 

altered. Although originating in an etymology that was partly to do with inclusion, the word 

banlieue has now come to be understood as a "vague concept that can be applied to any 

closed-in urban area and to any grouping of population that drifts from the norm" (Vieillard-

Baron 2008: 33). With the Industrial Revolution and massive population growth, the 

marginalised urban poor found a solid collective identity in political groups such as the PCF, 

forming the 'banlieue rouge', the Red belt. Through such organisations, counter-

stigmatisation was possible and the periphery took pride in conceiving itself as vital to 

central cities. Political resistance to economic exploitation in the years between the two 

world wars was intense but it collapsed in the post-Fordist, post-Keynesian period. 

  

I have shown that the responses to material inequality between centres and peripheries 

have evolved over time and that, from a social response that emphasised collective decision-

making, the recent evolution of urban policy has been increasingly repressive. The early 

attempts at mapping social problems through statistics and comparisons between different 

areas of the city have further generated stigmatisation representations that are now used in 

order to enact the current mandate of the politique de la ville. Priority geographies of urban 

policy increasingly favour renovation through demolition and the resettlement of 

populations in different neighbourhoods in order to favour social mix.  

  

The evolving mental conceptions of suburban space has highlighted banlieues as grands 

ensembles or housing estates. The word is now understood as including any neighbourhood 

that has the appearance of housing estate blocks whether these are literally outside the city, 

or within it. Valdegour and Pissevin, two of Nîmes' four urbanisation priority zones are 

examples of internal banlieues, not outside the city per se, but constituted outside its 

imaginary boundaries. This representation finds legitimacy in a long history of stigmatisation 

that has affixed itself to the banlieues and housing estates throughout France. It is this 

discursive constitution that has led to Pissevin and Valdegour, among others, being 

reproduced as dangerous lost territories in need of re-conquest. In effect, the constant use 

of the word banlieue in everyday discourses reproduces these places as a national problem 

when in fact, I would argue that it would be more helpful to focus on the local level (see 
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Amin 2002; Amin and Thrift 2002). In the following chapter I explain the methodological 

issues involved in researching such areas and I explain my choice of methods in conducting 

this research. 
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Chapter 5 - Pissevin and Valdegour, blotches on the 'Roman 

city' 

 

 

5.1 - Introduction 

 

Nîmes lies between the Mediterranean sea and the mountains of the Cévennes in the 

southern part of France (see figure 1). Positioned as it is on the arc between Catalonia and 

Northern Italy, it has always been situated on a series of busy transport axes. Nîmes is on the 

path between Paris and the cities of Montpellier, Perpignan and Narbonne. It is also in the 

middle of commercial links with the cities of Avignon, Arles, Aix-en-Provence and Marseille 

as well as Spain. Today, it is the capital of the administrative département of the Gard.  

 

 

 Figure 1: Locating Nîmes (Source: Google Maps) 
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From the sixteenth century to the late nineteenth century, Nîmes was renowned for its 

textile manufacturing, an industry that attracted populations from all of southern France as 

well as Spain, Portugal and Italy. The city exported substantial quantities of cotton and silk 

that were transported via an impressive network of roads, and from 1830, rail-roads built to 

accommodate the needs of an economically growing city (Cosson 1985; Dutil 1908). An array 

of businesses were set up inside the city, most of which were in one way or other linked to 

the silk and textile industry (Georges 1985). However, with competition from low prices 

generated through imperial exploitation, the regional economic hegemony of Nîmes came to 

an end, along with the demise of its textile industry.  

 

Nîmes has a rich history that can be traced to the Roman Empire, when the city was known 

as Nemausus. Today, Nîmes is renowned for its Roman vestiges: the arena, the Tour Magne 

and the temple known as the Maison Carrée attract many  thousands of tourists each year. 

The 'historic' nature of the city and its proximity to the Pont du Gard, a Roman aqueduct, 

enables many of Nîmes' residents to make a living from tourism. These symbols of history 

and ancient beauty are a source of pride for the city's residents. Recently, the city has been 

attempting to market itself as a 'Roman city': 'Nîmes, ville Romaine' is the city's current 

'brand'. It is felt by many that such efforts are blighted by the existence of highly visible, 

stigmatised grands ensembles and their racialised populations. During an interview with a 

town hall employee who works within the urban policy section that is in charge of Nîmes' 

ZUS the neighbourhoods were described as 'blotches on the map of the city', saying that 

these places "harm what is essentially a splendid city". 

 

Once again, it is important to repeat what has been said in the preceding chapters: Pissevin 

and Valdegour are not banlieues as such. Although they were designed to be one grand 

ensemble, they have always been regarded as two housing estates, with different territorial 

identities. They were constructed at a time of housing crisis, during a period when it was 

governmental policy to requisition 'urban priority zones' (ZUP, see chapter 4) on which to 

build rapidly and cheaply. Crucially, they have always been neighbourhoods located within 

the administrative boundaries of the city of Nîmes. To differing degrees, Pissevin and 
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Valdegour have recently become the targets for the implementation of a number urban 

policy initiatives.  

 

The first part of this chapter gives a quick overview of the city of Nîmes and its history. I 

briefly elaborate on Nîmes' political economy and on its position within the wider 

administrative deparment of the Gard and of the Languedoc Roussillon region (see figures 2, 

3, 4 and 5 below). The chapter then introduces the imagined clash between the presence of 

grands ensembles and the core of a city that constructs itself as deeply historic and touristic. 

Thirdly, I examine the steps that led to the construction of Pissevin and Valdegour and 

introduce some of the reactions of people in Nîmes at the time. The final part describes 

Pissevin and Valdegour today and details some of the social issues that these estates face, as 

compared to the rest of the city of Nîmes and to other housing estates in the region. I also 

discuss why the proximity between the two estates is said to play in the disfavour of 

Valdegour against Pissevin. As the most vilified of the two neighbourhoods, it is in Valdegour 

that relatively recent renovations and demolitions have been taking place and I briefly 

describe the consequences. 

 

 
Figure 2: The Languedoc-Roussillon administrative région. 
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Figure 3: The Gard département. 

Figure 4: Locating the Gard within the Languedoc-Roussillon. 
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4.2 – Conflicts between a 'Roman city' and housing estates 

  

Nîmes has the 24th largest population in France with an estimated total that lies just short of 

145,000 according to census data published by the National Institute of Statistics on the 1st 

of January 200663. The population has long been in decline but in recent years it has begun 

to rise again slowly, particularly in the wealthier northern parts of the city (Nîmes Métropole 

2010: 9). This recent influx is partly composed of retirees and of people who work in nearby 

Montpellier and find that city too expensive to live in. The city of Nîmes is part of an urban 

unit that was recently organised under the banner of 'Nîmes Métropole'. It is comprised of 

the municipality of Nîmes and of twenty-six smaller towns and villages and totals 170 000 

residents64. Nîmes Métropole is of particular interest to urban policy since it gives Nîmes the 

possibility of displacing problem populations to other municipalities after the demolition of 

housing blocks. The administrative decision-making body that encompasses these twenty-

seven municipalities has become known as the agglomération. It gives the conurbation more 

power to attract funds, to homogenise public transport in the area and to ensure that 

economic development is spread more equally according to population size. It also ensures 

that urban policy decisions that would have been directly managed at state level or at the 

level of the Languedoc-Roussillon region, are now negotiated more forcefully at the local 

level. The housing estates are conceived by the agglomération as problematic in what is 

otherwise imagined as a typically 'Provence' landscape. 

  

Politically, Nîmes' government has been through a number of significant changes, but it has 

had a tendency to gravitate towards the left. As I have already said, the city once thrived 

from the textile industry, giving its name to the material that is now known as 'denim', de 

Nîmes. It thus attracted a large working-class population to work in industry and they 

remained there after factory closures, opting to work in vineyards among other places 

(Marconot 1994). After the Second World War, the town hall was regularly occupied by 

representatives of the French Communist Party (henceforth, PCF) or the Socialist party, the 

SFIO (Léon Vergnolles, PCF, 1945-1947; Edgar Tailhades, SFIO, 1947-1965; Emile Jourdan, 
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PCF, 1965-1983). However, the election of Jean Bousquet, an entrepreneur and a member of 

the mainstream right-wing party, as mayor (1983-1995) led to a break in policy and a change 

of priorities, in particular with respect to urban policy. His implementation of neoliberal 

policies implied a profound displeasure for government assistance, partly aimed at housing 

estates in the city. Meanwhile, his desire to balance the municipal budget on the basis of 

'efficient financial indicators' left the city with a sea of debt twice as large as upon his arrival 

(Maury 1997). After Bousquet, Nîmes saw a return to the far-left with Alain Clary (1995-

2001), a member of the PCF who favoured social programmes in the cités and promoted 

local democracy therein. During his time in office, local associations in the housing estates 

received increased financial help through subsidies granted by the city and raised through 

increased local taxes (see Bilger-Street and Milner 2001). Since 2001, Jean-Paul Fournier, a 

member of the centre-right UMP, has been mayor and reduced much of the help that the 

city had been granting to local development projects.  

 

As is clear from this review of successive mayors, it is easy to imagine how different periods 

would have led to different approaches to the neighbourhoods of Pissevin and Valdegour. 

With each successive town hall occupant came different discursive constitutions of these 

places within the city. Although Nîmes was a pioneer in the establishment of social housing 

in France (with government aid) (Bernié-Boissard 1993: 132), it is now attempting to 

redefine its image according to the historic nature of the city and the demands of tourism. 

The city is very proud of its férias which are an important source of revenue. These take 

place twice a year and revolve around bull-fighting, known in Nîmes via its Spanish name of 

corrida. During these periods of festival, it is not uncommon for the population to rise to one 

million individuals during the day (Bernié-Boissard 1993, 2011). As the geographer Jean-

Baptise Maudet (2006) points out, these "festivals-festivity-férias" are anchored in identities 

that are essentially based around the South-West of Europe. Bullfighting cultures are self-

referencing and mythically construct identities that can be exclusive. The férias involve hefty 

investment from the city authorities in terms of planning and increased around-the-clock 

policing of the central city area (Bernié-Boissard 2009; Domergue 1997). Such expenditures 

are made in the name of branding the city and furthering the international vision of Nîmes 

as a 'fun city' (Nîmes Métropole 2010). It is clear that resources are concentrated on selling 
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Nîmes' central city area and on producing a spectacle instead of dealing with the social 

inequalities contained within the city. 

 

During Nîmes' férias, the celebratory atmosphere involves the consumption large quantities 

of alcohol (sangria, pastis and wine) which is also the main reason for increased policing in 

the city centre (Midi Libre 2013). In a city where up to 20% of the population is thought to be 

either Muslim or have Muslim ancestry, this tends to exclude a significant part of the 

population (Andréani 2006; Liger 1987). According to Marconot (1988, 1994), a sociologist 

and resident of Pissevin, the population from housing estates rarely partakes in férias that 

are perceived as 'suffocating' and 'unpleasant' events by cité residents. He adds that this 

reinforces the mental conception of tourism as a factor of marginalisation for the 

neighbourhoods: cités become constituted in opposition to the growth of the tourism 

industry by those who do not live in these spaces. Housing estate residents also re-negotiate 

what it means for them to belong to the city during such 'celebrations', in which they would 

be identified as out-of-place. These periods reinforce attachments to Pissevin and Valdegour 

as 'cities-away-from-the-city' (Marconot 1988). 

  

Ultimately, the férias and Nîmes' attempts at developing the tourist industry has led to a 

conceptualisation of the city that effaces the existence of the housing estates. However, the 

fact that these structures are visible and that they lie at the gates of the city, representing 

the first 'glimpse' that one has entered into Nîmes, is deeply problematic. For a population 

and a town hall that wishes to construct the city as anchored in a glorious Roman past, the 

presence of modernist structures populated by a non-integrated population is something 

that needs to be dealt with. As I explain in the third part of this chapter, this is partly 

achieved through a recourse at urban policy renovations that sometimes explicitly promote 

the demolishing of grand ensemble constructions. As such, Nîmes increasingly exhibits a 

form of revanchism that promotes the purification of elements of the landscape that may 

affect the tourism industry. In order to enact this, it actively attempts to redistribute and 

erase racial and class differences that do not fit into the landscape (see K. Swanson [2007] 

for an elaboration of revanchism and touristic landscapes).  
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4.3 – Architectural modernism in the southern 'garrigue ' 

 

Xavier Arsène-Henry (1919-2009) was one of Le Corbusier's disciples from a very early age 

(Arsène-Henry 1999: 26). From 1949, he regularly participated in the congrès internationaux 

d'architecture moderne, otherwise known as the CIAM, in which he  found many of his 

influences. In Ma ville (1969), Arsène-Henry detailed his own philosophy for the city. In this 

book, he laid down his vision of the 'immanent city' (pp.62-71) according to which urbanists, 

architects, planners, administrators and sociologists needed to be made aware of the desires 

of residents and to maintain contacts with those who lived in buildings that, together, they 

had allowed to exist. He was fervently opposed to the individual house (p.31-33) that he 

believed only developed further the alienation that cities could produce in an era of risk, 

dynamism and the 'enterprising spirit'. Notwithstanding those who cherished traditional 

landscapes and countryside views, it was Arsène-Henry's belief that only in large-scale 

buildings could the necessary solidarities between residents establish themselves in an 

urban environment. Arsène-Henry spent all of his life developing grands ensembles, 

administrative buildings, bridges, factories and even places of worship that he wished would 

one day become a part of a functioning, festive city in which the individual would escape 

alienation and find fulfilment (Arsène-Henry 1999). In light of the stigmatisation that many 

of his housing estates now attract, this is almost an ironic thought. 

  

In 1961, Arsène-Henry was designated as chief architect for the future grand ensemble of 

Nîmes. After a meeting with Le Corbusier, where the Swiss architect approved the sketches 

and designs of the what would become Pissevin and Valdegour, Arsène-Henry spent several 

days observing the landscape that he would come to redevelop. His belief that the 'site' was 

to be exploited for 'living-in' by people who would make use of it on a day to day basis, 

rather than the occasional Sunday strolls of bourgeois families fits well with his designs of 

the ZUP in Nîmes: 

"The path of Pissevin, carved by the steps of heavily laden donkeys carrying the 

lavender harvests, has allowed that for several centuries the inhabitants of Saint-

Cézaire have been able to reach Nîmes through two kilometres of garrigue 
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[regional name given to scrubland] [...]. For centuries, the hand of man [sic] has 

left this landscape untouched were it not for the occasional planting of a series 

of olive trees [...] or to build some 'mazets' [name given to the stone-built 

shelters that farmers built in the countryside to store tools or produce] [...]. It is 

there, from this path that we discovered the landscape, veiled in the summer 

evening light. It is there that we have heard, in the early mornings, the songs of 

the cicadas announcing a scorching day. It is from there, on the hill that 

dominates the ancient city's pink roofs, that we observed the admirable antique 

monuments and, on the other side, the fertile plains of the Gard. It is there that 

we found those colours that Cézanne treasured so much and we understood the 

attachment that people have for this region (Arsène-Henry 1969: 213-214). 

 

Even as it was hailed as a triumph of modernism conceived in the 'traditional' garrigue, from 

the start there was some resistance to the ZUP by city-centre residents. Within days of the 

plans being laid out, shop-windows in the city began to display signs that read "Zut à la 

ZUP!", in an imitation of childish language that translates as 'drat to the ZUPs' (Bernié-

Boissard, 2008: 241). From the beginning of 1960s, a number of residents of Nîmes were 

concerned with the costs of the project as well as the 'unsightly' views of large housing 

estates within view of the city's historic Roman centre. Although they were originally 

designed as "objects of prestige" (Bernié-Boissard 1993: 165) by their architect, Valdegour 

and Pissevin attracted early criticism from those who believed this new type of habitat was 

not in tune with Nîmes' more traditional housing and that it would damage the environment 

(Coquery 1965). According to Arsène-Henry (1999: 193), these comments were usually 

accompanied by threats that read 'Death to Arsène'. He recounts that he was the victim of 

acts of violence from those who feared that the ZUP would disturb the "bourgeois 

conservative tranquillity" of the city of Nîmes (1999: 192). Protests were minor in size and 

they had little consequence over the desire of both the city and the region to erect buildings 

of "modern standing near the old, decaying centre" (ibid.: 194). 
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4.4 – Pissevin and Valdegour in Nîmes today 

 

"Considering its 162 square kilometres of communal space, Nîmes belongs to those cities 

whose surface area allows them to be their own banlieue, and thus,  

to integrate vast social housing neighbourhoods" 

Hervé-Vieillard Baron (2007: 131) 

 

 

 

 

 

Construction of the grand ensemble began in 1962 but the building process took several 

years and was only 'completed' in 1983. Construction in what is now known as Valdegour did 

not begin until 1969 (see Vieillard-Baron 2007). In its early days, the entire area was referred 

to in the singular form, as the ZUP. Indeed, the initial aim was to build a "veritable 'new 

Figure 5: Pissevin and Valdegour in relation to the historic city-centre (Source: Google Maps). 
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town'" (Vieillard-Baron 2007). Relatively rapidly though, people started referring to the 'ZUP-

nord' (northern ZUP) and the 'ZUP-sud' (southern ZUP), mentally separating the housing 

estates into two neighbourhoods (see figure 6 on following page; see also Bernié-Boissard 

1993; Marconot 1994). Regardless, it became very difficult for the town hall or local 

residents to refer to the newly built areas in any language that did not include the 

administrative urban policy jargon of 'ZUP'. The very names of Pissevin and Valdegour are, in 

some ways, fairly new. The expanse of land that Arsène-Henry was referring to and upon 

which the estates would be built had been called Pissevin by those who made use of it. The 

term comes from the vocabulary of wine-making: during grape picking season, winegrowers 

would leave vine-shoots for further grapes to grow on burgeoning buds. In Provençal, this 

was called the 'pissevin'. Valdegour received its name from the name of the valley upon 

which it was constructed, val-de-Gour. For the sociologist and Nîmes resident Catherine 

Bernié-Boissard (2001: 212), these names are intended to camouflage the institutional and 

administrative realities that govern such territories by linking them to a distant past or 

inscribing them within nature. It is only in recent years that both neighbourhoods have come 

to be relabelled as Pissevin and Valdegour, instead of the old term that encapsulated both, 

the ZUP-Nord. 

 

The ZUP received much positive attention in its early days notwithstanding the negative 

commentaries that could be heard as it was being designed and constructed. It acted as a 

pole of attraction for many Nîmois who had grown tired of poor living conditions in the 

centre of the old city. Before 1962, it was not uncommon for residents in city-centre 

buildings to share bathroom amenities, and running water had not yet reached the entire 

central city (Bernié-Boissard 1993: 98). With Algeria's independence from France in 1962, 

there was a demand to build even larger housing estates in order to house the pieds-noirs, 

the 'black feet', French people who were forced to leave Algeria. A total of 9,000 moved to 

the region of Nîmes in less than two months during the summer of 1962, leading to 

increased population pressure on the city centre (Domergue 2006). With the construction of 

the new grand ensemble, they quickly filled flats in the ZUP. Importantly, echoing the recent 

developments that have taken place in these neighbourhoods, this led to tensions with other 

residents of these neighbourhoods. Indeed, many people objected to a largely unemployed 
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and dispossessed population flooding into the neighbourhoods from Algeria (Jordi 1995). 

Gradually these objections died down and the pieds-noirs commenced their integration into 

Nîmois society (the current mayor and several of his advisors are the children of pieds-noirs). 

The ZUP was first perceived as a hyper-modern construct, offering large flats (with up to 5 

bedrooms) and stunning views over the city and the surrounding region, particularly from 

the towers in Valdegour. Thus, it was not difficult to fill Pissevin and Valdegour, and as 

Arsène-Henry had hoped (1999: 194), several sub-centres developed within each 

neighbourhood.  

 

 

  

 

Taking into account all urban areas with over 50,000 residents, Nîmes was classified as the 

16th poorest city in France in 2012, with 29% of people living in conditions of poverty65 

(Cousseau et al. 2012; see also Greuet 2012). This figure includes the larger cities in French 
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Figure 6: A satellite view of Pissevin and Valdegour (Source: Google Maps). 



140 

 

overseas territory which came high in terms of poverty levels. Thus, if we were to only look 

at mainland France, Nîmes comes ranked as the 10th poorest city overall. Although, as I 

explain below, the city has poor neighbourhoods that have not been classified as 'sensitive 

urban zones', the explanations for Nîmes' high levels of poverty practically always include 

housing estates located inside the city (see Cousseau et al. 2012; Pallez 2001). Although the 

act of holding these urban quarters responsible is tied up within a whole series of  discursive 

constitutions of place that enable 'blame-the-victim' framing, it would be morally wrong to 

deny the important difficulties faced by the two neighbourhoods on a material level.  

 

Today, Pissevin and Valdegour have a combined unemployed population of 44.2% as 

confirmed by the geographic information system of the Centre for Information on the City 

(CIV) of the politique de la ville66 (see also Tailhades 2010). The median income in these 

estates is less than half what it is in the rest of the city of Nîmes with 5600€ as opposed to 

13200€ (ObjectifGard 2013). In Valdegour alone 56% of the population lives on or below the 

poverty line (Zappi 2013). The independent report conducted by Compas, conducted in 

order to provide urban policy with guidance for future initiatives, explicitly links the poverty 

of some of Nîmes' neighbourhoods and the high levels of unemployment with 'recently 

arrived immigrants' (Cousseau et al. 2012). However, the report fails to define 'recent'. This 

is unhelpful as it does not take into account the fact that the unemployment levels in these 

neighbourhoods has changed relatively little over the past 40 years when the equation 

'housing estate = postcolonial immigrants' was not yet entirely activated in the popular 

imagination. Of course, as stated above, the neighbourhoods have always also been places 

for 'immigrants' to set up home, as with the pieds-noirs returning from Algeria, and the 

tensions that this provoked that I mention above67. In effect, in radicalising the problem, 

what the Compas report misses is that hardship in Valdegour and Pissevin is not a novelty 

                                                           
66

 http://sig.ville.gouv.fr/zone/91030ZF. 
67

 Ironically, as Anne Roche (1992) notes, a number of pieds-noirs were among the most unhappy to see North 

Africans moving into priority urbanisation neighbourhoods a few years after they themselves had been forced 

to leave Algeria. She explains that the unease demonstrated by the pieds-noirs (which they continue to 

demonstrate [see Jordi 2002]) is anchored in complicated colonial relationships that have privileged the 

polarisation of emotions, treating the figure of 'the Arab' both as an enemy and a friend, as always present and 

always absent (see Roche 1992: 72). 
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and as I show in chapter 7, although 'race' is regularly activated by residents, for most of 

them it is not an impediment to constructions of collective belonging to the neighbourhood. 

 

Importantly, all these issues are not only experienced by residents of Valdegour and Pissevin 

and they are not the only 'sensitive' neighbourhoods in Nîmes. Within the administrative 

borders the city there are four recognised sensitive urban zones. The first two estates are 

located to the North-East of the city. Chemin-Bas-d'Avignon was built first and, because of a 

persistent population growth, Mas de Mingue followed (1959-1964). Pissevin and Valdegour 

are located to the South-West of the city, below the hillsides and the dense garrigue. 

Altogether, the inner city residents of sensitive urban zones within the city of Nîmes account 

for 25% of the total population of the city. 17,000 of this total (the majority) reside within 

Pissevin and Valdegour. Within the agglomération, the metropolitan region of Nîmes, there 

is one further ZUS, named Sabatot, in the town of Saint-Gilles68. Like every other ZUS that 

has in part been constituted through the politique de la ville, Pissevin and Valdegour are 

mapped out road by road. A document describes with the utmost precision the perimeter of 

the neighbourhoods, naming each road, street or park that delimits the 'sensitive' space 

from the rest of the city. Both of the neighbourhoods are mapped into different sectors with 

different designations ('painters neighbourhood'; 'writers neighbourhood', 'scientists 

neighbourhood') that correspond to the titles of street names (see Groupe Reflex 2010; 

Mairie de Nîmes 2010).  

 

Social housing in the Nîmes Métropole (90% of which is located within Nîmes) is managed by 

the public office HLM Habitat du Gard and by semi-private HLM agencies (Un Toit Pour Tous, 

Erilia, Vaucluse Logement). Habitat du Gard operates as the social housing landlord for 80% 

of the housing in Pissevin and Valdegour after another HLM operator was closed for misuse 

of public funds fifteen years ago. Although renovations - and demolitions - have happened in 

Valdegour, during the past 20 years, Habitat du Gard has conducted no renovations in 

Pissevin. Interviewed in Le Monde, the director of the social housing organisation admits 

that he is ashamed: "There are housing estates that I would not go to anymore, because  I'm 

just too embarrassed" (quoted in Zappi 2013). Any attempts at making repairs and 
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redecorations are blocked in the decision making process by the divisions that exist between 

the conservative government of the city and the socialist departmental council. The city 

government of Nîmes is endlessly promoting 'social mix' and the establishment in the 

housing estates of a mixed system of housing where jointly owned buildings would exist side 

by side with the HLM system (see FNOHLM 2007: 156; Midi Libre 2000, 2004; Tailhades 

2008) but nothing is being done about the growing problem of marchands de sommeils. 

These 'sleep merchants' are the private owners of insalubrious homes (often without 

heating) that they rent at exorbitant prices to people who have little other choices while 

they wait for social housing to be made available.  

 

Nîmes has important pockets of poverty that are not situated in housing estates but these 

are rarely mentioned in local news. One of the central city's neighbourhoods, known as 

Gambetta, has for a long time inspired feelings of fear in other residents. The roads in 

Gambetta are narrow and the shopping facilities were once commonly described as 'ethnic'. 

It is not a ZUS but it is a neighbourhood of the politique de la ville and recent renovations in 

this neighbourhood, which has 'benefitted' from a CUCS contract, have now led to small 

scale gentrification and a significant rise in property and rent prices. Notwithstanding the 

impressions that Gambetta would inspire, it has never experienced levels of stigmatisation 

that are in any way comparable to that of the four housing estates located in Nîmes (see 

Maconot 1998). 

 

When the ANRU was set up to manage funding of large scale projects in 2003, the deciding 

body within Nîmes Métropole determined that funds should be primarily directed to 

Chemin-Bas-d'Avignon, Mas-de-Mingue and Sabatot. It was only in 2004 that Valdegour was 

added to the list and, when the town hall asked for more funds in order to 'rehabilitate' 

Pissevin, the ANRU funds had ceased to be allocated69. In total, Nîmes signed an agreement 

for 152 million Euros, with one third of the funds emanating from the ANRU. The rest was to 

be granted by the Languedoc-Roussillon region, the département of the Gard and Nîmes 

Métropole. The signed convention highlighted the key points to be addressed: "Enhance the 

social environment, create federative public spaces, open up the neighbourhoods to the rest 
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of the city via transport links, increase the social mix of these areas" (quoted in Vieillard-

Baron 2007: 132). Jacques Perotti, the deputy in charge of the implementation of urban 

policy for the city of Nîmes explained that: "Nîmes has 24 to 25% of social housing. That 

could be a tolerable level, except that here, all of it is concentrated into the same 

neighbourhoods" (quoted in Le Point 2005). Ultimately, 974 demolitions of homes have 

taken place for now (327 in Valdegour, 521 in Chemin-Bas-d'Avignon and 91 in Sabatot). The 

total cost of these renovation/demolitions was over 192 million Euros70. The sociologist 

Francis Pougnet who worked on an independent study of the neighbourhoods for Groupe 

Reflex states that urban policies have nonetheless "failed the sensitive neighbourhoods and 

their resisdents" (Groupe Reflex 2010). Notwithstanding these understandings, city officials 

in charge of urban policy are pressing for an 'ANRU 2' in order to make operational a number 

of demolitions in Pissevin and to pursue the demolition of some of Valdegour's housing 

blocks (Tailhades 2008).  

 

To the west, Valdegour has been particularly highlighted as a 'problematic' neighbourhood 

and as such was one of the first to experience large scale demolishing of buildings, the most 

recent of which are the Archimède and Galilée towers in 2009 (see FNOHLM 2007). 

Valdegour has a higher number of cumulative difficulties than Pissevin and the town hall has 

decided to spend increased sums to treat the ills there through urban renovation. Indeed, 

Nîmes did not wait for ANRU funds to start tearing down buildings in Valdegour. In 1998 the 

blocks of Les Gendarmes and Newton were demolished with city funds and the population 

was displaced to the Sabatot housing estate in the nearby municipality of Saint Gilles. In 

2000, Nîmes signed a Grand Projet de Ville (GPV), a contract signed with the regional and 

national governments destined to enact urban renovations in France's toughest 50 

neighbourhoods. All four of Nîmes' estates were destined to be renovated in order to 

promote social mix and increased security in what were termed "isolates of poverty and 

exclusion" (Briseul et al. 2000: 158). Then in 2005, the Perrin tower was razed to the ground. 

Several more 'renovations' are planned for the years to come (Mairie de Nîmes 2010). 

Notwithstanding these 'efforts', Vieillard-Baron (2007) notes that all the indicators are still 
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'red' and that 20% of homes remain vacant. 77% of the apartments in Valdegour are HLMs 

as opposed to 59% in Pissevin (ibid.). To encourage businesses to hire residents, Valdegour 

has been selected as a tax concession zone71. This type of urban policy designation enables 

companies to benefit from tax breaks when they set up their central offices in such 

neighbourhoods. This led to a small number of companies moving their head offices to the 

vicinity of the housing estate. Ultimately however, this did not provide much improvement 

in employment chances for Valdegour's residents (Vieillard-Baron 2007: 132). According to 

the Midi Libre (20th May 2011), less than 100 often part-time jobs were created as a result, 

mostly in logistics and cleaning.  

 

As previously stated, Valdegour is considered to be in a "deeply troubling situation" 

according to a national newspaper:  

"the average revenue here is 500 euros, 54% of the 18-25 year-olds are 

unemployed, 44% for those over 25, abstention levels of 70% at the latest 

elections. An esplanade of concrete and dusty grassed areas; often silence is 

overpowering. [...] Diversity among nationalities is inexistent: the population is 

almost exclusively from the Maghreb" (Libération 2012).  

 

The 1st of August 2003 law mentioned in the previous chapter, which allowed for the 

creation of the ANRU, had originally stated that for every destroyed home, one home would 

be constructed. Constructions have been taking place around Valdegour. Of importance is 

the fact that a very small minority have been built near the site of the housing estate itself. 

Constructions take place at the margins of the 'sensitive zone' leaving no hope as to the 

imagined future of this neighbourhood. The number of constructions is far from the 'one-

for-one' promise that was determined in 2003. Ninety-five homes have been built in 

Valdegour (Vieillard-Bardon 2007: 133). Displaced residents have been moved to Pissevin's 

vacant apartments and to other municipalities within Nîmes Métropole (Libération 2012). 

Vieillard-Baron (2007) highlights the difficulties that accompany projected demolitions, as all 

residents of a building are placed in temporary housing within another tower-block while 
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they wait for confirmation of re-housing. These long periods, he says, contribute to the 

disqualification of the whole area (p.133). 

 

Valdegour is often represented as the 'worst off' of the two cités but Pissevin also makes 

headlines in the local news. The neighbourhood was described as "the Bronx" by Joël 

Guénot, a senior civil servant and chief education officer (Midi Libre 12th March 2010). His 

declaration came after incidents of violence in a middle-school. Pissevin's Collège Condorcet 

had already made national news when it was highlighted as the school in which most 

incidences of 'serious violence' had been recorded for the years 2005-2006. The principal of 

the school blamed this violence on the 'ghettoisation of the neighbourhood' and the fact 

that children in Condorcet were often raised by single parents or from ruptured families (Le 

Point 2006). Such representations, under the media tag of 'banlieue', have obvious and 

profound effects on how these estates are conceived as antitheses to the rest of the city 

(Hargreaves 1994). The importance of highlighting the inequality that exists between Nîmes' 

neighbourhoods is underwritten by the bleakness of the descriptions. The clash between the 

housing estates and the rest of the city is underlined in the Libération article: "From the 

high-rises of Valdegour, there is a magnificent 360° view on the beautiful region of Nîmes, 

over there, at the foot of the hill" (Libération 2012). Some residents fear that the regular 

demolitions that take place in Valdegour without their agreement are intended to definitely 

'clean up' the hill in order to make space for a 'beau quartier', an upmarket neighbourhood 

(Zappi 2013).  

 

Relatively recently, Nîmes' housing estates, and Pissevin and Valdegour in particular, have 

begun to gain some level of national attention. Ségolène Royal, a presidential candidate for 

the 2012 elections visited the estates during her campaign in February (Cadène 2012). As I 

have already pointed out, Valdegour was also the topic of an article in  Libération, a major 

daily newspaper (Libération 2012). Importantly, the cités had already gained temporary 

national recognition when a television programme, Appels d'Urgence, focussed its attention 

on violence in the city of Nîmes. On the 12th of February 2010, TF1, a popular television 

channel broadcasted the TV-documentary, entitled "Nîmes: flics sous pression, délinquants 

prêts à tout" (Nîmes: cops under pressure and delinquents ready for everything).  
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The opening lines of the show, spoken by the presenter Carole Rousseau, are typical of the 

reproduction of both Nîmes as a frightening city and of its housing estates as responsible for 

this reputation: 

 

"For many, Nîmes is firstly synonymous with the famous férias: one million 

people who come to party in a relaxed atmosphere. But for the four hundred 

police officers of the city, it is also an urban area under high pressure. This is 

because one of the things we know less about Nîmes is that it shares with 

Cannes the fact of being the city with that comes first when it comes to the 

percentage of delinquency. Assault, mugging, burglary, incivility... Nîmes 

illustrates all the words that regularly make the headlines. This delinquency takes 

place in and emanates principally from Nîmes' sensitive neighbourhoods, but it 

has begun to spread out and affect the city centre and a number of smaller 

municipalities that had until then been relatively spared." 

 

This television 'documentary' launched a huge controversy when the mayor of Nîmes 

complained bitterly about the taint that this program conferred upon the rest of the city. In 

one article, an unnamed 'senior civil servant' is quoted as saying: "Valdegour, this is not 

Nîmes"72, rearticulating the stark difference that the neighbourhoods represent and casting 

them outside the imagined space of the rest of the city. In his blog, the sociologist Laurent 
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Mucchielli (2010) decried the biases, the partiality of the analysis and the 'culture of fear' 

that was being spread by TF1 through such sensationalist documents. He echoes the 

concerns of some of the residents for whom Nîmes 'is not Chicago' (see Midi Libre 2010). 

 

4.5 - Conclusion 

 

The cités are examples of spaces on the margin, the representation of which has evolved 

considerably towards ethnic containers in which deprivation and violence are the order of 

things. In a very extreme conclusion to his essay on the city of Nîmes, Vincent Liger (1987) 

goes as far as arguing that the ZUPs have become the source of a greater trauma to the city 

than even the Second World War. As early as 1988, Jean-Marie Marconot, a sociologist and 

long-time resident of Pissevin, wrote that the distinction between the old centre of Nîmes 

and the new part is one of the most accentuated that he could imagine. In Nîmes, "[t]he 

equilibrium has not been realised, the digestion of the ZUPs by the city government, both 

mentally and physically has never materialised" (Marconot 1988: 206). Pissevin and 

Valdegour remain resolutely outside the imagined vision of Nîmes. They are depicted as 

dilapidated, outmoded 'citadels' (FNOHLM 2007: 99-100) and residents who live there are 

described as residing within 'enclaves' (see Nîmes Métropole, 2009). This breeds the images 

of lawlessness that are reproduced in the media as well as in everyday conversations 

throughout the city. 

 

A view of Valdegour (Source: photo by the author). 
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This chapter has developed  the specificity of Pissevin and Valdegour. As such it is intended 

to explain some of the reasons behind my choice to conduct research in these cités. The 

architecture, the recent history, the involvement and impacts of the politique de la ville and 

the fact that renovations and a large number of demolitions, have occurred in these housing 

estates point to the fact that Pissevin and Valdegour are ideal sites in which to study 

territorial stigmatisation. As I have explained comprehensively in the methodology chapter 

of this thesis, they are also housing estates that have been constructed within an average-

sized city, and as such their study moves away from the paradigmatic city model that 

characterises much of the work on urban stigma (see Bell and Jayne 2009).  
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Chapter 6 - Internalising and reproducing negative 

representations 

 

 
“For over a generation, between the sensitive urban neighbourhoods and the rest of the city,  

the fracture has grown larger, to the extent where it is now almost visible to 

 the naked eye and the fears and fantasies have taken shape on maps”  

(Begag 2002: 266) 

 

 

6.1 – Introduction 

 

"It is not Chicago" reads the title of an article published in the regional daily, the Midi Libre. 

The words are a direct quote from Richard Tibérino, the mayoral assistant in charge of 

security. A long time resident of Pissevin whose parents managed a photo equipment shop 

upon their return from Algeria in the early 1960s, Tibérino took over their commercial 

exploitation before heading into politics. 

 

"The situation has deteriorated since the early 1990s. The owners are getting 

older and those who don't own are crushed by rental charges. There are 

problems with incivilities, lack of respect and issues concerning neighbourly 

relations in general but it is not Chicago!" (quoted in Midi Libre, 3rd February 

2010) 

 

Not everyone agrees with Tibérino's final assessment. As in other French housing estates, 

the fear of what is perceived to be progressing ghettoisation is rife. Whether they support 

the idea that there is a tendency for some banlieues to develop in ways that resemble the  

African-American ghettos (Boucher 2007: 26; see also Amara 2006; Bronner 2010; 

Lapeyronnie 2008; Laurence and Vaisse 2006: 35-38; Masclet 2005; Maurin 2004; Simon 

1992; Touraine 1991) or whether they refute this trend (Adell and Capodano 2001; Begag 
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and Delorme 1993; Béhar 1995; Belhaj Kacem 2006; Kelfaoui 1990; Robine 2004; Stébé 

2009; Vieillard-Baron 1998; Wacquant 1992), social scientists recognise the tremendous 

power of the imagery that accompanies stigmatising representations. For Wacquant (2008a), 

the conflation between cités and ghettos is one of the major consequences of territorial 

stigmatisation in France. It has lasting effects on the ways in which such spaces are 

constituted and on the way they are perceived by the makers of urban policy. Importantly, 

the conflation also affects the ways in which housing estates are talked about in everyday 

conversation. When Nîmes' so-called banlieues are discussed by non-residents of these 

places, it is most likely in the negative. The future of cités is imagined to be bleak and 

imbued with pessimism. These stigmatic representations feed into an idea of the city that is 

split into two, with a dominant, historic, vibrant and central part that is opposed to the 

marginalised, peripheral and dominated urban periphery. However, one can more easily 

identify those voiceless residents who live in visually recognisable housing estates and who 

are somewhat cut off from full participation due to the everyday forms of stigmatisation that 

they endure. This stigmatisation has to do with class, ethnicity and religion, but it is also 

territorial (Béhar 1995; Bourdieu 1999 [1993]; Duprez and Hedli 1992; Faure 2006; Robine 

2004; Stovall 2003; Wacquant 2007b). Some would no doubt argue that today, the stigma is 

mostly about race yet the long history of territorial stigmatisation that I have described in 

chapter 4 of this thesis points to the importance of place and exteriority. 

 

In this chapter, I begin by looking at the ways in which territorial stigmatisation is 

(re)produced from outside housing estates by the non-residents of these places73. I then 

point to the multiple ways through which it is internalised by residents of Valdegour and 

Pissevin. The chapter is organised in three main parts. In the first part I examine discourses 

that point to the threat of an 'invasion of the centre' by those who are considered to be 

inherently peripheral. The stigma that derives from residing in Pissevin and Valdegour is one 

that is carried outside the neighbourhood. I examine the language of non-residents of 

housing estates who describe their feelings when they believe they are in contact with 

people from the cités. These are often perceived as encounters with others who are not in 
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their rightful place. The presence of housing estate residents is described as invasive and a 

source of anxiety. People from the margins are imagined to be inherently out-of-place when 

they enter the centre (see hooks 1990, 1992, 1994). In the second sub-section I examine 

representations that Nîmois who do not live in a housing estate have of Pissevin and 

Valdegour as a banlieue landscape with a population that is imagined to be both postcolonial 

and threatening. This threat is linked to descriptions of cités from which only negative 

attributes emerge (people, cultural productions, incivility). The third sub-section briefly looks 

at the anxieties of people who are neighbours of housing estates. They all live within no 

more than a couple of hundred metres from the urban policy designated 'sensitive zones' 

and their language is imbued with a fear of contagion. I relate their desires not to see their 

homes polluted, if only by reputation, through the proximity to the stigmatised places.  

 

The second part of the chapter develops the ways in which territorial stigmatisation is 

internalised by some of those who live in Pissevin and Valdegour. In a first sub-part, I discuss 

the narratives of residents who feel the burden of stigmatic representations and who, at 

times withdraw into the domestic space of the home. I also bring to the fore a number of 

residents' passionate defence of their home, their building or the few blocks around it. This is 

articulated as a strategy of self-preservation in the face of stigmatising representations of 

place as it comes hand in hand with a tactic of "lateral denigration" of other residents and 

spaces in the neighbourhoods (Wacquant 2007b, 2008a). In a second sub-section, I describe 

the feelings of residents who show signs of having internalised the bleak and oppressive 

atmosphere that suffuses the cité and the stigma. These respondents often express a desire 

to 'escape', 'run away' and 'flee' from a place in which they feel imprisoned (see Wacquant 

2008a: 147).  

 

Finally, the chapter looks at the internalisation of topics that are debated on a national level 

and associated with 'sensitive urban zones'. The visions that are reproduced as a 

consequence of media treatment can be reproduced in the language of non-residents and 

internalised by the residents of housing estates. First, I examine the idea of juvenile 

delinquency. The moral panic of the cités youth has gradually replaced that of the 

threatening working-class youth of the 1960s as the moral panic of the age (see Mohammed 
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and Mucchielli 2007). I then explain that Islam has proved to be constitutive of the 

stigmatisation of Pissevin and Valdegour. Islam and its presence in the housing estates was 

raised in practically every interview that I conducted, whether with residents, non-residents, 

elites or social workers. National fears that regard Islam as difficult to assimilate within the 

'one and indivisible Republic' (Bowen 2010; Bozzo 2005; Geisser 2003; Kastoryano 2004) 

have unmistakably found their way into the discourses of people in Nîmes. This does not 

imply that people's consideration of the religion is necessarily tainted and a number of 

respondents wished to present Islam in a positive way. This included both residents of 

housing estates and non-residents. Nonetheless, discourses that promote Islamophobia do 

exist and they contribute to framing the banlieue landscape as not quite fitting into the 

national landscape. Importantly, Wacquant (2008a) hardly broaches upon the 'problem' of 

Islam in the banlieues. Yet to ignore the fact that Islam is being framed as a 'national 

problem' is deeply problematic. The French geographer, Sylvie Tissot (2007b) insists that 

race and religion are more important than Wacquant portrays it in shaping perceptions of 

the banlieues.  

 

 

6.2 - Non-residents representations of Pissevin and Valdegour  

 6.2.1 - Introduction: French ZUPs in 'ordinary talk' 

 

In 2006, the total population of people residing in a 'sensitive urban zone' (ZUS)74 was 4.4 

million (Chevalier and Lebeaupin 2007). This means that approximately 1 in 12 people in 

metropolitan France were living in stigmatised housing estates (Fitoussi et al. 2003). 

Notwithstanding, a vast majority of non-estate residents will never in their lifetime venture 

into such an 'urban policy zone'. There is neither the need for this, as shopping or 

administrative facilities are usually located elsewhere, nor a real desire to do this as the 

stigmatising representations of the ZUS construct them as threatening and dangerous 

places. This does not prevent the day to day gossip and the loaded assumptions that 
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pervades the daily discussions in cafés, town squares and at family dinner tables. This type of 

everyday talk, what Charles Tilly (2005: 140) refers to as "ordinary talk", is particularly strong 

in maintaining the social barriers and invisible walls that divide urban societies (see also 

Caldeira 2000). A consequence of such constructions is that stigmatised neighbourhoods and 

their residents are treated differently on a variety of levels. The state re-orders itself in ways 

that were once inclined towards the provision of welfare for these areas to an increasingly 

punitive form allowing for the emergence of the 'republican penal state' (Dikeç 2007a: 31-

34). The police, as an arm of the state that enforces such changes, increasingly operates 

within housing estates in ways that are intended to securitise urban populations, and this 

too leads to the reproduction of boundary making (Fassin 2011; Jobard 2005; Marlière 2007; 

Mohammed and Mucchielli 2006).  

 

 6.2.2 - Fear of the margins and the 'invasion' of the centre 

 

When asked whether Pissevin and Valdegour residents often visited the city-centre, a shop 

manager from the historic central city admitted that she could not visibly tell the difference 

between cité residents and non-residents. She nonetheless explained that she had a 

tendency to make certain assumptions in this regard: 

It is probably the case that when you see a headscarf or a visible minority like an 

Arab or a Maghrébin75 in the city-centre, they could be coming from one of the 

neighbourhoods [housing estates in the city of Nîmes]. This is just me huh, just a 

feeling right. Right, you can't be sure of course and I don't know but I think 

maybe they tend to live in those neighbourhoods more. 

 

In this respondent's analysis, the 'neighbourhoods' are thought of as essentially populated 

by ethnic others from the Maghreb and they are construed as out of place when 

encountered in other parts of the city. In effect, such framing allocates 'different' people to 

'different' places and as such, it enacts a geography of placement (see Pratt and Hanson 
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1994). The presence of 'visible minorities' aside, she also associates Islam to the area with 

her reference to headscarves. During the interview, the shopkeeper claimed that she could 

situate in time a weekly "invasion of the city-centre". On Wednesday afternoons, 

schoolchildren in the state education system are released from classes a little earlier than 

usual. Most children will then be allowed out in order to attend extracurricular activities 

such as sport or music lessons. The shop manager insisted that this was a time when "the 

kids from Pissevin" leave the neighbourhoods to "hang out in the city centre streets and 

cause havoc". The accusation that cité youth loiter in the central area, potentially scaring 

those who stroll the streets came accompanied with claims of incivility. When I asked the 

shopkeeper if she personally had been the victim of anything that she could directly 

attribute to a cité resident she responded that: 

These kids, of course they steal from the shops around here. Of course they do. 

They try to intimidate the other kids [those who are not from housing estates] 

and there are plenty of stories of young ones from here who have had their 

phones snatched... you know... They take the phone while you're calling, that 

kind of thing. Well it happens a lot. And the rest of the time they just sit around. 

They don't really have anything to do here but they still leave the ZUP regularly. 

Maybe just to get away from it? Or maybe just to pass time. 

 

Early on, Pissevin is specifically referred to by this respondent but her later use of 'ZUP' 

signals that she is in fact including Valdegour into the discussion. The assumption that she 

develops is that the thieving and lazy youths from the neighbourhoods feel the need to get 

away from their neighbourhood. Such emotions are felt well beyond the confines of French 

housing estates, and the presence of youths in public places in other regional or national 

contexts also leads some to feel that a neighbourhood is "a bit dodgy" (Watts and Stenson 

1998). The depiction of the cités as threatening places in which violence occurs regularly 

makes it easy to connect the violence of young people from the neighbourhoods to their 

place of residence76. From the ways in which they are socially constituted, it is also difficult 

to imagine that there might be leisure activities in any of the housing estates. Hence the 
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youths from such neighbourhoods feel the need 'to get away'. Another shop manager 

loosely associates the cité youth with idleness as well as a menace: 

I have three little ones. And my eldest, he's fourteen years old. I tell him to stay 

home and do his homework on Wednesday afternoons. It isn't complicated is it? 

He's got work to do. [...] I don't want them in town anyway. Everyone will tell you 

that it isn't a good time to walk through the city. 

 

The children of cité residents are not only deemed unwelcome but they are perceived as 

violent and threatening to the security that supposedly reigns on other days of the week. To 

some extent, they are understood as the victims of 'bad parenting' which is itself seen as an 

effect of life in housing estates. Such suggestions are infused with the reality of class 

inequality and a discourse of disgust for the most marginalised urban residents (see Tyler 

2008). The respondent claims to be doing his fatherly duty. Indeed, on Wednesday 

afternoons, he sends his child to do his homework whilst cité parents let their children travel 

into the city centre in groups, giving an air of invasion to their weekly trip. Families from 

housing estates are constituted as having no control over their children, which leads to a set 

of behaviours that are inadequate in the centre of Nîmes: thieving, threatening non-cité kids, 

loitering and generally acting out of place. Another non-resident of housing estates claimed 

that shops had to be almost boarded up in the past: 

Before Fournier [the current mayor of Nîmes], there would be shops that would 

have to close up on some days. Or what you started to see is what you have now, 

with security guards at the front of every shop. But even that isn't enough 

sometimes because they have new techniques and they use guns, like in the 

McDonalds where they came with their fake guns and tried to steal the till. They 

are more and more violent, it is clear.77 

PK: Were the two men from a housing estate? 
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Probably, you know. It is where most of the criminality comes from, that seems 

pretty obvious. That, you can't deny it; And I'm not judging... I mean: you have 

less money, equals you try to get money. The crimes like these, well I think that... 

you can probably say they are done by guys who come from poorer parts, where 

you have social problems, no? 

 

Whereas the respondent attempts to provide a justification for crimes committed in the 

central city area, her instinctive feel is that populations from neighbourhoods that suffer 

from social woes are more likely to resort to criminality. The assumption is that, because 

there is little general support for communities in poor urban areas such as Pissevin or 

Valdegour, residents can at times be pushed into richer areas in order to steal and they are 

'increasingly' resorting to violence in order to do so. Such explanations are likely to 

perpetuate the feeling that housing estate residents are generally more prone to commit 

crimes and, what is more, that these will be committed in neighbourhoods outside their 

estates (Stébé 2004). The idea that the violence is committed by 'guys' is exemplary of male 

urban poor being constituted as moral panics who are at once hypervisible and yet nowhere 

to be seen (see Alexander 2000). This type of everyday talk is constitutive of the discourse 

that leads housing estate residents to be perceived as 'out of place' when they leave the cité. 

Of course, not all housing estate residents are of post-colonial descent but the visualisation 

of difference leads to suspicion. People of North-African descent, and other ethnic groups 

that are imagined not to 'belong', are identified, possibly wrongly, as cité residents (Pan Ké 

Shon 2010), thus linking the stigma of race to that of place. 

 

Tales of invasion are amplified in the context of burglaries committed in the homes of non-

cité residents. Anxiety is present in the description of these thefts that, although sometimes 

unsolved by the police, are nonetheless attributed to residents of Nîmes' housing estates: 

If they stuck to their neighbourhood and did their own thing... But they come 

over here and they get into your house. I know people who have called in some 

people for work in the house and [mimes an explosion] boom! There you have 
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it, the guy was from the neighbourhood, he talks to his mates and the house 

was robbed within weeks.  

 

In another example, the suspicion that someone from North African descent creates when 

he does not get off at the 'right' bus stop is mentioned by one interviewee. One respondent, 

an unemployed man in his fifties, explains that: 

it would be a lie to say everyone lives happily side by side. I take the bus 

regularly and I know at which stop you'll be starting to see the Maghrébins 

getting in. The bus is basically for the elderly and the immigrants only. [...] 

Maybe it is bad but when I see a Maghrébin on the bus when we've entered a 

neighbourhood that I know he can't be living in, I sometimes feel a bit 

suspicious. But you know, he's maybe just going to the other end of the line! 

(laughs) It is bad of me eh? All these prejudices. I know that... But on the other 

hand, you just need to be a bit careful at my age, you know." 

 

Home burglaries are also fairly common in everyday discussions in Nîmes. According to the 

Midi Libre (2-03-2012), there have been 6 burglaries per day in Nîmes in 2011 and the local 

media covers these events with regularity. An interview with a couple from a reasonably well 

off part of town is one of the most representative of the concern that non-estate residents 

have with fortifying their homes in order to prevent it from being burgled. The husband 

explained that they have installed a camera above their front door that communicates with 

an alarm surveillance family. While on holiday, an intruder attempted to break into their 

home: 

You couldn't see his face because he had a hoodie. [...] The thing is that the Gard 

[the administrative department of which Nîmes is the capital] has records for 

home burglaries that outweigh anywhere else. And, I don't think it is racist to say 

that it also has a large number of immigrants who were forced into poor 

neighbourhoods. [...] In the end, we just don't want to go on holiday anymore, 

because you never know. 
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In another instance, it is the noise that young people make on scooters that is blamed on cité 

residents. Although the respondent's garden wall precluded us from seeing the street 

beyond, the participant hinted that the scooters were potentially stolen: 

If you stay here [the resident's home] long enough, I'm sure you'll hear the sound 

of their scooters. They just drive around at full speed and the roads are pretty 

narrow so... It is like they are waiting to cause an accident. And who do you think 

the scooters belong to? I can tell you one thing... they certainly didn't buy them 

themselves. 

 

From accusations of theft to loud, unruly noise, those in Nîmes who are of immigrant 

descent are associated with a number of the ills of the city. These are imagined to originate 

in a specific neighbourhood, a part of the city where different 'others' are thought to reside, 

whether they are conceived as 'foreign' or 'ethnically different'. The fact that estate 

residents cross imaginary boundaries and show themselves in places where they are 

understood to be out of place is a consequence of residential segregation, racism but also of 

territorial stigmatisation. The overlap is due to assumptions about race that are entwined 

with assumptions about place. These assumptions profoundly shape potential contacts 

between residents of Pissevin and Valdegour and other residents of Nîmes who develop 

feelings of anxiety or suspicion.  

 

 6.2.3 - Non-resident depictions of Nîmes' banlieue landscape 

 

The landscape of the housing estates is thought by these non-residents to be a contributing 

factor to social insecurity and the threatening nature of these neighbourhoods. 

Notwithstanding Richard Tibérino's reminder that Pissevin and Valdegour are 'not Chicago', 

the neighbourhoods are cast as marginal and as different to the rest of the city. Both 

Pissevin and Valdegour are depicted as insalubrious, imposing and home to populations that 

are conceived as threatening and ethnically different. Although they are dispersed 

throughout the city, Nîmes' four housing estates are a constant presence in discussions with 

people throughout the city. They are perpetually reproduced as the mythical banlieue, even 
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as they are not suburbs per se. They have taken on the heavy symbolic burden that comes 

with being affiliated to banlieues-spaces even though non-residents of estates admit that 

they do not 'conform' to the definition. 

I know it is wrong to call them a banlieue. In many ways they are closer to the 

city centre [the historic centre] than our house. But these places look a bit like a 

ghetto.  

 

The neighbourhood in which this respondent lives is extremely residential, reasonably green 

and fairly populated but importantly, it is located further from the historic centre than any of 

the ZUPs. His home is located within Nîmes, although it is at the extreme Eastern part of the 

city. Interestingly, and although he highlights the question of distance, the respondent 

rearticulates the conflation between the word banlieue and that of the ghetto. It does not 

matter how far one is from the core of the city, the ultimate signs that determine whether 

an urban area belongs to the category of the 'banlieue' has to do with architectural 

appearance. On being asked whether 'banlieue' is the appropriate word to use to describe 

Pissevin and Valdegour, a respondent said: 

I don't think banlieue means what it used to mean. For me and everyone else in 

Nîmes, it means Pissevin. It means the ZUP. Tell me the difference between 

these zones and the ones you'd see around Paris. They are no-go zones, all of 

them."  

 

The notion of 'no-go zone' points to this respondents' belief that the housing estates are 

places in which the police cannot perform its role appropriately. The architecture of these 

places is associated with the physical appearance of buildings that can be found far from 

Nîmes, in the banlieues of Paris. This adds to the depiction of a homogeneous 'banlieue-

landscape' that is replicated throughout France on the borders of cities. The aesthetics of 

tower blocks are problematic for one respondent: 

"I had a friend drive in to see us from Paris not too long ago. He was shocked. 

Not even in Paris do you see this kind of architecture outside the city! The scale 
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of these things is really ridiculous. Anyway, my mate called and said something 

like 'Am I really entering Nîmes or is this Algiers!'"  

This man's friend makes a colonial and racialising reference when he establishes a physical 

link between housing estates in Nîmes with cities in North Africa. The obvious connotation is 

that such blocks are populated by Algerians, a country that France once 'possessed'. The fact 

that Algerians live separate from other residents was a feature of life in colonial Algiers and 

this man seemed to expect that such a separation would be replicated in the French 

metropolis today. The respondent himself expresses dismay at the fact that Nîmes' housing 

estates are 'more imposing than those that can be found around the French capital', the 

paradigmatic examples of banlieues. Such commanding block sizes and the surface on which 

they are built are deemed to be too large and 'ridiculous'.  

"When I think of Nîmes, I think of fun things like the restaurants and the bars. 

And then when you drive by Pissevin, you think that this isn't possible. How could 

they have let this happen?" 

 

A recent resident of the Northern part of Nîmes, this interviewee reiterates the opposition 

between a historic centre and Pissevin. The central area is linked to 'fun'. This is contrasted 

with the 'unpleasantness' of the appearance of housing estates just five minutes drive from 

the dynamic parts of the city. Articulating the discourse of disgust that often applies to 

Pissevin, the buildings there are presented as a mistake that should not have been allowed 

to happen.  

 

The vision that opposes Nîmes to its internal housing estates is often replicated onto those 

who inhabit the stigmatised landscape itself. As such, in the following quotes from non-cité 

residents, those who live in Pissevin and Valdegour are associated with rioting, Islam, 

foreignness, distance, lack of civility and laziness:  
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Today, if you turn on the TV news in the evening you are inundated with stories 

of gang rape78, rioting, you have the stories of people killing sheep in their 

bathtubs. It feels like you're hearing about some place far away. But no! It is right 

there on our doorsteps in our banlieues. And all the while you think, how are 

these people ever going to act French? [...] I don't understand why there isn't 

more of an effort to demonstrate that we are in France.  

People always say to me that I should go to the Arab market [the weekly market 

in Pissevin]. I've been. I just don't feel at home there at all. It feels like you're in 

the Middle East or North Africa and I just feel very uncomfortable there - you 

know, as a woman.  

We're in Europe here. I came [from Portugal] here because we want to work and 

I wanted to live well. It should have been the same for them [cité residents] and 

it really isn't. [...] My feeling is that you have to abide by the rules which exist. 

You respect the people who welcome you, their law, their religion. This is my 

view, OK? I don't see why they don't see it too.  

 

These respondents conflate culture, ethnicity and nationality in a move that is regularly 

articulated by other non-residents with whom I spoke (seea  also Armagnague 2012). Those 

people who belong to an ethnic group that is visibly non-white are the targets of everyday 

forms of racism that are inherited from colonialism whether or not they are French citizens 

(Birnbaum 2006; Deltombe et Rigouste 2006; Dorlin 2009b; Tévanian 2007; Wieviorka 1996). 

In a country that has made the official recognition of ethnic difference a taboo, this could be 

construed as perplexing (Bancel et al. 2010; Cesari 1994; Fassin and Fassin 2006; Mbembe 

2006; Silverman 1992). On the other hand, Simon (2005) and Liauzu (2000) explain that the 

French collective imaginary is still very much anchored in colonial classifications that 

construct hierarchies based upon race (see also Brouard and Tiberj 2005; Donadey 2006). 

Classification systems of this sort serve to perpetuate and naturalise forms of domination 

and people are perpetually reminded of their ethnicity and status through the unofficial 
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 Known in France as the 'tournantes', the 'phenomenon' is deconstructed by Hamel (2003) and Mucchielli 

(2005). 
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designation of 'French of immigrant origins' (français d'origine immigré) (Delphy 2008; see 

also Dorlin 2009a; Maillot 2008; Ribert 2006). The important point with regards to this thesis 

is that all the comments made by the three participants quoted above are placing ethnicity, 

religion, 'barbaric acts' (killing sheep in bath-tubs) within neighbourhoods. The 

neighbourhood is equated to these deviances from the norm and the last quote suggests 

that there is an unwillingness to 'integrate' by residents of Pissevin and Valdegour.  

 

Some residents seem to see the need for increased policing as a response to these deviances 

(see Roché and de Maillard 2009). In chapter 4, I discussed the shift in urban policy towards 

the securitisation of banlieues that were deemed to be hard to 'assimilate' and threatening 

(Dikeç 2007a). The label of 'sensitive urban zone' was created and affixed to specific 

neighbourhoods within cities and this played no small part in promoting the vision of 

housing estates that need to be policed. The fact that sporadic urban unrest has occurred in 

these spaces undoubtedly contributes to this vision. In order to 'treat' or remedy the 

problems that burden Nîmes' housing estates, the prescription is often a recourse to 

increased policing and state surveillance of these neighbourhoods: 

If the police went there more often, perhaps they wouldn't act like they own the 

place. The police is acting all shy.  

They should do checks on the people over there but they won't dare to do it. It 

isn't politically correct. And they know it would create a riot but I can guarantee 

that illegal immigrants are all over the place in the ZUP. They can walk around 

without the slightest worry in the world.  

 

The belief that there is no police in Pissevin and Valdegour and that 'honest residents' there 

are left to fend for themselves is common in popular representations. One respondent felt 

that "all those good people who have been conned into living in the ZUPs are now 

abandoned by law enforcement." In the quotes presented here, the police is presented as 

fearful of the ZUPs and incapable of effectively doing its job. The ZUPs are presented as 

lawless, at least insofar as they are imagined to be sites where 'illegal immigrants' can live 

unassailed by controls. Fassin (2011) has shown that the presence of the specially created 
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'banlieue police', the Anti-Criminality Brigade (BAC), has worsened relations between 

banlieue residents and the police force in general. The assumption that what is needed is yet 

more policing was nonetheless regularly expressed during interviews with non-residents. 

Difference, poverty, immigration and deviance are all interwoven and give legitimacy to 

increased securitisation of Nîmes' estates. The policing of the neighbourhood border, as we 

saw at the beginning of this section is of particular importance. In the next sub-section I look 

at the fear of contagion and at how this reproduces boundaries.  

 

 6.2.4 – The fear of contagion 

 

If cité residents are perceived as intruders when they leave the confines of their housing 

estates and venture into the central area of Nîmes, it is in large part because the boundary-

making mechanisms that operate throughout the city (and beyond) are extremely powerful. 

The visual nature of the estates and the increasingly negative associations that these convey 

are essential in creating limitations. I spoke to six people who can be described as 'direct 

neighbours to the estates' of Pissevin and Valdegour in that, although they are not residents 

of the cités, they live within full view of the tower-blocks (see Appendix 1). Most of those 

with whom I spoke expressed similar views to other Nîmes residents who do not live directly 

in housing estates. 

 

My husband is always a bit worried. And we don't want to invite friends over 

here really. They'd be scared to come in! (she laughs) When you see the towers 

up behind the house, you feel like you're not really in France anymore... And I 

doubt they [Pissevin residents] feel like they are in France either.  

Residents and housing estates are described as feeling 'out of France' and in our discussion 

the respondent explained that she felt as though this was out of a resistance to integrate 

into the city's fabric: "They stay together in those towers. It isn't particularly healthy." While 

some people who live close to Pissevin and Valdegour venture to shops that border the 

estates, few venture into the confines of the estates themselves. One respondent explains 
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that he uses the supermarket on the avenue Kennedy (Carrefour Market), that separates 

Valdegour and Pissevin: 

The only times that I go is to pick up food from the supermarket. And maybe 

some days, I go to the real market. But I want nothing to do with that place. They 

should just knock it all down if you ask me. That's what I'd do.  

 

'Knocking down' the estates is a common request. For the direct neighbours of the cités, 

Pissevin and Valdegour are carriers of a taint that leads to some minor level of 

disqualification. For instance, it is 'difficult' to invite friends or family 'who would be scared 

to visit'. The feelings of shame that this seems to suggest lead to a desire 'not to have 

anything to do with these places' and the psychological need to separate one's home from 

the stigmatised neighbourhoods next door. Even when the estates are out of sight, they are 

still present in the minds of neighbours: 

I know it is there. You can't ignore it because the blocks are so huge. But in my 

neighbourhood, I can't see it. If you throw a stone you'd hit one of the blocks! 

But you can't see them thank goodness. I can drive home without ever going into 

one of those neighbourhoods. [...] On the other hand you know they are there. 

And, it is an  instinctive reaction, but I'm a bit afraid of them.  

 

This respondent speaks of 'his' neighbourhood, although the house in which he lives is only a 

few hundred metres from the buildings of Pissevin's eastern side. The relief that he gets not 

being able to perceive the estates from his home is not quite enough. Indeed, the presence 

of the towers and blocks is overwhelming for him and their nearby existence 'instinctively' 

leads him to feel fear induced by proximity with stigmatised neighbourhoods. This is in many 

ways a reaction of abjection whereby contact with the feared object incites revulsion as well 

as obsession (Kristeva 1984; see also Tyler 2013). The response from those who live in 

houses and flats in the immediate vicinity of Pissevin and Valdegour is essentially one of 

disgust at having to live within the shadows of the towering blocks: 

Visually, they look catastrophic. Blocks with hanging laundry and satellite dishes 

everywhere. The walls of the buildings are getting dirtier and dirtier and have 
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you even tried walking down this street [points to a street that links up to a main 

roundabout]. It is disgusting. There is shit all over the streets: cans, plastic bags in 

the trees... I'm sorry but it is just disgusting.79 

 

The question of fear is often linked to questions of cleanliness and dirt that frequently came 

up in most interviews that I conducted with neighbours of the estates. During a meeting that 

took place between town hall officials and residents of Pissevin, the mayoral assistant in 

charge of "urban cleanliness" was asked by a resident about why the city wasn't investing 

more in street cleaning and recycling in the neighbourhoods. The mayoral assistant 

responded that:  

We've already held meetings with people in Pissevin and Valdegour and where 

we try to educate people that you just shouldn't throw your rubbish out of the 

windows. And it really makes me laugh because you've always got those people 

who are enquiring about when we'll install recycling bins in the area. As though 

that was a top priority. I'm sorry, but clean up your act and then we'll see about 

recycling. We already send in garbage trucks every single day and the next day it 

is the same again. We don't have to do that in any other part of town.  

 

The concentration of people living in tower-blocks as opposed to individual housing and the 

antiquated and limited number of bins available throughout the estates explains why regular 

garbage pick-ups are necessary in Nîmes' housing estates. In effect, they are also available 

on a daily basis in the city-centre; something that the civil servant does not mention in his 

rebuttal. Notwithstanding, the paternalistic attempts at 'educating' cité residents who are 

constituted as intrinsically uncivilised, he mistakenly insists on the fact that only in Pissevin 

does the city need to send in daily garbage trucks to pick up trash. An 'us' and 'them' 

opposition is made in stating that residents need to 'clean up their neighbourhood' and start 

acting like the 'rest of the city' (see Wodak 2008). The critiques that neighbours of the 

estates make are not literally to do with the collection of garbage. Indeed, they actually 

benefit from increased garbage pick-up. Instead they are concerned with the appearance of 
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 This particular resident has been accused by the city of building an illegal wall that was intended to separate 

him visually from the housing estates.  
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the estates, darkened as they are by the lack of renovation. They are also concerned with 

the streets 'lined with trash', as stated by one participant. I was given a culturalist 

explanation for the 'messiness' of the housing estates by one neighbour: 

You've got people who moved in and who have a different culture. It is true. 

They moved in and they changed things but it isn't their fault really. It is 

cultural... So yeah, you see clothes hanging outside, men spitting and things like 

that.  

 

Descriptions of mess, dirt and un-aesthetic appearance reinforce the difference with 

strangers whose cultures cannot be assimilated as they prevent them from acting according 

to the 'norm'. The most extreme way of dealing with the supposed filth of housing estates is 

to promote the demolition of social housing blocks. Razing the blocks to the ground (in a 

move that would also theoretically raise the property value of the homes of direct 

neighbours) was described as "an instinctive thing to do" by one respondent. This echoes a 

statement that was given by a senior civil servant in charge of managing funding to housing 

estate associations. He stated that: "If you ask me, they should have bulldozed the entire 

thing to the ground."  

 

Such descriptions suggests that to prevent the pollution from undesired territories, their 

demolition is the most appropriate solution. These accounts fit the obsession with dirt that 

Mary Douglas (2002 [1966]) recorded and her development of the concept of abjection: 

What is pure, orderly and clean is opposed to what is dirty, impure and therefore dangerous. 

Butler's (1993: 243) description of abject "zones of uninhabitability which a subject 

fantasises as threatening its own integrity” is applicable to the portrayal of French housing 

estates by those who live away from them. 

 

This section has examined the representations that residents of Nîmes who do not live in 

Pissevin and Valdegour articulate when they speak about housing estates in their city. It 

shows that territorial stigmatisation is reproduced by non-estate residents who re-articulate 

the negative imagery that is connected to cités without ever having set foot in these spaces. 



167 

 

Cast as marginal zones, housing estates located in Nîmes are nonetheless constituted as part 

of a banlieues-landscape and labelled according to their urban policy designation of ZUP or 

ZUS. Territorial stigma fixes imaginary boundaries and when these are transgressed by the 

residents of cités, it leads to unease and anxiety. Whether they live or work in the historic 

city-centre or in other parts of the city, non-estate residents may be suspicious when they 

see someone they assume to be from Pissevin or Valdegour outside these zones. Non-estate 

residents encourage surveillance over those from the cités when the latter are out of the 

zone to which they are ascribed. This is linked to a number of assumptions that I have 

covered here. These are often linked to other forms of stigma that burden people of post-

colonial descent. However, the 'blemish of place' (Wacquant 2007b: 67) is pivotal in framing 

cité residents as different and threatening.  

 

6.3 - The internalisation of the 'blemish of place' by cité residents 

 

This section attempts to uncover some of the ways in which stigmatisation becomes 

absorbed by residents of housing estates. It enquires about the process of othering that 

leads some residents of stigmatised areas to resort to lateral denigration in order to better 

cope with the harsh conditions that territorial stigma imposes. Pierre Bourdieu (1999 [1993]: 

129) asserts that the stigmatised area symbolically degrades its inhabitants. In return, these 

residents are described as symbolically degrading their neighbourhood. Whether they 

actively recognise it or whether they are not aware of their situation as 'excommunicated' 

(ibid.), residents of stigmatised areas reproduce the conditions of their dispossession. If 

these 'site effects' are connected to Bourdieu's larger theoretical work, it must be assumed 

that residents of stigmatised places come to internalise the marks of stigma. For both 

Bourdieu and Wacquant, the dominant-dominated relationship is constitutive of how 

residents of the housing estates are shaped in connection to their place of residence. 

 

In this section, I bring to the fore some evidence for the "practices of self-protection" that 

Wacquant has identified in his own research (2008b: 116). To begin with, I look at the 

strategies of 'lateral denigration' and in a second sub-part, I examine the fears and anxieties 
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of the residents and I question the desire that residents have to leave the neighbourhood. 

This allows me to reposition my research as an analytic extension of Wacquant's work, most 

of which was conducted in the late 1980s and early 1990s.  

 

 6.3.1 – 'Us' and 'them': lateral denigration and mutual distancing 

 

Wacquant (2008a) discusses the possibility that everyday encounters in stigmatised 

neighbourhoods may be devaluing rather than simply devalued by individuals. In order to 

protect themselves from the overall negative reputation of the neighbourhood in which they 

reside and that would otherwise taint them as individuals, some residents of cités rely on 

lateral denigration. Although it partly demonstrates a knowledge of the existence of 

territorial stigmatisation that is affixed to the neighbourhood, this mode of defence can be 

described as a strategy of self-preservation or a means of coping with territorial 

stigmatisation. Wacquant (2007b, 2008a, 2008b) has called these "strategies of mutual 

distancing", through which residents end up attributing the 'blame' for negative attention on 

others within the estate. The proximity of Valdegour and Pissevin, two housing estates that 

are similarly stigmatised, means that this strategy has also tended to involve the 

psychological distancing from the estate located on the other side of the avenue Kennedy. 

 

I found that regularly estate residents would abstain from what they thought might be 

polluting contacts with others from the estates who were blamed for the negative 

reputation of the area as a whole. Notwithstanding the similarities between Valdegour and 

Pissevin, the separation between the estates was enforced mentally in strategies that 

attempted to place the responsibility for any stigmatic representations on residents from 

'elsewhere'. Wacquant (2008a: 240) calls this "lateral denigration and mutual distanciation". 

This strategy was regularly resorted to by residents when I enquired about the reputation of 

their neighbourhood. A resident of Pissevin comments that: 

There are some differences between the two estates, that is sure. If you look at 

Pissevin, it feels more like a city. We have the market here. We have the library, 

a post office, the supermarket. We have shops and all of that. I haven't been up 
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there for a while, but it is also greener here, no? Me, what I see is that they kept 

the police up there to keep watch. It is not the same here. 

 

The president of an association based in Pissevin makes a similar point when asked about 

whether the association does work for people in Valdegour: 

It is a good point actually, but Valdegour is more shut in. Here we can do our 

work [aiding mothers] without any problems, we have people recommending us. 

Up there, to do your stuff, you have to get in and it is a bit of a fortress. Much 

more than in Pissevin, where everything is open enough. And of course, there's 

the night doctor who was mugged in Valdegour80. [...] I would like to work with 

mothers there but it is much harder to operate. 

 

In these declarations, Valdegour is clearly demarcated as the 'worst' of the two 

neighbourhoods. In a wide number of interviews, I realised that it was difficult to make 

people talk about the bad reputation of their own neighbourhood. In fact, the very block or 

building in which they themselves resided was often defended with pride. Such spaces were 

upheld as morally 'good' places in which "most residents" were not at all "what you can see 

on the TV". The construction of their neighbourhood as 'good' was at times performed by 

opposing it to the housing estate on the other side of the avenue Kennedy. A conversation 

with an mother of four is a good example of lateral denigration as a way of coping with 

stigma: 

Look out of the window, seriously. If you were in Valdegour you'd see the youths 

just hanging out. Here it is clean - look! [She insists that I come to the window by 

which she is standing] Here it is clean... There are very few scribbles in the 

stairwells here. I have a friend in the Valdegour... She has to clean her door all the 

time because they write on it. Here it is clean and the youths here, they are 

polite. They always carry my shopping. My children, I brought them up like that 

too and they don't mess around.  
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 This is a reference to an emergency doctor's professional bag being stolen on the night of the 9th of May 

2010 (see Midi Libre, 12th of May 2010). 
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In this quote, Valdegour is doubly othered, first as a housing estate within the banlieue-

landscape, then as a place in which troublesome youth reside. The well behaved children - 

not just of this respondent, but those of the building in general - are not trouble-makers and 

do not commit the same acts of incivility that can be witnessed in Valdegour. In another 

instance, I conducted a group interview with residents of both Valdegour and Pissevin. 

During this encounter, discussions seemed to demonstrate the existence of further sub-

divisions within each estate. When one respondent mentioned that the youth in Valdegour 

were finding it harder to succeed in school than those from Pissevin, he was cut off by 

someone else:  

Have you even been to the quartier des peintres [painter's quarter] in Pissevin? 

Those kids have no chance... That place is rough. It's all closed in. They have 

[name of association] but that's it. They are left to themselves. We don't get 

many from there over here. I think [the Pissevin association] is not bad. It does 

the same work that we do, but it is harder over there. I respect the people there 

you know. Keeping track of the kids is a real pain over there.  

 

The quartier des peintres (named after the fact that all roads there are named after famous 

artists) came up in several interviews. Town hall officials had informed me about the closed-

in nature of this part of Pissevin and explained that, had funds for renovation been 

available81, it would have been next on the list of demolition projects. It was common for 

residents to denigrate this part of the cité in ways that suggested that the negative language 

was indeed filtering down into the neighbourhood. I found some recognition that the 

quartier des peintres itself was a tough place to live in and that this may be the source of 

much of the stigmatising representations about it. Notwithstanding this, other stigmatised 

housing blocks became highlighted within this part of the housing estate. For reasons that 

are to do with the way in which estates are managed by housing organisations, newly 

arrived immigrants tend to be housed in specific parts of the cités and they are often found 

living together in one block or building. The vacant flats that they are granted can be found 
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 See chapter 4 for an explanation of the national fund for urban renovation (ANRU) for which Nîmes applied. 
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in the most run down of the apartment blocks: water leakage, poor sound insulation, rot on 

walls and ceilings. These flats are at times vacant because previous renters have managed to 

find a lodging in more recent accommodation, or in renovated housing (see G. Chevalier 

2005). In Nîmes, when newly arrived immigrants move into the most dilapidated of tower-

blocks, they take on the symbolic charge for the stigmatisation of the entire estate. A man 

from the quartier des peintres believes that problems originate from specific areas 

populated by recent residents: 

The Corsicans are the worst82. I'm telling you. No one goes there now. They 

boarded up the place. You can't even go down there... The police had to smash 

up some planks that they were using. They really don't fit in at all... They don't 

even try. They control the drugs here, you know that?  

 

Notwithstanding subdivisions that clearly demonstrate the existence of stigmatisation and 

marginalisation that occurs within housing estates, one element was present in almost all 

my interviews: people were protective of the reputation of their homes. At times 'home' was 

the block of flats in which they reside while in others, it was the apartment that was 'good 

inside' although it may look 'bad outside'. In a number of cases, the neighbourhood, or a 

part of the neighbourhood, is felt to be pleasant and liveable. The blame for stigmatising 

representations is then attributed elsewhere, to other parts of the neighbourhood or the 

other housing estates. It is obvious that such constructions reproduce a dominant discourse 

and participate in stigmatising certain banlieues-spaces. However, it does suggest that the 

strategy of ‘exit’ that Wacquant talks of as a strategy of self-protection (Wacquant 2010)83 

and that entails a deep fear or dislike of one’s neighbourhood, is not as strong as he seems 

to claim for a number of residents (see also Slater and Anderson 2012). People develop 

coping strategies that, although they recognise the existence of stigmatising 

representations, refuse to acknowledge that these apply to the part of the neighbourhood in 

which they live. These strategies, however apparently insignificant, were active in 
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 The 'Corsicans' are only labelled as such by residents because they were chased out of Corsica by racist 

violence on the island. They are all of North African origin. 
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 Along with “mutual distancing and the elaboration of micro-differences”, the aforementioned strategy of 

“lateral denigration” and the “retreat into the private sphere of the home” (p.217). 
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challenging the readily accepted Nîmois understandings of what 'normal' everyday life is and 

must be like. 

 

 6.3.2 - Ambivalence, fear and anxieties 

 

Residents of Pissevin and Valdegour often express feelings that are ambivalent in relation to 

their neighbourhood. It is important to recognise that fear and anxiety do affect a number of 

residents from the cités. Boyer and Lochard (1998: 37) believe that popular understandings 

of contemporary banlieues are inherited from a long history of fears and anxieties that urban 

peripheries have signified in France. These do not stop at the 'gates' of these 

neighbourhoods but instead, they are thought to trickle down into the spaces of the cités 

and affect residents in a number of ways. As I have shown, at times residents resort to 

performing certain tactics in order to better carry the burden of stigma. If some do indeed 

succeed in diverting the gaze from their residential blocks onto others, there are those cité 

dwellers for whom the emotional cost of living in stigmatised area is too hard to bear.  

 

They say that all this should have been knocked down ages ago. I don't want my 

children being crushed by falling bits of concrete. It is sufficiently bad inside. But 

when you look at it from outside... Ah... It isn't pretty is it!  

 

This respondent made frequent references to what the news had said about the buildings in 

and around the Paris banlieues and compared those to her own. In relation to the 

architecture of her neighbourhood, she points out that it is "like a fortress that keeps us in" 

and the structures produce in her the anxiety that something terrible might happen because 

of the buildings themselves. These anxieties and fears lead some residents of Pissevin and 

Valdegour to try to leave the neighbourhoods. They can apply via housing associations and 

through the complex system of the low rent housing allocation: 

My mother still lives in Valdegour and whenever I go to see her, she points out 

how lucky I am. My brothers and I worked hard to get her some better 

accommodation so now she is in one of the new flats. But she still wants to leave 
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the place entirely. It is a bit sad really. She says that with us gone, she feels even 

more scared.  

 

Fear and insecurity is of great concern for a certain part of the population in Valdegour and 

Pissevin. The above quote could well be illustrative of one woman's fear at the thought of 

being left alone, with her children having moved away. It is also possible that the respondent 

feels some guilt at having left her mother within the stigmatised banlieue landscape that she 

has felt threatened enough by to leave. Notwithstanding, security and fear are common 

features of some cité residents' lives. In conversations that I had with two of the women 

who are responsible for the 'Nîmes-Ouest' neighbourhood association, I discussed what they 

thought the committee should be striving to achieve. In all our discussions, the focus was on 

security. The fear that the neighbourhood generates to outsiders was well and truly 

incorporated by these two residents. Upon meeting me for the first time, one of the women 

asked what the aim of my research was. When I had explained what I was hoping to do, she 

kindly said that I should re-orient the research to other issues and said that I might it find 

more fruitful to focus on the lack of security that residents are granted by the city 

authorities. Debates in the committee meetings revolve around the issue of security and the 

anxieties of walking through the estate for the elderly. A respondent that I interviewed in 

the early stages of my research said that: 

I used to spend much more time outside. And you might just say it is old age. I 

don't walk about like I did twenty years ago, I know that. But I'm scared too. 

Really, I think we're all scared. I don't do much leaving the flat these days. 

 

This resident's fear is linked to TV footage, but she also remembers old articles of the Midi 

Libre that signalled to her that "things were changing in the area". I was told by a social 

worker and by her daughter that this elderly woman rarely leaves the flat. They bring her 

food and keep her company every few days and the only time they can get her out of the flat 

is on market days. The rest of the time, the respondent describes feelings that express her 

sense of being "out of place" in the housing estate, outside her own apartment. The 

aforementioned social worker asserted that she is not alone in this uncomfortable position. 
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People like this woman moved to Pissevin or Valdegour in the early to mid-1960s and have 

seen the neighbourhood change. Everything from the physical build, the employment levels, 

the ethnic make-up and access to shopping facilities has evolved over half a century. These 

changes and the loss of social status for residents that have accompanied them have been 

said to lead to racism in the long-run 'Franco-French' residents (Moulin 2001: 142-147)84. In 

the case of the previous respondent, this was not case. Rather, it was the neighbourhood's 

reputation that led to her worries, not the nature of its ethnic make-up. This type of fear is 

similarly generated in recent immigrants to the neighbourhoods. The president of an 

organisation that works closely with families in Pissevin and Valdegour encountered a large 

number of cases where neighbourhood reputation was an issue: 

Some of these women [that the association works with], they are terrified of the 

neighbourhood when they arrived. They'll be screaming and shouting at their 

children if they don't come back straight from school because they've been told 

about crime and gangs and drugs. Even if they don't speak French. The thing is 

someone tells them about how bad it is, they come here and they immediately 

add locks to the door and never leave their homes.  

 

Territorial stigmatisation influences both non-residents and residents of places that suffer 

from it. People in the latter category, may feel the consequences of stigmatisation without 

necessarily believing that the negative representations have any validity. Territorial stigma in 

the French cités works by depicting a world that is cut in two: on the one hand, the 

'hoodlums', the 'angry youth', the 'welfare cheats'; on the other, the victims who include 

long-term residents of housing estates, parents of 'untameable' youth, women and the 

elderly. The stigmatic language portrays the first feeding off the second. It is no wonder that 

the latter groups are more likely to feel the effects and anxieties caused by negative 

representations of the place in which they live, living it as a "reserve of terror, an evil trap" 

(Marconot 1994: 36). However, notwithstanding the common sense association between 

certain neighbourhoods and fear, it is important to state that fear is experienced in all parts 
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 See chapater 1 of this thesis for a reference to the commonly used notion of franco-français by one 

respondent. 
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of the urban environment and that it affects people differently depending on gender, race 

and age (Pain 2001).  

 

6.4 - Stigmatising discourses from inside and outside housing estates 

 

This short section dedicates itself to examining two of the 'moral panics' of the time that 

have contributed to reinforce the stigmatisation in place over housing estates. In a first 

instance, I look at the constitution of the banlieue youth as a media category and label. I 

examine the weight that this image has in the city of Nîmes as a whole. In a second part, I 

look at the ways in which Islam has been socially constructed as a threat locally, within the 

banlieues. It is understood that global events have given new powers to the discourses that 

present Islam as dangerous and these have undoubtedly filtered into local understandings of 

Muslims and Islam as a whole. On top of this, France's peculiar relationship with Islam leads 

to regular debates. For instance, debates about the (il)legality of the headscarf in schools 

have been raging since the mid 1980s. More recently, the full face covering niqab was 

banned in public places and some have begun to ask whether Islam can 'be French' (Bowen 

2010; see also Bowen 2007). Locating Islam in the banlieues contributes to the links between 

these spaces and the feeling that they are deviant (see Kepel 1991). 

 

 6.4.1 - Delinquency and the myth of the 'banlieue youth' 

 

The experience of being a 'youth from the banlieue' has been said to revolve around the 

galère85. This is organised according to three factors according to François Dubet 

“disorganisation, exclusion and rage” (1987: 96). Bertucci and Houdart-Mérot (2005: 16) 

state that rage explodes regularly without any clear objectives and this has a tendency to 

associate the youths with violence and insecurity in a durable way (Dubet 1987; Lagrange 

and Oberti 2006). Bertucci and Houdart-Mérot (2005) add that the frustration of not having 
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 The word galère literally means 'galley' and refers to the punishment of being sent away for criminals. Today, 

the word has been made into the intransitive verb 'galérer', which loosely means to be in a hard or precarious 
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the means to participate fully in consumer society. This, they say, is demonstrated through 

‘incivility’ and various acts of juvenile ‘delinquency’ that are perpetuated daily by residents 

of stigmatised places. ‘Social promotion’ (la promotion sociale) is advertised throughout 

France from early childhood - in school for example - yet it seems out of reach for a whole 

part of the population that finds itself living in housing estates. What is more, whether they 

identify with it or not, these residents are well aware of the reputation of their place of 

residence and of the description that is made of them as ‘trapped’ and 'living in situations of 

relegation'.  

 

Although unemployment is rising dramatically throughout France because of the current 

economic crisis, the perception that banlieue youths are doing nothing to remedy their 

situation is commonly spread. The supposed laziness and lack of effort of young people was 

at times associated with non-civic ways of spending time. A shop manager told me that:  

Sometimes there are really bad problems. The ones from Mas-de-Mingue, they 

come over and they try to provoke the ones from another part of town and then 

they have these enormous fights. I'm sure you've heard of those fights right? It is 

just like in Paris sometimes. It costs us [tax payers] enormous amounts... People 

say to go easy on their parents but it is easy to say. The parents have given up I 

think... And their kids are totally uneducated and incapable of living in society. 

 

This account exhibits the language of the victim. The shop manager explains that she is 

apparently having to pay for the deviant actions of a number of youth. Earlier on in the 

chapter, I presented a quote from the same shopkeeper who explained that these cité youth 

could not behave properly in central urban society and she was highly suspicious of them. 

They had, she claimed, a tendency to 'hit and grab' for valuable equipment such as a mobile 

phones, a testament to an almost inherent lack of civility that has been spatially produced in 

housing estates and through parental abandonment. The focus on actions that are 

'uncivilised' is a regular discursive practice that allows to differentiate the 'us' from the 

'them' and housing estate youth are made into the ultimate Others. A woman who lives in 

Nîmes' central area but has worked as a cleaning lady in public sector buildings in a ZUP 
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displays a language that presents cité youths as not only violent and lazy. Her language 

would be applicable to any cité in France: 

I know there are some good ones in the lot. Of course. Some people were very 

nice and let me sit on the bus, that kind of thing. But you've got all these groups 

of youths who just sit around doing nothing. Well! They do nothing during the 

day. Because during the night, it is another story. Every time I'd go there, I'd walk 

by the canal and there would be burnt mopeds, bicycles that had certainly been 

[she whistles to indicate theft]. Sometimes, I'd see burnt cars there. There would 

be broken things, graffiti... Which is a pity. 

 

Differentiating between those that are civilised, law-abiding and respectful allows for further 

classifications that reproduce an ultimate 'other'. In everyday conversations, housing estates 

are perpetually reassigned to their role as the 'other' and a source of instability, criminality 

and deviance, particularly as pertains to the younger generations that live there:  

I think it is pretty obvious why [there were no riots in November 2005], if you 

want me to be honest. Pissevin is a hotbed of car parts sales. The police knows it, 

the town hall knows it... Everyone knows it. So what happened? Why didn't the 

kids cause havoc? Well, because there are other forms of social control in 

operation there. It is pretty obvious!  

 

The lack of a criminal activity (i.e. rioting) can only be explained via a recourse to a language 

of criminality. The youths remained calm only insofar as they were under control and kept 

under close watch by an apparently organised criminal gang. For some residents, the threat 

of delinquency and the fact that acts of petty criminality do take place in Pissevin and 

Valdegour are, we have seen, a source of panic. Those who claim not to feel fear 

nonetheless resort to a language that recognises the reality of crime in the neighbourhoods. 

An aid to the town hall who lives in Pissevin and operates from there in order to help people 

with administrative issues says: 
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Me, I went off and I did some studies and found a job. I got off lucky to be 

honest. Most of the kids there now they just want to **** up the place which is 

just absurd. Anyway, all those guys you see hanging out have no future apart 

from the prison.  

 

The resignation to the apparent 'lack of a future' for the neighbourhood is palpable. For a 

social worker whose office is located within Pissevin the language of resignation is also 

evident: 

 

If it wasn't for the kids and their petty crime, life here would be tolerable. But all 

I see are distressed mothers. And they are distressed because the kids won't fall 

in line. They see the bleak future that those children that they raised are 

preparing for themselves and they fall into tears. It is equally depressing for me, I 

can tell you that."  

 

In all these accounts it looks as though there is no way out of delinquency. Delinquency is 

recognised as a neighbourhood effect of living in housing estates that is difficult to tackle. 

One senior civil servant explained that for him, "the focus needs to be on the youngest 

generations now, those who are three, four or five because unfortunately, anything older 

than that, and we're talking about a lost generation." The 'jeune de banlieue' (suburban 

youth) is a lasting image that has been reinforced via media language as well as the ever 

present threat of 'them' invading the rest of the city. Until quite recently, this type of 

construction operated on the local scale for Pissevin and Valdegour specifically. However, on 

in October 2010, a television documentary about the estates was shown on national 

television86. The two hours of footage showed a number of violent arrests, explained the 

supposed drug trafficking systems in place and filmed residents describing their fears of the 

neighbourhood. As with the footage that took place after the 2005 urban unrest on news 

channels, the only voices that were heard were those of a specific 'victim-group' that only 

succeeded in blurring the boundaries between fantasy and reality (Mucchielli 2006). Stigma 

was thus amplified by specialists in cultural production (Bourdieu 1994).  
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 "Flics sous haute-pression et délinquants prêts à tout" (TF1 Production, 10/10/2010). See chapter 5. 
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 6.4.2 – Territorial stigmatisation and 'the cités of Islam' 

 

In France, housing estates that have in part become the places of residence for a number of 

people of North African descent have become strongly discursively interlinked with Islam. 

Kepel (1991) even associates the banlieues with the birth of Islam in France. Ahmed 

Boubeker (2008) traces the politicisation of the banlieues from one that was essentially 

based on the cultural inheritance of being 'North African' to the use of Islam as a tool for 

increasing visibility in the public sphere. This argument is also deployed by Laurence and 

Vaisse (2006: 165-166) who claim that in some of the cases, the desire to shock stems 

essentially from a lack of identification with the 'Franco-French' norm that is imposed from 

above. Islam arouses suspicion (Bozzo 2005) and creates fears that are partly linked to 

international events that then trickled down into the local arena. These are partly the 

consequences of strong assimilationist policies such as the headscarf ban that was approved 

on the 3rd of March 2004 (Bowen 2008; Laurence and Vaisse 2006: 163). 

 

These analyses are not shared on the ground, and residents and non-residents of Nîmes 

estates all referred to Islam as problem that has implications for fighting stigmatisation: 

It sticks to their skin, that is for sure. I've been living here all my life and I've seen 

it spread and get more and more powerful. The beards grew. The veils got bigger 

and bigger and now you see loads of them with the burqa [sic] wandering 

around. 

I'm a Muslim of course. I speak Arabic. I just don't want the neighbourhood to 

stand out because of these women who put on the niqab. There is a real 

problem with Islam here.  

 

The language of residents was often apologetic when referring to Islam, as though there was 

something fundamentally embarrassing for the neighbourhood about some residents 

displaying strong affiliations with Islam. Two participants discussed the reputation of the 

neighbourhood and their fear that Islam projects negative representations beyond the cités:  
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I often feel sorry that some of the young girls get too crazy. I wear a headscarf 

but not like some of the girls around here... Islam is so powerful here I think that 

they feel the obligation. How can people ever like Pissevin and Valdegour if they 

feel they are in Muslim lands?  

The language schools that supposedly teach you Arabic: they are recruitment 

centres. I think we all know that. I'm religious, of course! But when you see 

people who don't respect our form of worshipping and who impose their own 

laws, I feel a bit disgraced  

 

Islam is perceived as a burden to bear, even by those who are practicing, fervent Muslims. 

The Islam of the younger generation cité residents is more radical in appearance than that of 

the first generation immigrants. However, it is vital to insist on the fact that whether or not 

they are of Muslim heritage, not all cités youths are practicing Muslims (Geisser 2003; Shirali 

2007). Nonetheless, it is the focus on Islam in banlieues and housing estates that is 

perpetually rearticulated by the non-residents of Pissevin and Valdegour with whom I spoke. 

 

[T]o imagine those poor girls being forced by their brothers and fathers to wear 

all these veils. It is the way things are there! [...] No-one would want to wear 

something like that if it wasn't forced. And as long as these men operate like 

that, the neighbourhood will have to stay separate! No-one will want anything 

to do with it.  

 

The housing estates are imagined as predominantly Muslim (and patriarchal) and for this 

respondent, the neighbourhoods will be forced to remain disconnected ('they will have to 

stay separate') as long as certain norms are not respected. This statement hides feelings of 

Islamophobia behind a concern for women's right to not wear Muslim head-dress. In 

another interview, a non-Muslim resident of Pissevin says that he finds it frustrating that he 

can no longer go and buy his "bottle of red" and his "saucisson", a dried pork sausage, in the 

neighbourhood. He agrees that the supermarket allows for him to get what he needs but 

adds that he regrets the days when the butcher "was not Halal" and where "all residents 
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were represented in the small shops of the gallery, not just the Muslims." In an intriguing 

turn of phrase, another respondent suggests that the cités are, in effect, being closed off by 

the presence of Islam that is being used as an internal mode of religious governance in those 

areas: 

Islam is used as way of keeping us out. As a way for them to say to us 'This is our 

place and we'll have our rules'. [...] It is really frustrating to imagine the bearded 

(les barbus) guiding all these neighbourhoods away from what we once had to 

learn about the Republic, about equality, et cetera, et cetera. They use the fact 

that the areas are no-go zones to make their own little Mecca [sic].  

 

Links to the stigmatising imagery of the ghetto are apparent in this quote. This type of 

assertion brings back the argument of the 'lost territories of the Republic' that Emmanuel 

Brenner (2002) first articulated, claiming that separate laws, separate codes were being 

developed in places that were now run by Islam and which, as such, would never integrate 

themselves properly into the French values. The cités are associated with the evils of 

delinquency and they are linked to an increase in Islamic practice that itself is in the midst of 

international vilification.  

 

6.5 - Conclusion 

 

This chapter has examined the ways in which territorial stigmatisation is produced through 

the re-articulation of discourses of disgust and threat by non-residents of housing estates. It 

also discusses the internalisation of the stigmatising representations by residents. The fears 

and anxieties of those who live outside France's housing estates are often replicated within 

those very spaces. The everyday tales that construct the cités as threatening spaces are 

pervasive and they can make their way into the narratives that residents develop relating to 

their neighbourhood. 

 

I have shown that those who perceive the neighbourhoods from outwith often do so 

through lenses that are tainted by the negative representations from which housing estates 
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suffer. Nîmes residents who do not live in housing estates oppose their own neighbourhoods 

and places of residence to the chaos of urban policy neighbourhoods. The fear that these 

places and their residents might spill out into the 'normal' space consolidates and 

reproduces the boundary making mechanisms that enforce territorial stigma. The profound 

emotional discomfort that French cités inspire in the minds of those who paradoxically have 

never set foot within them leads to destructive desires and legitimates discourses of 

'rehabilitation'. In fact, these people promote the physical removal of visual reminders of 

stigmatised places that are constituted as 'mistakes'. Meanwhile, the discourses that allow 

for increased securitisation of Pissevin and Valdegour have trickled down into these 

neighbourhoods, leading some residents to develop tactics in order to cope with the 

insidious stigma. Some withdraw into the private space of the home while others point 

fingers and attribute the blame for the negative image of the neighbourhood on particular 

groups of residents or whole other neighbourhoods. 
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Chapter 7 - Responding to territorial stigmatisation and 

challenging negative representations of place 
 

I couldn't be more angry than when I see my child go to school in an underfunded 

place, when I see that it takes six months for the town to repair the stuff that makes 

this city dangerous for the kids. What we have to do - and this is going to take some 

time, we have to be lucid... What we have to do, is work with the next generation and 

give them hope. We need to make sure that they have a voice  

and that they understand the power of that voice. 

(Resident of Valdegour and volunteer in an after-school association) 

 

 

7.1 - Introduction 

 

Two important and interrelated points are discussed in this chapter. The first deals with the 

idea of care and concern for housing estate neighbourhoods and their residents. Such 

motivations are targeted at alleviating some of the material and symbolic consequences of 

the 'blemish of place'. Pissevin and Valdegour have over forty neighbourhood associations 

operating over the two cités. They are all registered as non-profit, a legal obligation in 

France. Although there are salaried employees in a number of these associations, the 

majority of people involved are volunteers, known in France as 'bénévoles'. The majority of 

the associations are what might be called 'career making', as they attempt to better the 

school results of the younger generations or find employment for those who have made 

their way out of the schooling system or into unemployment. Others attempt to produce 

conviviality and community feelings that are thought to be lost in housing estates87.  

 

Most of the associations are funded through a number of government bodies depending on 

each association's goals. However, urban policy departments are increasingly involved in 

                                                           
87 There are also religious associations operating in these neighbourhoods but I was unable to enter into 

contact with them.  
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deciding which associations should be the recipients of subsidies (Laville and Sainseaulieu 

1997; Tchernogog 2007). This has led to a number of questions relating to the ways in which 

associations and care-provision is associated to control. The first part of this chapter is thus 

an elaboration of data obtained from twenty-five in-depth interviews with people who are 

involved in associations and four further interviews that were conducted with social 

workers. The links that a number of these participants establish between what they perceive 

to be an uncaring state and housing estates is discussed, as is the resistance of social 

workers to what they understand to be a burdensome bureaucracy operating in housing 

estates (see also Curie 2010; Rouzel and Rouzel 2009).  

 

The second important point that this chapter addresses has to do with the ways in which  

territorial stigmatisation is 'resisted' from within housing estates. I address the grassroots 

attempts at channelling and challenging stigma through both the establishment of 

neighbourhood committees intended to address the demands of residents, and through the 

establishment of a local newspaper whose aim has been to re-represent the housing estates. 

I then look at less explicit ways of resisting stigmatisation. The elaboration of a number of 

festivals both reinforce neighbourhood ties and play on the multicultural nature of the cités 

(see Stuart Hall [1996: 292] for an appraisal of the carnival as a reversal of the 'accepted 

order'). Another routine form of resistance consists in some residents' denial of the 

existence of stigma, or in the denial that the stigmatised aspects of the neighbourhood are in 

fact discrediting. Finally, the appropriation of the neighbourhood is both explored in two 

ways. Firstly, from the point of view of those who genuinely feel a profound attachment to 

their place of residence. Secondly, through the many tactical ways in which some residents 

enable the appropriation of streets, walls, public places as well as the descriptive language 

used by urban policy with regards to their neighbourhood (ie. 'the ZUP'). The theoretical 

problems associated with the idea of resistance have been addressed in the literature review 

of this thesis. I have also explained that I am interested in resistive acts and practices that 

are not necessarily confrontational or oppositional. As such, in much of this thesis, I have 

referred to the idea of 'coping with stigma' instead of using the problematic notion of 

resistance. In this chapter I will refer to resistance when I believe that respondents' actions, 
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understandings or beliefs are more than merely 'ways of coping', even as these may in fact 

lead to little or no real change in the existence of stigmatising labels. 

 

7.2 - Organisational and associational responses to territorial stigmatisation 

 7.2.1 - Conceptual and theoretical understandings of geographies of care 

 

The question of care and of concern for 'others', whomever these may be, is one that has 

long been examined by geographers in a variety of settings (Conradson 2003a, 2003b; 

Gleeson and Kearns 2001; Lawson 2007; Parr 2003; Parr and Philo 2003; Popke 2006; 

Staeheli 2003; Staeheli and Brown 2003). In the context of French housing estates, 

volunteers and professionals involved in associations are working in a context of the 

withdrawal of the what Bourdieu (1998) has referred to as the 'left hand of the state'. This  

refers to education, social security, social housing and public health-care. As I have already 

stated, associations are essentially funded by the state. They are cheaper to operate than 

social centres, social workers and the investment in intensive school renovations (see Curie 

2010 for details). This leads to a central question about whether professionals and 

volunteers are providing caring acts that improve living conditions or whether they 

inadvertently participate in the production of stigma and the further retrenchment of the 

state (Mohan 2002).  

 

State welfare, conservatives argue, leads to situations of dependency rather than truly 

enabling those who benefit from it (see Fraser and Gordon [1994] for an analysis). Following 

from this, some have argued that the presence of organisations that provide care and 

assistance to those residing in the banlieues, whether through the arms of the state or those 

of non-state associations, lead to a continuation of dependency. The notion, in French, is 

known as l'assistanat and it has sparked many debates among the political class with marked 

differences between the left and the right (Purière 2009). Associations and community 

organisations in housing estates operate spatially in areas of state welfare receiving 

populations and they can at times assist those who do not receive their full state benefits to 

do so. Welfare beneficiaries are constructed as 'assistés' (assisted populations) and critiques 
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are rampant at every major election with promises from candidates to limit the amounts 

that are being received by banlieues populations in order to enable a 'sense of responsibility' 

to the residents (Appleton 2005; Le Point 2007). 

 

The belief that residents of banlieue spaces are irresponsible both stems from and partly 

replicates stigmatisation through some of the demands set by associations. For instance, an 

association that works to help children with homework after school partly replicates the 

language of 'responsibility' aimed towards parents. The association, based in an ex-ground 

floor apartment in Valdegour, asks that parents sign into the association, becoming 

members before their children can attend the evening tutoring sessions. They are thus kept 

informed about the successes and failures of their children and they are expected to get 

involved with school work on a daily basis. One can understand this charge in two ways. The 

first relates to giving parents a part to play in a process that inscribes them within the fabric 

of the association as they become its members ("you are part of this with us and we need 

this for the association as a whole to function"). The second appears to make parents 

accountable for their children's results, absences or potential wrongdoings ("you have 

signed the form, now observe your parental duties and follow up on your child"). In the 

second understanding of the moral contract, parents become accountable for the actions of 

their children, at least within the association's premises88. Both understandings ultimately 

enforce elements of control and replicate the belief in 'idle parents' that was discussed in 

the preceding chapter. What is more, this contrasts dramatically with Gilles Deleuze's belief 

that social welfare and societal forms of care should never be impregnated by forms of 

policing (2005 [1977]).  

 

In their analysis of service providers for the homeless in Britain, Cloke, May and Johnsen 

(2010) note that there is a strong tendency within the field of geography to regard the city as 

increasingly defined according to a punitive and postjustice framework imbued by a 

neoliberal logic that promotes the commoditisation and revaluation of some urban areas 

(e.g. N. Smith 1993; Wolch and Dear 1993). Within this understanding that the authors refer 
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 See Donzelot (2005 [1977]) for an account of 'policing' family life in France, and in the banlieues in particular. 
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to as the "revanchist orthodoxy" (p.7), volunteers who operate alongside professionals in 

the provision of services for the homeless, can be perceived as working in collusion with 

neoliberal governance and helping to secure the regulation and purification of place see 

(Larner and Craig 2005; D. Mitchell 1997). Clearly control has always been an central aspect 

of welfare policy (see D. Harvey 1974; Piven and Cloward 1993; Ticktin 2011) and the 

existence of associations in disinvested areas not only signals the retreat of the state but 

also might have the potential of exacerbating this retreat. Notwithstanding, Cloke et al.'s 

study develops a parallel framework to that of the 'revanchist orthodoxy' in which service 

provision can be perceived as the extension of a geography of care that does not only 

participate in the further surveillance of the dispossessed. They note that to the revanchist 

and postjustice conceptualisations of the city in the Western world ignores and 

disempowers "the extraordinary acts of generosity and care being exercised by staff, 

volunteers and charitable donors who ensure a network of non-statutory services" (Cloke et 

al: 2010: 209). 

 

 7.2.2 - Poverty and the uncaring state 

 

Social workers in Pissevin's centre social and Valdegour's Centre Social, Culturel et Sportif89 

come face to face with the everyday difficulties of cité residents. The act of helping the less 

fortunate is both a source of immense pride and the source of intense resignation that 

seems overwhelming at times. Much as with volunteers, social workers displayed an 

understanding for the desires of urban policy initiatives and of the fact that they at times 

impact negatively on the everyday lives of residents in Pissevin and Valdegour. They 

demonstrated an acute knowledge of the politicised nature of social work and were keenly 

aware that a number of the policies that had recently been pushed through were the results 

of neoliberal considerations that ultimately increasingly demanded results, even in the field 

of social work. The increased need to publish results, relating to child support, employment 

is one that does not take into account the everyday lives of residents, but instead tries to 
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 The latter was designed by renowned architects, Tautem Architecture, and counts as an attempt by the town 

at bringing in an outside population to the housing estate. 
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make social workers more concerned for 'output' (Borgetto and Chauvière 2008; Chauvière 

2010; Curie 2010).  

 

[My job] is daily exposure to the pains and humiliations of these people but it is 

also putting yourself in a position where you are the butt of their anger. We 

make do with whatever means we have. And what we have is generally pretty 

shitty to be honest... Not many people do this for long. I don't know how long I 

can last here.  

 

There is frustration bound up within the daily practices that social workers conduct inside 

stigmatised housing estates all over France. The difficulties are imposed through a complex 

bureaucratic system that blocks a number of possibilities for social workers to conduct their 

work quickly and efficiently. The burden of territorial stigma, the previous social worker 

explains, has an impact on how well regarded people who work in housing estates will be. 

Wacquant (2011) explains that working in tainted housing estates also has effects on 

people's long term job opportunities. The respondent describes social work in the so-called 

banlieues as one of the "shittiest jobs in the social work arena". 

[W]e were once told: 'these are the local representatives, this is the mayor's 

office, this is that, thingy, thingy and thingy', right? These would be the 

budgetary sources on which we'd rely for funding help and stuff like that. Now, 

it's them going, 'This isn't my concern, speak to another office'. We can't truly 

care for people if we follow the way things are going. It just won't be possible 

and, to be quite honest, you end up asking if you're even necessary [laughs]! I 

feel like I'm paid to say 'no' to people or to push them to do things that they're 

not inclined to do. We're not supposed to care, we're just supposed to push 

them through the layers and report back saying we've followed the rules... the... 

the... You know, we just do form filling basically now.  

 

Social workers with whom I spoke believe their work is required by the tensions and 

contradictions in the daily lives of French citizens. They point to the gaping holes that have 



189 

 

accompanied policies that are intent on focussing attention on cost, efficiency and 

measurable benefits. Thus, the work of social workers in French housing estates is now 

bound up with the idea of 'making-do'. The hope that they will find crevices and interstices 

in the bureaucracy in order to make the daily routines of people less difficult was a concern 

in many cases: "We work with perpetual lack (le manque perpétuel). Everywhere we look, 

everything we try to provide, it all begins with a lack." As with a number of actors that 

loosely operate under state finances, social workers have to attend regular meetings where 

they are explained the operational scope of their activities. Another social worker explains 

this:" "Who gives what and when, who we need to prioritise, what should we try to cut 

down on, insist on certain things like individual responsibility. Things like that. That's what 

we're told to do now."  

 

The impossibility of providing people with what they want is something that social workers 

learn to deal with, notwithstanding the disappointments that this produces for them and for 

those who come to visit them. This, the social workers that I engaged with, all know too well. 

Nonetheless they are acutely able when it comes to manoeuvring through the bureaucracy 

that tends to restrict their abilities. The aforementioned social worker explains: 

We always learn how to go about things differently. It takes more time and I 

think it is important for us to make sure we can provide the best help possible. 

So that means that we exchange ideas about how to get this or this budget to 

open up for specific things. I certainly don't see my job as being in charge of 

making choices of who should get what first and who comes second, third, fourth 

and who gets nothing. 

 

Social workers must develop tactics on in order to keep doing on a daily basis what they 

believe their work contracts define them to be doing. This involves manipulating the lingo, 

exchanging tips that challenge the constricting budgetary demands that are imposed via 

neo-liberal policies or explicitly disobeying. They refuse the demands that would have them 

increasingly doing the work of judges over distribution and agents of control. They challenge 

the changing demands that come 'from above' and recognize the daily issues that residents 
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of French housing estates face. They also challenge the cuts on budgets that would have 

these people 'made responsible' for the situation in which they find themselves. 

 

People who are engaged in associations generally express less feelings of frustration and 

some tangible enthusiasm for the projects in which they are involved. Two volunteers 

working in the estates even described themselves as being 'on a mission'. In the majority of 

cases, those involved in the associations were strongly politicised towards the left and 

strongly critical of what they perceive to be a retreat of the government's commitment to 

the banlieues. They are also critical of the mayor's lack of presence in the cités of Nîmes. One 

volunteer says: 

The only time he shows his face is when there is something horrible happening. 

He came here for the election, boasting about what he'd do after [the last 

mayor]. Then [whistling sounds]... There's no-one anymore! You want to see him 

in Pissevin? Well, wait for a tragedy and he might come around. I think he's just 

scared of the reception that people here would give him. It would feel just like 

Sarko[zy] stirring up shit by strolling about and looking supposedly concerned for 

the well-being of the residents but from a good distance, right! And only some of 

the residents of course! Keep your distances from the ZUP but use it when you 

need it. That's what the politicians are doing. 

 

On the 1st of January 2010, a family was killed during a fire that took place in the Les 

Ménestrels tower, in Valdegour, and this prompted the mayor and his advisors to come to 

the housing estate for a visit and a to observe a minute's silence. The volunteer explains 

that:  

Other than that, we really don't see much of the elected people around here. 

There aren't that many serious voters if you know what I mean and it looks bad 

to come here. It just reveals that he hasn't done anything for neighbourhood 

[laughs].  
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The respondent clearly demonstrates her knowledge of the consequences of territorial 

stigmatisation for residents. She believes that they are not taken seriously by those in 

municipal power because of their suggested lack of political participation during elections. 

She also says something of interest about the taint of the neighbourhood, signifying that for 

elected officials to appear in the cités makes them look 'bad'. During the rest of the 

interview, she explained that this was because seeing the mayor in Valdegour or Pissevin 

reminded people that very little was being done in those neighbourhoods apart from what 

she describes as "cosmetic changes". Opposing themselves to the general lack of concern for 

housing estates, volunteers often explain that they feel sorry for these areas, some sense of 

pity or a feeling of obligation and duty. The following three quotes are illustrative of this: 

I don't suppose I'd care much if I had been brought up in opulence myself, but 

me, I grew up in working class neighbourhoods, and I think it is my duty to bring 

some hope to the people there. 

It never occurred to me that I'd need to justify exactly why I do what I do. I'm 

part of Greenpeace, I write letters for Amnesty. So when you have a social 

conscience... even small, then you get off your back side when you see people 

living in misery so close by, in those sordid buildings. It is a minimum if you want 

to stop the spread of this misery, I think. 

My mother was a social worker, my sister works with homeless people in the 

North, so I think I've always been exposed to people who go out and help and all 

that. It is just something I feel I have to do. 

 

The hired assistant to an association in Pissevin strongly believed that he was doing what 

'the government' should be doing and angrily explained that: 

I'm telling you that the more we do, the less you see of the money. They tell you 

it's all been spent. This is absolute nonsense! They stopped funding one or two 

associations in the area because they don't do anything that is considered to be 

of value. I mean, if you provide meals to the kids, you're not producing anything 
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right? But you make them happy... They eat together, they get to know each 

other and sure, I scold them if they don't behave. But I've been told that that 

isn't productive... Not like theatre.  

 

Upon my asking which exact branch or sector of the government he was referring to, he 

replied that he did not know exactly. However, he became very agitated and continued: 

I don't have a clue! I'm not up there writing the laws or telling people what they 

should be doing. I don't know how it works... [...] We all learn the same as the 

other kids in the rest of Nîmes right? So what do we learn? That the schools take 

you there [he makes a hand gesture whereby his hand is flat in line with his eye 

level] and if you're lucky to get the Bac [school leaving examination] you go to 

there [the hand is moved up to above his head]. But who gets the Bac here? The 

government says it provides but it doesn't provide here. It provides nothing. 

Because it fails right from the start, when the kids get to experience the world 

outside the family. It just assumes it can't save them and it retreats. And guess 

who is here to pick up the pieces? [...] The most stinking thing about this, it is 

that if we didn't get in and try to help these kids, we'd have real ghettos here! I 

mean, like, like the Americans. No kidding there... 

 

Here the language of moral panic is articulated to attract attention. The interviewee in this 

case sees himself operating where the 'left hand of the state' should have been. This vision is 

no different from the non-residents involved in associations who also see their positions in 

the banlieues as dealing with important gaps that have been left open by gradual 

disinvestment. In a conversation with a regular volunteer at the after school teaching 

association in Valdegour, the discussion was focussed on what the holes were that the state 

had left open. 

 

It really depends what you mean when you say 'the state' I suppose. You have 

absolutely wonderful teachers in Diderot [the local collège, the intermediate 

school before high-school, located in Valdegour] and I'm sure it is the same in the 
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professional lycée [high-school] in Pissevin. You've got great staff but I think their 

feeling is that everything is under-funded. So they'll build some new school90 and 

then what? Will it just end up being the same empty skeleton that you have 

elsewhere? The books are old, no funding... For sure, it isn't the fault of the 

teachers. 

 

Another resident and volunteer in the same association explains that she has a problem with 

the amount of associations in place throughout the neighbourhood: 

If we were not working with the kids, then perhaps... You know, perhaps there'd 

be a bigger number of failures and kids who'd leave school way too early. We 

don't save a lot but we save a few. And that's the problem here, that if you're 

from here and you don't have the Bac or a professional Bac [school leaving 

examination with professional traineeship] you've killed you're chances to make 

anything of yourself. So, we're here to ensure that they don't all end up on the 

dole or peddling shit [colloquial word for hash]. OK? So then I'm always asking 

myself, does the state not see that there are all these defeated young people 

here. The kids are young and stupid... They are teenagers. They don't realise. But 

the state! I mean, come on... The guys there know we're desperately trying to 

cover their lack of investment. I'm always asking myself, in a place where you see 

so many associations, you have to know that there is a problem that they are 

trying to solve right? So instead of funding these forty, or whatever it is, 

associations - the quantity doesn't matter - but instead of trying to fund us... why 

not inject more cash in the neighbourhood directly. Spend the money directly. 

 

Although a resident herself, she perceives the differences that her actions make on the 

neighbourhood. She nonetheless believes that there is a tendency for associations to work 

against each other in order to obtain limited funding. In echo to this, a resident of Pissevin 

who is also president of an association in the estate sees the mission of the associations as 

being thwarted by a competition to get the means of running on a day to day basis. 
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The problem is we end up losing the focus. Our mission is one of public service! 

We are doing this for the public right? It is so easy to lose sight of this when they 

start to put cuts in place. We end up fighting here and there for the means to run 

and that means wasted time. And in the meantime, you can ask the people who 

fund you for advice and stuff. 'We trust you, we trust you, go ahead'. That's the 

response we get until... well, maybe the next year they're not interested. But we 

don't really get the input so that's why I try to make the association as visible as 

possible. 

 

As a solution to this problem, and in order to keep the focus on changing the 

neighbourhoods' image, "a priority whatever happens and whatever the association", the 

respondent has organised a collective of nearly forty associations that regularly stage events 

in Pissevin's public spaces (they include associations from neighbouring Valdegour). As such, 

theatre performances, musical performances or stalls with information are installed in the 

main squares of the housing estate and members of the press are invited to attend with the 

hope that more positive reports will emanate from their columns. The respondent hopes 

that these attempts at making the work of associations visible will increase the 

encouragement that they receive from the funding bodies. His anxiety is linked to the 

progressive withdrawal of state presence from the neighbourhoods of Pissevin and 

Valdegour, but it is also linked to recent events. In 2009, an association that claimed to give 

young people access to workshops in graffiti art or hip-hop music was shut down for misuse 

of funds. In the local associational world, this has led to severe criticisms and to the fear that 

this would lead to furthering a desire for public funds to be spent efficiently. The president 

of the association and resident of Pissevin relates his feelings about the incident: 

The general feeling here is that the guys are from [the closed association] are not 

really guilty of anything. They had no idea how to work the money, how to write 

all the reports and stuff - who to be in contact with for example. I think, you 

know, you get these young guys thinking: 'we could do with a space of our own 
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to sing and stuff'. They get the cash, they buy a sound system and then the whole 

association collapses. 

PK: Do you have an explanation as to why they get the funds in the first place? Is 

buying a sound-system perceived as worthwhile? 

No. Although you'll have a lot of people saying the same thing. It could well be 

that the main goal is to keep the kids off the street: 'We'll get them a sound-

system and get them a place to practice their rap. Then they won't be out 

burning cars'. Some of the funding is clearly out there to keep a watchful eye on 

the young people here in the neighbourhood. 

 

For those residents whose professional lives have become intertwined with what they 

regard as social work, anything that threatens the everyday operation of their associations is 

source of anxiety. Those who involve themselves voluntarily in changing what they perceive 

to be a tainted urban landscape find it hard to measure their actions against the lack of 

financial help that is provided by the state and they conceive of themselves as filling the 

gaping holes left open by state inaction. The mutual disciplining of associations becomes 

inevitable because of limited funding and competition between these organisations 

becomes an offshoot of this tendency. The concern is not in what the associations are 

attempting to achieve but in how they appear in the local media and in the town hall. 

Ultimately, the problem relates to the influence of territorial stigmatisation on association 

funding. The example of the one association that was perceived to mismanage funds in 2009 

has been wielded as a reason why urban policy initiatives in charge of managing financial 

donations to associations should be more cautious locally. A cut in funding threatens the 

livelihoods of those who make a living from their activities as mediators but it also threatens 

the very mission that resident volunteers have begun to believe in: restoring pride and 

restoring the forgotten voices of the neighbourhood residents. 
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 7.2.3 - Integration 

 

I think that I'm trying to break that... you know, the ghetto. I'm constantly being 

asked by friends and relatives about what I'm doing, why I'm doing it and 

whether it is dangerous. When I respond to them and tell them what needs to be 

done, about the fact that people here live in conditions that are not really 

excellent, I act as a link. I go home, I get out of the neighbourhood and I'm 

always giving information about the reality of this place. I think that all those 

who do what we do are like a reminder that these places exist and I show that 

the boundaries aren't so tight. That goes for all the team of volunteers who work 

with me. We're breaking down the boundaries.  

 

The above quote is taken from an interview with the president of an association that works 

closely with families in Pissevin, and particularly with mothers who find moving into housing 

estates difficult. She has previously lived in London where she volunteered for an 

organisation named Home Start International. It was there that she discovered the 

'technique' that she tries to apply today all over Nîmes through her association. The 

ambition that the informant has is to allow for women of different socio-economic 

backgrounds to meet regularly. The theory behind her association is that newly arrived 

women who might have come from a different country will find the experience of life in the 

neighbourhood of Pissevin daunting. "These mothers often feel terrified by what they see" 

says the association's president. Some "never ever leave their apartments and even send out 

their children to do the shopping." This leads to many difficulties for them and for their 

family. For instance, she explains that many women are unaware of the range of the 

subsidies that they might be entitled to receive and often do not have the language skills to 

research such valuable information. They are rarely equipped with working internet 

connections even as, once again, their current issues concerning the French language would 

be a problem as are the complex government bodies that provide subsidies to the poor, 

large families or single mothers. The association thus provides these women and their 

families with assistance. They arrange for other women, who sometimes come from beyond 
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Pissevin and Valdegour (although not always), to regularly visit the families and forge 

friendships with those who are in the greatest difficulty.  

 

It is always a bit of a challenge to get women in here and started up as a 

volunteer. The place is loaded with preconceptions and people will be all happy 

to help people with difficulties but tell them it is in Pissevin and they turn around 

and go look for opportunities elsewhere. [...] When those who join us go home, 

and they always go home safely, what sort of message does that send out to the 

rest of region? A good one right? [...] There are really strong friendships that this 

association has created and always, the woman who isn't from the 

neighbourhood is inclined to go back into Nîmes and say: 'This image that you 

have about people in Pissevin... well it isn't entirely true'. 

 

Those who give up their time allow for territorial stigma to be challenged through their 

everyday experience of the neighbourhoods. Not only do their visits to Pissevin displace 

previously held fears, but the fact that they keep going to these supposed 'no-go zones' 

spreads to other non-residents who then question their own negative ideas or 

preconceptions of Valdegour and Pissevin. On top of becoming friends with those for whom 

they care, volunteers end up providing help in everyday affairs such as shopping, language 

learning or attempts to master the paperwork of funding bodies. Two women who both 

moved to Pissevin from abroad in 2006 and 2007 respectively, explain what their 

relationship with volunteers has allowed: 

Before [volunteer's name], I was totally locked in, locked into a shell. With her, I 

regained some trust in myself. Now, I'm not scared of taking the bus or of going 

out shopping. Thanks to [volunteer's name] I feel protected now.  

There was a time when I just had no idea how I would manage. I just couldn't 

manage anymore. Taking care of the kids, dealing with the new flat... I'd only 

leave to see the doctor and I think he saw that I wasn't well mentally. The doctor 

recommended [association] to me. Since then it has been a lot easier. 
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[Volunteer's name] really gets on with my kids and she helps the eldest one to 

read.  

 

The president of the association explains that: 

For many of these women, there is a real shock. They get in from Morocco, or 

wherever. [...] Well, somehow they already know that they're moving to a bad 

neighbourhood. Either because they have a husband who's already here or... 

They know it anyway. They arrive and they are often really scared. So what is 

interesting about [association] is that we have these women who live in 

sometimes very pleasant neighbourhoods, other times less wealthy, but they are 

the ones who come and through what they do, they help the women to see that 

it isn't something to be worried about... Not to that extent anyway. 

 

Territorial stigmatisation is so powerful that it has entered into the minds of recently arrived 

immigrants. Not only must they then endure the difficulties of learning to adapt in a new 

country, with its often difficult bureaucratic procedures and the stress of finding a home, 

they also must confront the everyday realities of territorial stigmatisation and its 

consequences. Once the women have been introduced, it is up to them to plan their 

meetings and their time together as they wish. However, in many cases, the president 

explains that volunteers take the families with whom they work out of Pissevin and into the 

rest of Nîmes: 

"What triggered this is the fact that there are food packages that are available in 

the city-centre at times. It isn't exactly obvious to some of the mothers, so they 

generally get driven there by their volunteer. And for some this can be the first 

time that they leave the estate since moving here... In some cases, we're talking 

years."  

 

Thus, not only is the association thought to be tearing down the invisible border by making 

non-residents enter the housing estates from time to time, having them enter the buildings, 
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walk through the corridors and explore the apartments of their new 'friend', but it also 

achieves the opposite.  

 

Accompanied by their volunteers, the women become more inclined and willing to leave the 

housing estates and stroll through the streets of what has long been perceived as 'another 

city'. The barrier between resident and non-resident is eroded through regular contact both 

in Nîmes generally and in the housing estates. By encouraging the moving between 

boundaries, the women volunteers are actively participating in pushing for interactions 

between diverse individuals and this provides a potential first step in overcoming 

stigmatising representations.  

 

 7.2.4 - Fear 

 

Five volunteers who were not residents of Pissevin and Valdegour claimed that participation 

in associational life within stigmatised neighbourhoods had led to dramatic changes in their 

previously held stereotypes. Their original encounter with the housing estates' aesthetic was 

often a little difficult and they described the apprehension that they first felt when entering 

the neighbourhoods for the first time. A respondent who was involved in a theatre group 

explained that on her first visits to the neighbourhoods she would come "without credit 

cards, without the telephone and nothing that they [residents] might have been able to 

steal". In the end, she affirms that regular contact with the stigmatised urban area erased 

some of the fears that had been summoned up through "a deeply felt challenge to my 

judgements." She describes these original fears as being anchored in the aesthetic of the 

buildings and in the stories she had heard "on the news, and in conversations with people in 

the city." An ex-schoolteacher and volunteer talks similarly about the fact that: 

Of course, when I took the decision about coming here, I thought long and hard. 

I'd taught in a school not far [from the estates] and I'd had to deal with some of 

the kids. It wasn't always easy. But I retired and I felt a bit useless to tell you the 

truth. I thought about where I could best put my experience to use and it 

occurred to me that those who need us the most are in the ZUP. [...] In the end, 
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you know, it really turned out to be fine. You get offered more hash here than 

elsewhere (laughs). That is hardly putting me in a situation where I feel 

threatened for my security and I think I've become too old to look like I'm 

interested in their products (laughs) [...]. The point is that there isn't much going 

on that scares me there. You don't have gang members on every corner. You 

don't have people getting shot. You don't have... you know, you don't have the 

things that you see on the telly.  

 

In this instance, the volunteer explained that she once was a little frightened of the youths 

with whom she would be dealing in Valdegour. She explains what does not happen in the 

cité as though is something that some might expect to see there, such as gangs and high 

levels of criminality. These would be more easily associated with ghettos in the United States 

and during our discussion, the respondent explained that she was well aware of common 

associations between Valdegour and a ghetto. For her, the cités of Nîmes do not summon 

the same urban fears that come to mind when thinking about such urban forms. In effect, 

her experience of Valdegour has led to the disappearance of her preconceptions and 

anxieties: "I realised that [the residents] just needed to be spoken to and that they were 

happy to listen if you don't treat them like buffoons". Although the 'us' and 'them' rhetoric is 

present in her responses, the interactions that this volunteer exhibited in public with the 

residents never indicated any sense of superiority or difference. Her attitude was one that 

has been promoted by Tzvetan Todorov (1982: 138) who claims that it is only through 

‘speaking to’, and not by ‘speaking about’ that one recognises another as a subject 

comparable to oneself (also hooks 1990). 

 

Although non-resident volunteers may have had preconceived ideas about the 

neighbourhoods on their first few visits, and although they may at times be reproducing a 

disciplinary language or one of surveillance, they encourage a vision that is based on the 

absence of difference. The fears that they may once have felt are talked about as being 

firmly in the past, evaporated through regular contact with residents, and one that is based 

on equality. One non-resident, intent on providing education to some of the local youths, 
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made clear that as a volunteer she had learnt as much from her regular encounters with 

young people than she hoped they might have learnt from her.  

 

I don't mean that I learnt things in the sense of when you learn biology or maths. 

I'd had experiences with what people call the banlieues youth in my last post as a 

teacher and that's what I said when I offered to volunteer here. I thought I knew 

all about them and thought of my mission as something like a missionary in a 

way. But the freedom that I have in the [name of association] is totally different 

and it took all those silly things out of my head. Me and the young ones, we have 

all this freedom, we take our time and we learn to really like being around each 

other. It is so much fun. They take it really seriously, that takes away my 

anxieties as a teacher you know because you never know how to approach this 

or that topic and if it will interest them. In a way, I stop thinking that I'm a 

teacher and that they are students or even that they are younger than me and all 

that.  

 

This volunteer spoke of her presence in Valdegour as liberating. The young people with 

whom she worked provided her with aspects that life as a 'civil servant teacher' did not allow 

for. As such her experience of the stigmatised neighbourhood not only allowed for the 

demystification of a mysterious neighbourhood, it also contributed to the enabling of some 

level of personal freedom. 

 

 7.2.5 - Youths 

 

The belief in engaging children from the cités is at times associated with what may be 

construed as stigmatised perceptions of parental disinvestment, mentioned in the 

introduction to this chapter. An interview with a volunteer involved in an after-school 

association demonstrates a desire to maintain an ethic of care in balance with the duties of 

parents from the neighbourhood: 
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We have to be very strict I suppose. If you say that you'll accept everyone then, 

kids that haven't been doing well at school turn up... They don't change their 

attitudes just because they are with us. The totalising picture has to include their 

parents. There is a problem upstream and the parents need to control it and to 

regain an influence on their child. [...] Ultimately, if it fails, we have to ban the 

kids from the programme and the parents know this. They know they need to get 

involved. 

 

There is a punitive element to this respondent's words. Youths in the above association may 

be banned from further participation if they do not obey established rules. These rules are 

partly the results of a vision of cité children as 'more difficult to discipline'. This is visible in 

other quotes from teachers or ex-teachers who have had experience with what they believe 

to have been cité youths.  

 

The age groups of respondents vary substantially but the non-residents that I interviewed 

had seen their own children leave home and venture into university or a professional career 

(when they did have children, as was not always the case). There was a sense that they 

wanted to replicate this 'success' in the young people with whom they were currently 

working in 'problem neighbourhoods'. The aforementioned volunteer explains that: 

It is open to everyone to be successful in school, I don't care what you hear on 

the telly. It isn't easy, but everyone can do it. Same here, you have the ones [...] I 

don't know how to say it apart from saying that you know they could go far if it 

wasn't for... Actually, they are limited by a number of things: the neighbourhood, 

the fact that it is 'cool' to be bad at school. A lot of things. I just know that there 

are plenty of these boys [sic] who'd get out and do a lot better if we took them 

out of cité. 

 

This latter quote replicates the language of 'neighbourhood effects', stating that it is 

Valdegour that is a bad influence on the youths and that, were these to be moved 

elsewhere, their school results would be improved (for a detailed critique of this argument, 
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see Slater 2012). Even though they somewhat replicate the language of stigma and a 

controlling gaze, the above remarks are anchored in a desire for improving the lives of estate 

residents via better parental control and education, both of which signal the desire to see 

Valdegour being increasingly 'integrated' into the social fabric of the city of Nîmes. This 

vision, however is not incompatible with that of other members of associations who 

encourage an engagement with the children less than parents, in order to instil some sense 

of the aforementioned respect and distil the appearance of control. An ex-school teacher 

explains how her perception of Valdegour youths was influenced by her own involvement 

with the association: 

The schools here are not as bad as you'll hear. Teachers all go through the same 

state exam process, right? But it wasn't my feeling before. My feeling was, even 

as a teacher myself, that the schools here had the young and inexperienced 

teachers. Well, that isn't true. There are great teachers here, from primary 

school to the lycée [high school]. The thing is that schools aren't exactly the best 

environments for giving the kids a place to speak in and express their thoughts 

and opinions. We help them with school work but we also make sure that the 

kids get to feel included in the process of learning rather than just as receptacles 

for knowledge. That is something they resist a lot. I'm not saying other teachers 

don't give the kids respect, I'm just saying that isn't what school is for. And our 

little meeting place allows for some children to feel listened to and respected as 

equals. We have the time to explain the value of knowing about maths or 

biology, otherwise they just don't get it because they think: 'Why would I study if 

I'm going to be unemployed like my parents?' 

 

The schooling segregation that operates within the city of Nîmes, and within France as a 

whole (Felouzis et al. 2007; Poupeau and François 2008), has led to an increasing number of 

parents taking children out of priority educational zones if they have the means to (for 

instance, by using a relative's address outside the neighbourhood). For a volunteer, one of 

the consequences has been that: 



204 

 

 the kids we're dealing with here feel abandoned, they feel like the lowest of the 

low and they react by acting like education and learning isn't for them. But all 

they need is speaking to directly, calmly, without judgement. They need to be 

regarded as adults in a way.  

 

Although these quotes demonstrate a profound desire to help cité children, there is an 

implicit understanding that without greater social justice in the banlieues as a whole, this will 

be difficult to accomplish. School children in housing estates are made to feel different from 

the rest of children in France and the associational workers who engage in after-school 

programmes are keen to remedy this issue. The feeling that the future of children brought 

up in Pissevin and Valdegour is pre-determined by social conditions and urban marginality is 

one that affects volunteers. For my respondents it was clear that cité youths feel 

'abandoned' and 'frustrated' and in the above quote, it appears that they are normally talked 

to as though they are 'buffoons'. What is more, I was told by seven participants who are 

engaged with associations that act with children that cité youths need to be listened to 

attentively when they speak, suggesting that this is something that occurs only too rarely in 

their lives. These identified differences with the rest of the city's schooled population are 

identified as a consequence of territorial stigmatisation: 

The only reason that you see all this associational presence is because there is 

another problem, and that is the reputation of this place in which they have to 

live. 

 

7.3 - Grassroots organising against territorial stigma  

 7.3.1 - Neighbourhood committees 

 

The city of Nîmes has 45 different neighbourhood committees that aim to respond to the 

needs and concerns of the residents living upon their territory. Mas-de-Mingue and Chemin-

Bas-d'Avignon, the two ZUPs to the East of the city, have long had registered neighbourhood 

committees. Valdegour has no committee of its own and has not had one since the late 
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1970s. The committee of Pissevin, on the other hand, does exist and it is extremely visible in 

city meetings. It has long been run by one man who is also the president of administrative 

council for neighbourhood committees throughout the city. This position gives him access to 

information and to voice his concerns about disinvestment in the housing estate on a regular 

basis. The newly created Nîmes Ouest neighbourhood committee is of some concern to the 

Pissevin committee as it claims to speak for Pissevin as well as include smaller neighbouring 

areas. It was established in 2006 to respond to what were perceived as the failings of the 

Pissevin committee. 

 

The following discussion addresses some of the issues involved with neighbourhood 

committees. First, there is the question of how to be fully representational of the incredibly 

diverse populations of Pissevin and Valdegour. The stated aim of the committees is not to 

combat stigmatisation per se. However, each one attempts in its own way to improve lives 

within the neighbourhood: the first, by addressing the structural issue of inequality; and the 

second, by attending to everyday aesthetics, safety and amenities within the estates. Each 

committee has a very different take on how to go about its mission, with more or less 

inclusivity when it comes to 'giving voice' to residents. There is, for instance, an important 

problem involved in the fact that Valdegour is not officially represented by either 

committee. In effect, when I asked about this, spokespeople for the committees assured me 

that they did represent the inhabitants of Valdegour, yet there is little space for this estate in 

their written and spoken claims91. 

 

Having two neighbourhood committees in one reasonably sized area means that there is 

undoubtedly some competition to attract attention. For instance, the President of the 

Pissevin neighbourhood committee declared in an interview: 

I don't care [je me fous complètement] about the Nîmes Ouest committee... It is 

nonsense. Really. I think they give all this importance to a dent in the road, or a 

little pothole here... They completely ignore the fact that there may be a bigger 

                                                           
91

 Since the end of my fieldwork, Valdegour has been trying to set up its own committee, under the leadership 

of Mohammed Jaffal, a very vocal critic of the mayor and a leader of housing federations for several decades. 
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picture here, bigger than streets and pavements and bigger than installing more 

recycling bins.  

 

The slightly aggressive style of speech that the president of the committee articulates has, of 

his own admittance, led to a number of members taking a distance from the organisation. As 

such, the Pissevin committee has been deemed to speak for itself by some of the other 

residents. One of the council members of the Nîmes Ouest committee explained that the 

Pissevin committee "doesn't give us enough space to speak as residents". Its president is a 

firm believer in left wing politics, declaring himself to be directly influenced by the 

communist party. During our interview, he expressed a fondness for structural visions of the 

problems that the neighbourhoods are facing. For him, one does not successfully deal with 

stigmatisation by rearticulating the supposed concerns of residents that are spelt out in the 

press. His understanding of power means that he feels he must position himself as an 

obstacle to the decisions that are taken 'above', without the consultation of residents. He 

clearly articulates a vision of the city that is imbued with conflict. His own discourse is full of 

melancholia and nostalgia about the time when he first moved into the estate and he fully 

admits to living "a dream": 

No-one should forget that the neighbourhood was one day a little marvel. No-

one should just close their eyes and pretend it has always been this way. I'm 

there. I'm going to be there every day, all the time, every minute to remind the 

bastards that if we're in this shit, it is because they let it happen! I don't give a 

shit. I'll devote all my energy to reminding people that once, there was a glorious 

Pissevin and a glorious Valdegour: the ZUP. Yes, I believe it was glorious [laughs]. 

That's what everyone said! In the meantime, instead of repeating endless 

nonsense about demolitions and the dispersal of the population, why don't we 

think about the urban policies that made this happen, eh?  

 

During one of our encounters, he took out a photocopied map that he had put his hands on 

the previous day. The map became a useful object that explained how he conceived of the 

everyday resistance to the 'dominant' representations of the city. It was a representation of 
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the neighbourhood of Pissevin with the projected building of a new school on the avenue 

Kennedy, between Valdegour and Pissevin, in a previously protected park named the Colline 

aux Oiseaux (the hill of the birds). 

Now what we need to do is to keep things like the Colline aux Oiseaux in ways 

that people can use it. It is the only protected part of Pissevin! Come on! It is 

absolute nonsense! I feel that a neighbourhood committee should stand up and 

react when they say they are going to build us another school... and on top of 

that in the park! There has been no consultation and I think that this is where 

you see the stigmatisation of the whole area and the people here. No 

consultation with us, not a word to the committees, to anyone. As though none 

of that matters. That's what I think the committee needs to be doing! I couldn't 

care less about harmonious living because I think it is harmonious enough. It 

could be better but no-one up there wants us to make decisions. That's the 

committee's responsibility. Nîmes Ouest can deal with the grass and the 

potholes. 

 

The issue of consultation is an important one for the Pissevin neighbourhood committee. 

The president attends all the meetings that he finds the time to with or without invitations; 

he was, for example, present in three of the meetings that I attended about urban policy in 

the housing estates. As the map that he showed me demonstrates, he fervently examines 

every decision that is taken about the neighbourhood of Pissevin and spends time in the 

town hall looking through files. In a part of the interview where he identified one of the 

Nîmes Ouest committee members as being "right wing", the president of the Pissevin 

committee discredited the whole association as one that colluded with the town hall to do 

the strict minimum for the neighbourhood. His own energy is directed towards gaining more 

strength in terms of political representation for the area in the city planning decisions. He 

has recently been attempting to prove that the renovation funds that had originally been 

handed to the town hall in order to rejuvenate the Pissevin and Valdegour are being 

misspent on enlarging streets in the city centre. Although everyone recognises that some of 
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his fights are of great importance, his modes of operation are accused of ignoring the 

everyday realities and daily difficulties that the inhabitants face.  

 

The Nîmes Ouest neighbourhood committee is attempting to bridge this gap. During a 

meeting on the 25th of March 2010, the committee detailed its desire to be as inclusive as 

possible. The report, published after the meeting, clearly states that the newer committee's 

existence is predicated upon its success in including 'communities' (Conseil de Quartier 

2010: 9). One of the council members believes that the mission should be one that 

reconciles the fact of difference in the neighbourhood with full participation: 

We know about the difficult job that people like the Pissevin neighbourhood 

committee have to do. But we thought we needed something that actually spoke 

to the days and nights of the residents. I think that perhaps it is more about 

dealing with the ways the public spaces can be used, making sure that the 

housing associations repair defunct elevators or buzzers on the front doors. In a 

way, we see the mission as making sure that the neighbourhood, as a machine, is 

well oiled and functioning. And this can't be done without the full representation 

of the people who live here right? Originally, there were a few elderly women 

whose concerns were really justified. And we thought we should expand it to 

include the concerns of all the people here and to try to achieve their 

representation, even if that means addressing the issue of communities you 

know? So we go to see the Comorians, we go to see the people from Mali and all 

that and we ask them to speak up.  

 

In a nation like France, where statistics about ethnic differences remain a taboo along with a 

constant fear about communitarianism, this sort of ethnic representation can be perceived 

as deeply problematic. However, the Nîmes Ouest neighbourhood committee has pushed 

the diversity of ethnic backgrounds in the housing estates into the landscape of popular 

representation. This sort of representation challenges the established norms through which 

demands are made on the municipal level, and of course, nationally. Upon inquiry, the only 

'community' that had not responded fully to the questions raised by the neighbourhood 
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committee were the Hmongs: "They are very, very quiet. They have no problems that they 

wish to address in any of these public meetings and, to be quite honest they are fairly 

withdrawn". Other 'communities' have spoken out and their comments are duly noted in a 

lengthy but very clear report. The committee avoids any mention of 'who does the talking' 

when it comes community participation as it appears in this report. The demands are listed 

over 11 pages of a 32 page document for the year 2010 and they concern the practical usage 

of the neighbourhood. Following these demands are pictures of the problems: potholes, wild 

rubbish dumps, corrugated iron fences, abandoned trash in underground car-parks. 

Pinpointed problems are followed by a clearly marked associated financial cost (e.g. "Adding 

a disabled ramp on the Le Castor building, 1600 euro"). The last page of the demands states 

in bold letters: 

"Dealing with these issues fully will cost the city of Nîmes but we are all its 

residents. It will contribute to changing the nature of the neighbourhood and 

with that, giving the residents a feeling of mutual belonging" (Conseil de Quartier 

2010: 11). 

 

There is an implication here that citizens of Pissevin (and Valdegour) are treated differently 

to other Nîmes residents and the council's report wishes to remind the town hall that both 

housing estates are a part of the city. The idea that estate residents are themselves made to 

feel different is highlighted by the fact that there is not as yet a 'feeling of mutual belonging' 

for residents of the housing estates. As I have explained in the preceding chapter, some 

residents feel cut off from Nîmes entirely and describe their movements into the historic 

centre as though they were changing towns altogether. Investing in the rejuvenation and 

rehabilitation of streets, in cleaning up parks and ensuring that all estate residents can 

navigate safely through the streets on pavements (that are absent from some of the streets) 

is something that Nîmes Ouest, as a committee, feels that the town hall needs to do. This 

investment would, it is thought, remind Pissevin and Valdegour residents that they are 

included in the city of Nîmes as equals. An important change that the Nîmes Ouest 

neighbourhood committee has tried to install is an inclusivity that bridges the gap between 

Valdegour and Pissevin. Expanding the frontiers of representation would allow Valdegour to 
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be considered as part of the territory on which the committee operates. Thus, 

neighbourhoods that begin on the borders of Pissevin and that have different socio-

economic populations are also included in these partnerships. However, perhaps because 

the neighbourhood committee is still fairly young, Valdegour does not yet attract all the 

attention that is given to the more widely populated Pissevin. Notwithstanding, there is little 

sense that the Pissevin committee, as its name demonstrates, has any interest in tackling 

structural issues in Valdegour. 

 

Questioning the actual levels of inclusivity of these committees is important and should not 

be pushed aside. The Pissevin committee is very frank about its concerns being beyond 

inclusivity as such. The president of the committee sees his mission as one that is opposed to 

the dominant decision makers in the town hall and regional policy enforcers. He is certain 

that the consequences of his actions have an effect that all residents can benefit from as he 

claims to be acting in order to vanquish stigmatising regard for the neighbourhood. His 

'taking centre stage' leads to a certain level of ostracism from fellow residents who believe 

his actions to be frivolous in that they lead to no visible consequence. The Nîmes Ouest 

committee does not choose to ostracise people from public speaking within its regular 

meetings and councils. It hopes to fight stigmatisation through remedial diagnostics that 

might, with the town hall's acquiescence, lead to an improvement in the everyday 

infrastructure of a neighbourhood that is presented as 'falling apart'. Examples of this are 

the 'walking in Pissevin diagnostic' where all residents were invited to take pictures of 

aspects of the neighbourhood that they found problematic. These were then sent to an 

editor who compiled them into a file for viewing by town hall officials (see Groupe Réflex 

2010). The visual aids that they have used to demonstrate this speak volumes to the ways in 

which they choose to represent the estate to decision makers. Inevitably, there will be 

people within the neighbourhoods whose voices will remain absent from any of the claims 

made by those who choose to verbally and physically represent a 'community', a common 

space or a neighbourhood. The voices that can be heard from the Nîmes Ouest camp 

demonstrate the same abilities as those that social workers have developed. The language 

that is used is tactical in its framing and highlights such aspects as 'successful integration', 

'assimilation into the French community' or 'improving security'. Meanwhile the concerns of 
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the committee members are phrased differently when not on official paper and a genuine 

attempt at securing financial aid, positive media attention and reassuring the city is at the 

heart of their endeavours. These representations have implications for territorial 

stigmatisation. Thus, the Pissevin committee president operates in the traditionally head-on 

ways of political conflict with a firm belief in the fact that, if money and attention were spent 

on the estates, the stigma would be less present. The Nîmes Ouest committee successfully 

gains minor improvement by playing into the language of territorial stigmatisation. Indeed, 

by admitting that the residents of the estates are not integrated socially into the fabric of 

the city and by claiming that, given the means, they will allow for this to happen, they 

paradoxically reproduce stigmatic representations while making daily life for residents more 

pleasant locally. 

 

 7.3.2 – Re-representing the cités - creating new media representations 

 

For several years, Jean-Marie Marconot has been a resident of Pissevin. Once a catholic 

priest, he rid himself of his ecclesiastical status to study sociology and he has now written a 

number of books on Nîmes and its housing estates (Marconot 1988, 1990, 1994, 1998). 

Feeling that media attention was generally unfavourable when it came to covering Pissevin, 

he allied himself in 2008 with four other residents and launched L'Almanach de Pissevin. 

Published in the form of little booklets, the paper publishes interviews with local residents 

and opens its pages up to life 'narratives' in which residents can express themselves freely, 

relating their experiences of life in the housing estate. Included are also pictures of the 

estates which differ markedly from those that would appear in other media. Instead of the 

greying tower blocks, Marconot encourages residents to take pictures of the estate in a 

different light. The emphasis is on greenery, the setting sun and the other colours of 

buildings as well as intriguing graffiti work. L'Almanach de Pissevin also contains advice to 

urban planners and city authorities. For example the fourth copy of 2008 is scornful of the 

way that decision making takes place 'at the top': "Why is it that we have let our city officials 

lose their power when it comes to taking decisions about the neighbourhood. The 

agglomération [see chapter 5] is deeply problematic. What do people from other 
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municipalities know about Pissevin? Why did these people decide that they could replace 

the Henri Wallon school with a factory?" (ALP 2008: 14). In a poem about Valdegour, written 

by Marconot himself, the story is of a neighbour who cannot start his car one morning. The 

narrator explains that he tried to help out and opened the car up to see the motor which 

had disappeared and, having described the neighbourhood in the preceding verses, 

Marconot finishes: "A car without a motor finds it hard to start up / It is like social housing." 

(ALP 2008: 41). The tone of the paper oscillates between condemnation of officals and policy 

and an assertive tone that stresses the positive qualities of Pissevin and Valdegour, qualities 

that can be re-energised if they could receive a little boost.  

 

One of the main organised collectives in Pissevin and Valdegour is the local Valdegour 

newspaper: Le Journal de Valdegour [JDV]. Unlike other local papers (Le Midi Libre, La 

Gazette de Nîmes, Gard Mag'), the JDV does not come out as a daily, or indeed, as a weekly. 

Rather, those who run it see it as an outreach paper and attempt to fill its pages with the 

words (and works) of residents. Thus, it is not uncommon for the paper to mourn the passing 

of a long-term member of the Valdegour community or to comment and promote future 

events that are to take place. It also acts as a cook-book, has a sports page and gives space 

to the prose and poetry of residents, including rap lyrics. It is in every way, a strictly 

community paper, working as it does to keep the idea of the quartier alive and to spread a 

feeling of neighbourhood pride that the editing staff feel is heavily under threat. 

 

I suppose you could say that we were a little angry. You'd pick up the Midi Libre 

[the regional daily] and think to yourself that they aren't the best to comment on 

what's going on here... A lot of the time, in the press that everybody reads, all 

you see is rumours and things like hearsay. You have a couple of journalists who 

comment on positive events that go on there and some of them do so because 

they hear about what is going on from us first. Anyway, the feeling I had was that 

if you're tired of other people writing about the neighbourhood in always 

negative terms, then write about it yourself. 
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The Journal de Valdegour benefits from small levels of state funding, and at the time of the 

research had two paid staff that worked on its editorial board. Their work consists in 

promoting the paper, distributing it, getting subscriptions and hunting down financial 

support. The most important part of their work is to get children involved and writing about 

the neighbourhood, or about whatever interests them. This ranges from Martin Luther King 

(issue 68) to discussing the 'adolescence crisis' (issue 58). Importantly, many contributors to 

the JDV attempts to re-script the neighbourhood as a place that harbours positive things, not 

only criminality, deviance or fear.  
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We found... and we were not surprised at all... that loads of people wanted to 

collaborate. Sometimes, they wanted to write about football... They wanted to 

write about something in Algeria, in Tunisia. Sometimes, they wanted to share a 

recipe. We let everyone get a word in. But the most interesting things are when 

people write about the neighbourhood. That's when you see the true feelings 

people have and that it isn't all about fear and rap or whatever. 

 

 

 

 

 

Along with some of what Marconot (1988, 1994) has published on the topic, the JDV has 

made it a mission to open a visible space of contestation with the counter-discursive move 

of relating 'positive' stories of Valdegour (and Pissevin to a smaller extent). The narratives, 

the brief life stories, are all aimed at painting a picture that has nothing to do with the one 

that can be seen elsewhere. 

 

I saw this beautifully named TV documentary, it was shit. It was beautifully 

named: 'Nîmes: Cops under pressure and delinquents which are ready for 

everything'. The only person that this kind of shit serves are the interior ministry 

and Sarkozy. The funny thing is, you know that because this was on at 22h00, 

most of the Nîmois [residents of Nîmes] were watching their TVs. And what? 

They worry even more. They lock their doors, they watch out their windows in 

This section of the JDV invites residents to attend the "Welcome to your home" festival. It 

finishes with: "This will be an occasion to discover the richness of our neighbourhood and to 

show that living in Valdegour together is agreeable". 
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fear. Well, now what we want to do is distribute the JDV in their comfort zone. In 

Nîmes. In the centre. It is a bit like spreading the good news! [laughs] 'Look, we 

aren't just shooting each other, we are writing a paper!' 

 

The JDV is the most explicit attempt at changing the neighbourhood reputation and in some 

way, it has gone from being the fantasy of a group of two people, to becoming an important 

neighbourhood institution. The efforts made by the paper are the most monitored by 

outsiders and residents. In 2011, there was a small decrease in the publication levels and this  

caused a lot of sadness in Valdegour residents. The president of the paper explains that: 

 

When they see the name, the Journal de Valdegour, they think, like me... they 

think, this is our thing, you know? It is our thing, it shows the truth about the 

neighbourhood. And yes, we like to share it. I like to see people who take 

interest like you or the volunteers who work with us on it. [...] The JDV is a sense 

of pride for me but also, I think, for the people in Valdegour. 

 

Like the Almanach de Pissevin, the JDV often writes short commentaries on urban policy 

decisions. One of these, a moving article entitled 'Demolition', written by Atman K., deserves 

to be quoted at length:  

 

"It has started, the Galilée block is set to be demolished, after the Newton block, 

the Jean Perrin tower, the Archimède block, the bridge to Archimède street [...]. 

If people who once resided there want to let us know what they feel about the 

demolition, contact us and we will publish your reactions [...] [T]he falling stones 

are as many memories from my childhood that crumble and break like these sad 

bits of concrete. Soon Galilée will be gone and a large emptiness will take its 

place, aerating a neighbourhood that the city wants less dense, and this 

emptiness will drown my heart for many years to come. It is between the warm 

and comforting walls of a spacious apartment in Galilée that my life began [...]. 

The image of this building remains one of the most beautiful in my childhood 
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memories [...]. I know understand better the expression: 'things were better 

before'". 

 

 

 

The existence of the Almanach de Pissevin and of the JDV have prompted a group of school 

children to attempt the same initiative. Did'Info, while geared towards a younger audience 

has set its own objectives which are to give voice to a new generation of residents. It has set 

up a website and will be published on paper from September 2013. 

 

"Démolition", by Atman K. (Source: Journal de Valdegour, 68). 

Article in JDV announcing the birth of Did'Info. 
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A number of residents also try to re-represent their neighbourhood, in ways that are similar 

to the JDV. When they engage with a non-resident of the housing estates, residents of 

Pissevin and Valdegour sometimes repaint the neighbourhoods using a different language 

than that which is more commonly associated with them. 

 

7.4 - Everyday resistance to territorial stigmatisation?  

 7.4.1 - Challenging the idea of stigma 

 

A single parent whose partner was still in Morocco at the time of our interview reported that 

although she was not a fan of the type of graffiti that the neighbourhood seemed to offer 

she nonetheless believed that it was better than "the concrete walls and all that grey".  

 

To ask me about this stuff doesn't make sense anyway because what would I do? 

You see me scrubbing this off? I don't think anyone wants to. In a way, we'd feel 

we were annoying the person whose done the graffiti... And it isn't that I like it! It 

is just better than when it is always the same prefabricated walls and all that. At 

least, it gives a bit of colour. Sometimes they get cleaned. Rarely though huh. 

When they get cleaned, well you realise that it isn't like the wall behind was any 

prettier. 

 

Of course, this may signal that the respondent is speaking from within a youth-dominated 

society in which the graffiti artist may be feared and where the deletion of one's 'mark' or 

'signature' may lead to reprisal. Nonetheless, although the interviewee did, at one point, 

state that some youths from the neighbourhood were the source of 'trouble', fear of 

retribution for denouncing graffiti artist was not something she said she was worried about. 

While interviewing a woman whose husband had passed away twenty years prior and who 

found it hard to deal with the poor level of state benefits that she was forced to live on, I 
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mentioned the aesthetics of the cité of Pissevin. I had been expecting negative comments 

and, to my surprise, the respondent picked up on this quickly: 

 

You ask me because you want me to say it is shitty and you'd be right to ask me. 

I'm elderly and I'm French so I must be wanting to live away from here. Well, the 

truth is that I have applied with the HLM agency to move in the past. And they 

didn't get back to me for ages. When they did, I said, I'd settled it nicely and that 

I'd deal with all this. In a way, I know what you're getting at with your questions. 

This isn't the Luxembourg Gardens or the Champs Elysées [both in Paris] and it 

isn't a gift to look at. I suppose I learnt to like it because, I think that in a bigger 

city, I couldn't rely upon the help and the neighbourliness as much as I do here. 

When I see the walls of our buildings here, that's what it means to me, a 

neighbourhood struggling to make it and with a lot of self-help between the 

residents. I wouldn't reward the young guys who do the graffiti with a prize for 

sure but what the graffiti means to me isn't the same as to an outsider. 

 

This is yet another reminder of the tactics of identification, coping and stigma management 

that can at times operate in such neighbourhoods as Pissevin or Valdegour. For the 

respondent, graffiti did not qualify as aesthetic but it wasn't a concern with which she busied 

herself. She was at home in this neighbourhood or the part of it that qualified as home in her 

mind; those who had made the graffiti might have also been the people who helped her with 

her shopping baskets or kept the door open for her. Her awareness to this fact signals the 

potential to reinterpret marks of stigma as positive features of the urban landscape. 

Whether or not the resident was actually concerned with the graffiti, or indeed the presence 

of young people in stairwells and public places, matters little here. The fact that she had 

chosen to present what are usually associated with stigmatic representations of the 

neighbourhood as aspects of it that are not problematic is what counts. Considering that the 

respondent is of a certain age, she is one of those individuals that dominant visions perceive 

to be the biggest victims of uncontrollable banlieue youth. The fact that she wishes to deny 

that she is affected by this, even if it is only a representation of the neighbourhood that is 

narrated for me as an outsider to the estate is important. It demonstrates a decision to 
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ignore or combat the language that constructs Pissevin and Valdegour as profoundly run-

down and unliveable.  

  

 7.4.2 - Festivals and the production of 'foreign places' 

  

Festivals and to some extent festivities have been analysed by Henri Lefebre in his analysis of 

everyday life (Burgel et al 1987; see also Elden 2004: 118 and Sheringham 2006: 157-158). 

On a number of occasions, festivals and street parties were organised that presented 

ethnicity, foreign countries or Islamic holy days as central to the neighbourhood and to its 

apparent sense of community. Ramadan celebrations in banlieues and housing estates both 

contribute to stigmatisation and are a form of resistance through the assertion of pride in 

heritage. These celebrations are an integral part of the everyday lives of residents.  

 

Politicians have used these moments to push further the social construction of banlieues as 

Muslim places that operate outside the norm of Frenchness. Notwithstanding, in 2010, the 

Aïd el-Fitr ceremonies were highly inclusive nature. Muslims were of course present in the 

streets of Pissevin and Valdegour but so too, were a number of non-practicing people, 

including some of those who are participants in this reseearch. Eating traditional North 

African sweets and deserts handed out free by a woman outside her buildings front door, a 

group of white, black, North African, veiled and unveiled women speak and laugh in a scene 

that one could imagine less easily in Nîmes' city centre area, the famous historic centre. 

 

Other encounters with festivities took place in Valdegour when a group of Moroccan women 

from near the city of Meknes came to celebrate the exchange between Nîmes and the North 

African city. At this event, Valdegour residents who were from Morocco took the 

opportunity to speak in dialectal Arabic with people from a country or a region that they feel 

some bond to. The celebrations that such gatherings open up creates a sense of pride and 

breaks up the defensiveness with which some of the residents revert to when asked about 

their neighbourhood. In the minds of those who are visitors to the estates as well those who 
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reside there, the festivals are a chance to open public spaces of the estates in ways that 

challenge the readily accepted view that these are dangerous spaces. 

 

When you hear these Moroccan women congratulate you on the food you've 

made, on the attitude of the residents it makes you feel really warm in the heart 

you know. It makes you feel like you're giving these people from the bled92 for a 

good time. And a lot of them had heard terrible things about Valdegour before, 

you know. Some of them, they were a little scared I think, but today, it is sunny, 

everyone is happy... 

 

Events like these create spaces in which residents can ask for respect. This is made clear by 

the above respondent: 

 

The fact that we get these things running, that we make the food, install the 

tables outside and that we make conviviality [sic], that is something that 

deserves some respect, no? And what? We ask the police to come... They always 

turn down our invitations. And the mayor, he doesn't come. But you know what, 

so much the better if I'm honest. At least this way we are together and no one 

feels like they are being watched too closely. 

 

The togetherness, the food, the insistence on the origins of those organising the festivities, 

all of these reproduce a sense of community that is based upon the otherness of being more 

than French. The Arabic that was spoken throughout the afternoon during the Meknes 

women's visit would attract stares and feel out of place and be potentially treated as 

invasive outside the housing estates. The choice of clothing during a number of the 

festivities that I attended is, once again, an affirmation of ethnic identities that partly rely on 

a sense of the past, of a distant 'home country', of family roots and a reminder of what 

counts as tradition. 

 

                                                           
92

 In Arabic the word 'balad' (لد  means country or terrain. For urban dwellers, it has come to mean (ب

countryside. The word was shortened into 'bled' when it was incorporated into the French language. 
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The head of an association in Pissevin whose responsibility it is to co-organise a number of 

street parties and reunions describes the potentials that these groupings can create:  

 

You get Mrs. Something who chats to Mr. Something and that is the essence of 

the community spirit. It is very active here in Pissevin. You always have one 

person helping out another person and that's because you have this strong 

community spirit which is in part due to people knowing that they are all 

foreign... well, foreign outside Pissevin, you know what I mean. So yeah, I 

suppose that when we make a Moroccan couscous, or when we drink mint tea, 

we are celebrating our differences and our ancestors. [...] [Gatherings] have 

nothing to do with integration. It has to do with saying: "here, now, we're 

celebrating our ancestors. We're French. But we celebrate our roots because in 

Pissevin, we want to celebrate this diversity. It is a richness. 

 

By openly commemorating religious festivals that are linked to Islam or when celebrating the 

links that unite people from North Africa with the neighbourhood, the residents open up 

spaces that may be regarded as temporarily non-French, at least in as much as the dominant 

and 'legitimate' understanding of what this means is referred to. Although this also 

temporarily reinforces the image of these places as foreign and marginal, it reinforces 

neighbourhood ties that are vital for residents to gain the necessary feelings of pride that 

allow them to reject the negative images that are linked to these places. It partly allows for 

them to become the makers of different representations and counter-stigmatic imagery that 

I explore in the next section. 

 

7.5 – Neighbourhood appropriation and speaking back to stigma 

 

This section focuses on what might best be described as the everyday of life in the housing 

estates of Pissevin and Valdegour. Study of everyday life is linked to the works of Walter 

Benjamin, Henri Lefebvre, Roland Barthes, Georges Perec or Michel de Certeau (Sheringham 

2006). These authors find spaces for resistance to the oppression of capitalist exploitation 
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within the everyday, in festivals, acts of dérive and détournement or through walking, 

cooking and reading (see also Augoyard 2007 [1979]). Importantly, Erving Goffman (1959) 

has also written extensively about what he called 'the presentation of self in everyday life'. 

There, he describes a space in which individuals and groups can display specific attitudes and 

modes of being in order to project a sometimes manipulated projection of one's self to 

others. This is a sign of the agency that individuals possess as they weave through different 

frames in order to best represent themselves, they do the same in order to best represent 

their neighbourhoods. Here I shall be looking at the everyday tactics of resistance to stigma 

that signal to the individual agency of residents. I will explore the micro-powers that effect, 

destabilise and manipulate the already existing representations. 

 

 7.5.1 - Displaying profound attachment to the stigmatised place of residence 

 

During some of the interviews, the fact that a strong element of pride still exists for long-

term residents of Pissevin and Valdegour was clear. The feeling that one is at home in the 

cités was palpable in interviews with a number of participants, particularly those born within 

the housing estates. I spoke to a young woman who had won a competition (Le Talent des 

Cités) to become an entrepreneur. The money she had earned was enough for her to start 

her own small local recycling company and she decided that she would open this up in 

Valdegour, where she had always lived. At the time of our interview, in February 2010, she 

balanced helping with the after school association, the Maison de l'Accompagnement 

Scolaire, with her newly established position as head of Le Coin Ecolo - which translates 

loosely as 'the eco corner'.  

 

Above all else, what is important for me here is to say: "Look, we know how to 

recycle here too." It is surprising how much nonsense you hear about Valdegour. 

And when I set up Le Coin Ecolo, people were really surprised. The truth, to be 

honest, it is that I wouldn't have set it up anywhere else. 

 

This display of attachment to the neighbourhood contradicts a number of statements made 

by Pierre Bourdieu about the degrading effects of residing in the French banlieues (1999 
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[1993]: 123). Examples of this profound attachment were reasonably frequent in my 

interview data. For example, upon his retirement, a school teacher from Pissevin decided 

that after 25 years, it was time to move to the city centre. During our interview he explained 

why this had turned out to be a bad idea: 

 

As soon as I had loaded the last box into the van, I felt terrible. I couldn't 

remember why I was leaving and I sat there, in the van, just silent [...]. I was 

looking at the walls, at the city around me and thinking: 'I liked it here'. After one 

year in the city centre, I decided I'd had enough. [...] I guess I was just bored. You 

know, you go the cinema once, you go to a café... And then what? I'd be coming 

back here to meet with the friends and chat with my old school kids. 

 

Acts like moving back to a stigmatised neighbourhood, opening a small company when all 

indications are that it may be robbed and looted, challenge the everyday understandings 

that life in Pissevin and Valdegour must be difficult and that residents choose to leave as 

soon as the cultural or economic capital enables them to do so. These examples are just 

that. Examples. They are examples that tell us that there are those who succeed in 

reconstructing Valdegour or Pissevin (or both) as home-places, places that bring comfort, 

pleasure, warmth and joy.  

 

They are also places of memory for all those who were brought up in these neighbourhoods 

and this too tends to be erased by the discourse that presents these housing blocks as 

temporary. A resident of Pissevin since the early 1970s and an ex-teacher in the area, one 

respondent explains that: 

 

We hear a lot about, you know: 'It is inhuman for people to live in these buildings 

that are falling apart'. There is a lot of silliness in these statements. The people 

who say it aren't bad but they are slightly silly. If they feel pity for the poor in the 

city, it isn't by saying things that will ultimately lead to more demolitions that 

they will make changes. Because when you say the buildings are crappy, you are 

saying: 'Wouldn't people be better off elsewhere?' So you take away all the 
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memories that come with the buildings,  with the neighbourhood. It is a 

collective thing that the residents have in common but if the region decides to... 

well if they knock it down, it goes away. But I understand, if you look at the 

towers, you can't really think: 'Well, this must be a place that people have 

affection for'. I understand why people would want to see them torn down, but 

it is like if someone came to your house and knocked it down because they 

thought, well, it is a bit crappy. So, where your children grew up, where your wife 

meets her friends and all that, all that has no meaning beyond your house so why 

not get rid of it if its ugly. 

 

In this long quote, the resident is apprehensive about discourses that present pity for the 

residents of estates who are made to live in buildings with unpleasant physical appearances. 

This, he believes, further legitimates the current rhetoric of demolition, something that can 

be justified because it is 'for the good of the residents'. What the resident wishes to express 

is that the buildings appear to outsiders as unattractive concrete blocks and this is further 

constituted as a source of despair for the residents. The fact that these are the homes of 

people with families and that, notwithstanding a decrepit outside appearance, the 

apartments inside may be perfectly liveable, is entirely forgotten in discourses of demolition 

and 'renovation'. The aesthetic of the buildings is understood in different ways by some 

residents. A woman from Valdegour explains that she was sad when the authorities tore 

down the Archimède block in Valdegour. Her cousins lived there in the 1980s in light of 

these recent demolitions, she recalls all her fond memories of the place: 

 

[T]hey say it is nice because without Archimède you can see more of the sky and 

stuff like that. But all those memories, all those families with all those stories. 

Basically, it has all gone. I don't think they were worth anything beyond 

Valdegour. So no, I don't think it is nicer or prettier now. 

 

This once again suggests that some residents actually wish to reside in the stigmatised 

housing estates. The participant is another example of someone whose choice has been to 

remain active in the estate of Valdegour even though her financial situation and that of her 
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husband would enable them to leave. Of course, it could be interpreted that these choices 

are not really choices at all. It might be said that those who choose not to move from the 

cités have in fact internalised the stigmatic language to such an extent that they know they 

would feel uncomfortable and 'out of place' conducting their daily lives outside of it. This is 

an important consideration and one that I will address in the next sub-section. 

  

 7.5.2 – Appropriating and reworking the language of stigma 

 

As I manoeuvred between the narratives of residents I was regularly exposed to people 

referring back to the technocratic language of the past. References to the 'ZUP nord' and the 

'ZUP sud' were frequent. What is more, I observed another tendency which was to create 

counter identities as non-Nimois. Many of the younger residents told me to think of them as 

ZUPéens (or ZUSéens), not Nîmois. In some instances, the definition of oneself as from the 

ZUP was explained in terms that emphasised multiple points of belonging as well as 

departures from belonging to 'Frenchness': 

 

Some French people live here, it's true. [...] But basically, it's just Arabs and blacks 

and when we go to Nîmes, they look at us bizarrely because they know we're 

from the ZUP. [...] The ZUP sticks to your skin. You can't be properly French when 

you're from here [...] And honestly, I don't care at all because I'm from Pissevin, 

I'm Moroccan [...] They don't want us so I don't want them. 

 

A slightly younger respondent expressed feelings which were quite clearly directed at 

reinforcing the separating between cité residents and those who had not learnt how to cope 

under its constraints. 

 

A: The full measure of what it is to live here, you can't understand it unless it 

happens to you. And then you'd expect that I'd be like... it is shit right? Well no. I 

think people should know that  we love life in the ghetto. Putain, it is brilliant. It is 

awesome here. [...] [But] you have to be born here to survive in it. You need to 
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learn a lot. It isn't like just going to your neighbours mansion twice a year. People 

here, they have all these rules and stuff [...] Those who've been here long 

enough, we like it here. 

 

PK: Would you say you are proud to be from here? 

 

A: Sure! I mean I'm saying you need to know the ropes. [...] The ZUP is our home. 

I'm a ZUPéen, and so is my neighbour. We're all Zupéens, even the elderly, the 

babies, the women, the working people... We don't think of ourselves as other 

than from the ZUP. 

 

Later in our discussion, the man explained that those who had recently been moved into the 

neighbourhood would eventually "find it too tough and just leave". The idea that to be a 

resident of an urban policy priority space is something which requires specific 'street' 

knowledge and grounded understandings is a phenomenon which is experienced by some of 

those who reside in poverty neighbourhoods throughout the world as a source of pride 

(Hagedorn, 2008). This resounds with what Manuel Castells (2004 [1997]: 9) has called the 

"exclusion of the excluders by the excluded". 

 

In younger generations, the pride emanated directly from the negative representations. To 

have grown up in Pissevin or Valdegour notwithstanding what was said about these places 

was perceived as a sign of inner worth and individual adaptability. Appropriating the 

apparently negative word in a way which was open to definition was one of the most 

common linguistic forms of play that I encountered. The words 'ghetto', 'banlieue' or 'cité' 

became used in ways which were clearly meant to exclude me as researcher and those who 

have not resided within these spaces.  

 

When asked about crime in the area, most residents described the cités as safe. It was thus 

intriguing to listen to the younger generations talking inside the headquarters of associations 

while they insisted on describing the cité in words that fitted the stigmatising images that 

are produced outside their worlds. It is tempting to see in the attitudes of these residents 
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and in the discussions that they had with non-residents, such as myself or social workers, an 

attempt to throw back the 'ghetto' image at those who have constructed it. It is in some way 

as though they perform an identity which has been scripted for them. Meanwhile, they are 

intent on disavowing the negative imagery that accompanies these identities, treating them 

as inexistent, mythical, made up. The process of performance and denial has led to a 

reframing of the terms which were originally affixed to the space of the housing estates. 

Younger residents seemed to thrive off the image of being the 'Other' and in so doing, 

positioned themselves in visible spaces where they could be recast as central occupiers and 

'owners' of the cité. Middle aged residents used similar re-categorisations. For instance, with 

the phrase “I am going to Nîmes to do some shopping”, Valdegour or Pissevin are 

reconstituted as cities in themselves in a move which demonstrates the rejection of any 

core/periphery theorisation.  

 

 7.5.3 - Territorial appropriations of banlieue spaces 

 

Banlieues spaces are depicted in mainstream media and discourse as veritable no-go zones 

into which few dare to venture. The neighbourhoods of Pissevin and Valdegour are no 

exception. Wednesday is the only day when non-residents undertake a brief visit to Pissevin. 

A market takes place in the main square of the neighbourhood. A further testimony to the 

ways in which such areas are cast as ‘outside’ lies in the name that this market is given by 

non-residents. Indeed, the 'marché Arabe', the Arab market, is now known in most of Nîmes 

and its labelling casts the weekly event as one located beyond the borders of Frenchness. 

One respondent from the city of Nîmes made clearly made this point in an interview: 

 

I felt I was abroad. It is phenomenal in terms of price, it is incredible. Very, very 

competitive. And it is very fun. It was a little like tourism because it is clearly an 

Arab market in an Arab neighbourhood [...]. I didn't want to go alone. 
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The final comment about fearing to venture into Pissevin alone is an important one. 

Although the market does attract people to the neighbourhood, this is usually accompanied 

by feelings of unease by visitors. The anxieties of non-residents are clearly accompanied by 

curiosity for a part of the city that is relatively mysterious and the representations of which 

are mostly stigmatising. I visited the market one morning in the company of four family 

acquaintances. It was their first visit to the neighbourhood and they had numerous 

questions to ask.  

 

The time spent in these cités by non-residents who visit the market is extremely limited. 

Having driven in, it is unthinkable that these weekly visitors might wander into the rest of 

the cité. Instead, they follow the neat row of the market stalls before returning to their 

parked cars. Here is an entry from my note-taking on the morning of Wednesday 17th of 

February 2010: 

 

"A number of the market stalls sell cheap clothing. Veiled women stop by them 

and talk with vendors. A couple with huge basket stop and shake their heads at 

the shoes with a smile. (11:47am)" 

 

The weekly market in Pissevin's main square (Source: photo by the author). 
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Another entry was made in respect to the parking lot outside the supermarket in Pissevin, a 

parking lot that gets unusually clogged on market days: 

 

"Medium to nice car brands today. Hectic parking. Not many people going to the 

supermarket. Man with Renault is back after what cannot be more than ten 

minutes. Not clear what he bought but he has a plastic bag. (10:00am)" 

 

Other observations revealed that the visitors are indeed only temporary. There is little 

reason why they should stroll away from the line of market stalls and thus their itinerary is 

fixed and clearly delineated. Some, like the man in his Renault, appear to have learnt where 

to go in order to get to the specific desired goods. I am aware of a number of people who 

would, for instance, regularly visit Pissevin market for the large bushy clumps of coriander 

that can be bought at a much cheaper price than anywhere else in the city. The 'foreignness' 

of the sought after foodstuff, which is usually associated with North African cuisine in 

France, is another demonstration of the way in which the market is constituted as a foreign 

space. The only other ‘visitors’ to the neighbourhoods, other than social workers and 

occasional emergency doctors, are the police whose presence is also only ever transitive and 

motorised (see Stébé 2005). In contrast to this, the ability to walk through the 

neighbourhood, to know its every nook and cranny is a sure statement of the appropriation 

of territory; the spaces are consumed in ways that highlight the tactical appropriations which 

is made of them (de Certeau, 1984). The difference between insider and outsider can often 

be spotted by those in search of an absent street sign or those incapable of finding the 

footbridge or underpass that would otherwise allow them to reach another building or 

public space. One man, after several meetings, informed me that my 'style of walking' 

through the neighbourhood positioned me as a clear outsider. Not only did I look lost, but I 

demonstrated signs of unease at times that highlighted me as foreign. Half humorously, he 

briefly set about 'teaching me' to 'relax' and to walk casually. 
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Tactical appropriations of space were at work in several other ways. Men and women of all 

ages congregate in the public squares in Valdegour and Pissevin, sitting on benches, under 

trees or on grassy patches. The elderly talk passionately, saluting each other, pausing for 

long chats at all hours of the day. Families encounter other families outside Pissevin's Marc 

Bernard library, on the Claude Debussy square. A group of youths use plastic bins as goal 

posts and block off a street for use as a football pitch, only stopping to let scooters or cars 

pass. Without the given 'knowledge' that Pissevin and Valdegour are threatening places 

inhabited by deviant populations, and without a script enabling non-residents to read the 

tower blocks of the stigmatised banlieues, there is nothing that differentiates everyday life in 

Valdegour and Pissevin from that which goes on in the old city-centre. Residents of all 

backgrounds and ages seem to evolve in these settings in ways that are not only 

harmonious, but that would fail to stand out from the given 'norm' were it not for an 

imposed way of reading the landscape. One group that is particularly understood as deviant 

is composed of the (mostly male) adolescents and young adults that come up repeatedly in 

literature on banlieues (Bachmann 1993; Lepoutre 2001 [1997]; Sauvadet 2004; Roché 

2006). 

A group of children playing football on the pavement while parents stand by and watch.  
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Cité youths actively engage in making themselves visible in public spaces and thereby claim 

the space. They do so in public parks, in the street and at the front of the buildings within 

the neighbourhoods. Most commentators focus on the assumed threat that these young 

adults pose, on the noise that they create and on the simple fact that it is not ‘normal’ for 

youth to spend their days out of work, loitering and out of school. This has resulted in a law 

voted for “internal security” on the 18th of March 2003. It legislates the presence of people 

in stairwells and public access to buildings which clearly demarcates the legitimate use of 

space from that which is strange or unusual. Other examples of claiming space include the 

act of praying in streets to highlight the absence of a mosque in Pissevin. 

Street occupation: young men watch while a group of older men has a heated exchange in Arabic 
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Finally, the commonality of practices of détournement signal the playfulness with which the 

neighbourhood is remade into something that should be protected, appreciated and taken 

pride in. One of these examples was shown to me in a picture by a respondent who was 

extremely amused by what he saw one day: A placard rests against a fence before the 

destruction of one of Valdegour's towers. It has evidently been attached there by the 

destruction company in order to keep people away. One must imagine what had once been 

written on the placard before its modification: "Chantier interdit au public", meaning that 

the construction/destruction site is forbidden to the public. The 'Ch' and 'n' have been 

erased and in their a 'K' and an 'r' have been painted. The new meaning, "Kartier interdit au 

public" reveals the author's intention of forbidding the neighbourhood (the 'quartier' that 

has been written here in a playful simplified form) to the public. At a time when the author's 

neighbourhood was partly being demolished, this act of détournement is a sign of the 

possessive desire to keep the neighbourhood free from outsiders. It provides the viewer 

with an arresting message that is both amusing, memorable and moving as well as saying to 

all those who read it that, notwithstanding the stigma, this is "our" neighbourhood.  

 

Street signs indicating Valdegour and the Lumière et Piété mosque. 
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Sadly, graffiti can also act as a marker of nostalgia (Dilsizian 2007). Pride for one's 

neighbourhood is certainly not incompatible with the knowledge that it is suffering from 

disinvestment. Several shops have closed in Pissevin's shopping arcade and they are not 

being reinvested by new renters. Some of the premises are privately owned and others have 

been bought by the social landlord that runs most of the estate. Clearly, the 

neighbourhood's reputation is problematic in that few dare to open shops there. On one 

closed shutter, the face of a man is painted on with a graffiti that reads "Salut l'artiste!", 

which means 'Bye bye artist' but can also be read as 'see you around my friend' in French. 

When I asked who the man was, I was informed that he had once been a cobbler and that he 

had died. No-one has taken over the premises of his shop but he is remembered in this 

nostalgic street painting which celebrates Pissevin's past. On the stairs of the old 

gymnasium, closed because it was deemed unsafe, another graffiti reads "As you came, you 

will disappear; in our memories, you will stay" (comme tu es venu, tu partiras; dans les 

mémoires tu resteras), another reminder of the glorious past of the neighbourhood. 
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7.6 - Conclusion 

 

Even though the stigmatisation of place is recognised as a major problem for those who live 

within it, this chapter has demonstrated that this is a concern which is shared by non-

residents of cités. What is more, it has shown that there exists a variety of attempts to 

alleviate some of the material and symbolic consequences of neighbourhood stigma. There 

are those non-residents and residents of Pissevin and Valdegour who are profoundly 

engaged in the endeavour to reduce the negative representations that are linked to housing 

estates in Nîmes. Finding remedies to this creates a number of frustrations as working within 

a system that perpetuates neighbourhood inequalities is seen as oppressive and suffocating. 

The acts and efforts of social workers and volunteers are geared towards providing victims of 

territorial stigmatisation with the means to deal and cope more efficiently with some the 

consequences that this process unleashes. Crucially, this chapter also highlights the fact that 

conceptualisations and understandings that non-residents of housing estates come to 'know' 

about these places are no more than social constructs. Through the actions of mediators 

between banlieue spaces and the other parts of the city, the production of new 'knowledges' 

is enacted and enforced from the bottom up. 

 

What the chapter has tried to address is central to the thesis as a whole. The argument here 

is that residents of stigmatised neighbourhoods should be considered with more attention 

than as merely the victims of domination. 'Weak actors' as they have been labelled by Payet 

et al. (2008), are not merely the victims of stronger dominating powers. They often find 

places in which to express a voice or make visible what others attempt to keep invisible 

(urban planners, for instance). Their actions, whether one chooses to consider them as 

resistive, transgressive or as ways of coping, leave indelible traces in the social and discursive 

worlds that are produced in our societies. The responses that residents of Pissevin and 

Valdegour put forward to counter stigmatising gazes are varied. The tactics that they resort 

to and their means of coping with the consequences of place stigma are fundamental even 

though they might well be regarded as unimportant by those wishing to measure the full 
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impact of domination in purely structural terms. Following Scott (1989: 50), I do not believe 

that these tactical responses are merely "trivial coping mechanisms". Evidently, the residents 

of French banlieues, and of Pissevin and Valdegour in particular, are the victims of an 

increasingly revanchist and neoliberal form of "republicanism"  (see Dikeç 2007a, 2007b) 

that now has little or no need for the urban (sub)proletariat of the French housing estates. It 

is in no way my intention to ignore the hardships that banlieues and cités residents 

experience on a daily basis. Yet it is important to also explore the reactions, counter-

discursive productions and means of coping that people living under the burden of prejudice 

can nonetheless develop. In all stigmatised places, people develop creative means of dealing 

with the harsh reality of their lives there.  

 

Before explaining why an approach that is concerned with the micro-social events that 

constitute everyday life has relevance, I will state what these acts do not achieve. They have 

not as yet had the power to prevent the demolitions which have occurred in Valdegour and 

they do not prevent persistent address discrimination for banlieues residents in search of a 

job. They have not changed the fact that schooling is made problematic by under-funding. 

None of the residents with whom I spoke truly believe that these acts and tactics would 

result in an immediate change to the ways in which urban policy is produced and scripted. In 

performing these actions, however mundane, and of course through more organised 

resistance and political mobilisation which does occur regularly in these spaces (Kokoreff 

2003), banlieue residents perpetually force a whole nation to reconsider certain aspects of 

daily life that are taken for granted and to rethink the texts that are written by institutions 

and urban planning. They participate in making visible aspects of the city that would 

otherwise have been left invisible. Although not all these actions literally 'give voice' they 

create paradoxical places, places that reproduce the positions of those who are 'out of place' 

in what can be regarded as self-fulfilling prophecies. Yet they do it in a way that quite clearly 

resonates with the idea that some cité dwellers are striking back at stigma and are unwilling 

to be its passive victims. 

 

It remains to be said that these symbolic modes of resistance are in themselves a way of 

reproducing the conditions of domination which have served to keep their practitioners at 
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bay of mainstream society. Yet somehow, these actions, conducted outside the 'norm', also 

allow for considerations of the historical circumstances which, in enforcing strict inequalities 

in the city, have allowed for resistance to be necessary and inevitable. Marconot (1988) 

claims that the main problem with the neighbourhoods of Pissevin and Valdegour is that 

they have always been portrayed as incomplete and therefore inassimilable. Meanwhile, the 

residents cope with these facets of the neighbourhood and come to embody them with 

pride. 
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Chapter 8 - Concluding remarks: A right to the cité? 

 

8.1 - Summary of the research findings 

 

At the outset of this thesis, I stated that I was interested in successfully uncovering the 

dominant images and representations that condition the French population to instantly 

regard representations of a tainted banlieue landscape as something that lies outside the 

'norm'. The social construction of these spaces, via discourses of vilification, securitisation 

and racialisation, has very tangible effects as it creates neighbourhoods that are imagined to 

be no-go zones, into which the police forces and even the fire brigade are unwelcome by 

residents. This consolidates the fact that very few non-residents of housing estates ever set 

foot in any urban policy designated 'sensitive urban zone', thus furthering the urban 

marginalisation of these neighbourhoods. Meanwhile, the only 'knowledge' that non-estate 

residents have of these places is determined by 'experts in cultural production' who express 

themselves through a variety of media (see Bourdieu 1994). All of this results in banlieues 

spaces taking the blame for breeding a different class of citizens who are broken down into 

two groups: the fearing, terrified banlieue resident who is 'the real victim'; and on the other 

side, the violent youth and their parents, the welfare scrounging populations who refuse to 

internalise the true values of Frenchness.  

 

Some work has been conducted on tracing the origins of the 'blemish of place' in a variety of 

different contexts. The very concrete material effects of territorial stigmatisation are well 

known and the literature on this topic has grown considerably in recent years, both in France 

and in the rest of the world (e.g. Fortuin and van Kempen 1998; Gray and Mooney 2011; 

Jensen and Christensen 2012; Keene and Padilla 2010; Perlman 2004; Purdy 2003; Sernhede 

2007, 2011; Slater and Anderson 2012; Wacquant 2007b). All of these studies make 

apparent the clear contextual variations between different neighbourhoods in a number of 

geographical environments with various historical backgrounds. They work well when read 

together insofar as few studies have actively attempted comparative urban studies on 
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territorial stigmatisation93. Undeniably, territorial stigmatisation dictates patterns of state 

investment and disinvestment. In the case of Valdegour and Pissevin - as in any other French 

'sensitive urban zone' - these patterns can be traced on a number of scales, ranging from the 

local and municipal level to the departmental, regional and national levels. All are 

determinant in defining the lives of the residents in these neighbourhoods. They also 

establish where neighbourhoods can position themselves (and are positioned by others) 

within these administrative scales, from Nîmes Métropole, to the département and to the 

larger région of Languedoc-Roussillon. Persistent address discrimination and everyday 

frustration at the often poor public transport facilities available to residents are but two 

consequences of the demonization of place94. Stigma can also lead to the desire to 'fix' the 

neighbourhood in certain ways which, in the case of Valdegour, has meant 'renovation 

through demolition', formulated in policy documents as the 'opening up of spaces' to 

counteract the 'citadel effect' in place in the housing estate (FNOHLM 2007). Some 

respondents whose words have been transcribed in this thesis have clearly expressed their 

fears that the entire neighbourhood of Valdegour, with its beautiful views over the rest of 

the city, is set for an 'ultimate remodelling' that would lead to the reclaiming of prime real 

estate space. Such emotional reactions to what urban policy decisions produce as 

'commonsensical' approaches to urban renewal are unexpected in a context where the 

entire neighbourhood is perceived and reproduced negatively by outsiders. That is what 

makes them so central to this thesis. 

 

My interest in territorial stigmatisation as a process has also emanated from a desire to 

understand what the negative representations that are produced outside tainted places 

actually do to those who live in the so-called banlieues. With the material consequences of 

                                                           
93

 Wacquant's work, referenced throughout this thesis, is an obvious example of a comparative study of 

stigmatised neighbourhoods in two differing national contexts but it is important to keep in mind that the 

research results are over twenty years old. An important notable exception which attempts to challenge the 

study of tainted places through the lens of 'skid row' districts is Laura Huey's international comparative work on 

policing in Edinburgh, San Francisco and Vancouver. Although it does not tackle 'territorial stigmatisation' as 

such, it offers great insights onto the ways in which marginalisation is produced and then dealt with by 

residents of areas that are defined as severely problematic (Huey 2007). 

94
 See Burquier (2004) for a review of public transport inside the city of Nîmes and of the vital importance that 

it represents to residents of Valdegour, Pissevin and the other housing estates. 
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stigmatisation and the lived realities of residents very much in mind, my interest throughout 

the research process has been geared towards both understanding the stories that people 

from housing estates tell to locate themselves, and to discover whether they feel any sense 

of attachment to places that are constituted as threatening and uninhabitable. I set about to 

gain a better insight into the multiple ways in which residents are exposed to stigmatising 

representations but also how they respond to these representations, whatever form they 

might take. In chapter 6, I have argued that to an extent,  some residents can internalise 

negative stereotypes and experience fear, anxieties and feelings of ambivalence towards 

their neighbourhoods. In conceptualising the cités in this way, they reproduce the language 

of stigma that defines their place of residence. These residents resort to the coping 

mechanism of "lateral denigration and mutual distanciation" (Wacquant 2008a: 240) in 

order to attribute the blame for territorial stigmatisation elsewhere. This can be said to be a 

consequence of power relations understood as domination versus submission. However, I 

have shown that this tactic reveals relations which are much more complex than this 

simplistic binary understanding of power would let us believe. As long as people are not 

actively trying to escape the housing estates - and according to a respondent working for the 

social landlord, Habitat du Gard, numbers are "low to moderate" - then it is difficult to say 

for certain that they really are affected by the fearful imagery. As such, what is fundamental 

about strategies that consist in placing the blame elsewhere is that they begin to reveal that 

people feel some level of attachment to the specific neighbourhood that they reside in. To say 

that the area in which one lives is only 'tainted' insofar as it lies close to other urban quarters 

is to display the uncomfortable reality that stigma can penetrate the minds of those most 

marginalised. Notwithstanding, it is also a demonstration of the potential failures of stigma 

where respondents fail to grasp precisely why their own neighbourhood or block of flats 

would be included among the 'bad places' (mauvais quartiers). In fact, as residents point 

fingers to other parts of the Pissevin, Valdegour, or to specific areas within either cité, they 

open up a defence of the virtuous nature of their own living space, tower-block or, indeed, 

their entire housing estate. In resorting to tactics of blame, a number of residents 

demonstrate that they do, in fact, care about the reputation of the specific part of the 

housing estate in which they reside. Jean-François Augoyard had already made these 

findings during discussions with housing estate residents outside Paris:  
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“Everyday language talks about a ‘feeling of being at home’ that meets with 

success or struggles to be successful or that fails, depending on the case at hand. 

One also hears, ‘This place feels good to me,’ ‘I feel good here,’ ‘I don’t feel 

rejected here’” (Augoyard 2007: 79). 

 

I have insisted on the fact that the internalisation of stigma is not an either/or problem. 

Rather, whether they live in the neighbourhood or not, there are those who challenge the 

narrow conception of housing estates as deviant places 'on the margins' of French cities. This 

is of importance as it offers an alternative reading to banlieues as places that are populated 

by either deviant groups, or by people who have internalised negative representations and 

who are desperate to leave their home neighbourhood. In chapter 7, I built upon the diverse 

challenges to stigmatisation. The chapter began by exploring geographies of caring that are 

performed and enacted by social workers and people engaged in neighbourhood 

associations, whether they are residents of Pissevin and Valdegour or not. Although it has 

not developed this in great detail, I have insisted that caring roles are not restricted to social 

worker and volunteers. Indeed, doctors and nurses as well as teachers are vital actors who 

penetrate the neighbourhood's supposed fixed boundaries on a regular basis. The chapter 

then discussed neighbourhood committee attempts at placing the voices of residents on an 

equal level as that of others in Nîmes in order to best tackle social injustice in the cités. The 

very active re-writing of news in the housing estates with the dispersion of the Journal de 

Valdegour was discussed as an important way to re-represent neighbourhoods that are not 

usually discussed in positive lights in the local press95. 

 

The everyday, seemingly mundane acts of denying the existence of stigma or of 

appropriating housing estate spaces through a variety of ways, either effective or merely 

playful and affective, was discussed in the final part of this chapter. The possibility that 

resistance may be performed every day and routinely is one that is interesting as it once 

                                                           
95

 See Hargreaves (1994) for a discussion of the tag 'banlieue' in the French written press. 
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again positions housing estate residents as co-constructors of the representation of 

banlieues and not only as the passive victims of a dominating power.  

 

8.2 - Limitations of the thesis and directions for future research 

 

It is important to take note of a number of limitations that accompany the contributions that 

are made in this thesis. These should be taken to imply the possibility of future research on 

territorial stigmatisation in average-sized cities such as Nîmes. The first limitation is more of 

a caveat. Indeed, time has moved on since my periods of fieldwork and things have evolved 

in both Valdegour and Pissevin. A new middle school has been constructed in Pissevin with a 

number of up-to-date facilities. One of the respondents with whom I am still in contact has 

written saying that this has had a tremendous positive effect on residents in the surrounding 

area: "It was in all the papers and I think it can only modify the neighbourhoods' reputation 

for the best" (personal communication, 10-09-2012). Another communication received from 

an additional respondent in April 2013 has also been telling in that it reveals how much time 

itself is a vital factor for interviewees: "You should have been here last week. We had a 

minister over, not sure you know François Lamy. But it was really positive. Where is your 

research? I'd love to have stuff to show people like that." (Personal communication, 19-04-

2013). 

 

Valdegour has also been in the news in relation to violence, when a doctor was assaulted as 

he was visiting a patient at night. The reputation of this estate is increasingly stigmatised and 

the Midi Libre has written on several occasions about the attack (e.g. Midi Libre 2012e). The 

comments to these articles on the web-site of the daily newspaper are illustrative of the 

increasing racialisation and disgust that Nîmois feel for Valdegour. A further exploration of 

the divide between Valdegour and Pissevin could well have been elaborated upon. As 

Vieillard-Baron (2007) has noted, the reputation of Pissevin feeds off and constructs itself 

against Valdegour in the press and in the urban policy discussions. Whereas Pissevin is 

presented as having some future, albeit an unclear one, Valdegour's reputation ensures that 

the future will take the path of more demolitions (Mairie de Nîmes 2010; see also Zappi 

2013).   
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This connects to another potential qualification that should be kept in mind while 

considering this thesis. My study was limited to two of the four housing estates located 

within Nîmes. In the first period of fieldwork, I visited Chemin-bas-d'Avignon and the Mas-

de-Mingue on a number of occasions and my original intention was to attempt a comparison 

of all four neighbourhoods. The data that this would have generated would have been 

considerable, in particular considering the intensive efforts that are made to render Chemin-

bas-d'Avignon suitable to the promotion of private ownership (Vieillard-Baron 2007). A 

discussion and comparison of Nîmes' four housing estates might well have provided a more 

detailed analysis of territorial stigmatisation. 

 

A further aspect of the research that could be developed further is a closer attention to 

gender and age. I have specified the gender and the relative age of my participants when I 

have thought this to be relevant. However, I often did not to elaborate on the details as my 

enquiry was limited to a general appreciation of language use and its potential 

'internalisation' and reproduction by residents of housing estates. It struck me throughout 

the research, that for a number of reasons the linguistic representations of place that my 

respondents enunciated were often fairly similar regardless of gender. This may well have 

been because the age group of the participants was determinant. Indeed, it has been 

suggested by some researchers that the youth in France's stigmatised banlieues have a 

distinct way of thinking space (Dubet 1987; Sauvadet 2004, 2006b). I believe there to be 

issues in adding to the differentiation between youth and others in the housing estates, not 

least because this may lead to furthering the imagined divide between a legitimate group 

and a deviant one inhabiting the banlieues. Of course, determining exactly when one stops 

being the stereotypical 'jeune de cité to become an 'adult' (ie. not burning cars during riots 

anymore) is an exercise that is practically impossible, if not absurd. However, it is regrettable 

that I did not engage with residents of a younger age (the youngest participant was 24 at the 

time of the interview). The opportunity came up on a number of occasions but the ethics 

committee that signed off on this project did so under the condition that no minors were to 

be involved. An entirely different series of ethics forms would have been required and the 

project may have ended up looking markedly different to the way it currently stands. 
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Ultimately, the inclusion of the stigmatised jeunes de banlieue are restricted in this thesis to 

observations that I made of youth in public places, inside the Marc Bernard library and 

within the premises of local associations. 

 

This point leads me to highlight another limitation of this thesis relating to the relatively 

small population size of my respondents. Although, I have made claims to that some of my 

conclusions could be applied more generally, it needs to be underlined that 39 people 

cannot speak for France's housing estates, or indeed for the  housing estates in the city of 

Nîmes. There are immense differences between the ways that social housing 

neighbourhoods are regarded depending on the city, the region and the nature of rumour. 

Scale matters and needs to be taken into full account (Musterd 2008). In Urban Outcasts 

(2008a), Loïc Wacquant alerts us to the importance of scale, structure and function in his 

assessments of the US ghetto and the French banlieue but these concerns need to be 

reapplied when studying stigmatised spaces outside of any international comparisons. 

Notwithstanding, this thesis hopes to have presented a testable hypothesis. The research 

presented here is intended to provide a 'snapshot' of the language used when reference is 

made to a home or neighbourhood that is stigmatised and it is hoped that it underlines the 

importance of belonging for many French housing estate residents96. 

 

In an attempt to find a method that is more ‘morally aware’ and ‘non-hierarchical’ (Pain 

2004: 652), I would have liked to involve interviewees further into the project by making 

them ‘participate’ alongside me. On top of keeping diaries of their everyday experiences 

within the banlieues, I would have tried to ask these participants to take pictures (with a 

camera phone, or a throwaway camera) every time that they would have felt that they were 

exposed and confronted to a representation which they perceived to be one of their 

neighbourhoods. In that way, it might have transpired that I was trying to let the residents 

do the observation themselves in order to rediscover and rethink their places of residence 

and the multiple levels of representations which could be made about them. Some of these 

representations come in forms that are other than visual – smell, sound and music for 
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 This was similarly depicted in Hyra (2008), where New York's Harlem and Chicago's Bronzeville residents 

describe their neighbouhoods in particularly affective ways. 



244 

 

example. While keeping in mind the cautions which have been offered by a number of 

theorists about using photographic methods inappropriately because “all photos lie” 

(Goldstein 2007; see also Emmison 2004), for the purposes of answering my research 

question, I believe it would have been suitable to limit the exercise to visual representation. I 

would have left it up to each participant to determine the scale and nature of their home 

and place of belonging. Thus, this might have allowed for a number of illuminating insights 

into how each resident ‘copes’ with everyday life in a stigmatised neighbourhood and where 

it is that a boundary is set between comfort zones within it. 

 

I feel that I have adequately dealt with my initial research question but that visual 

techniques would have been useful in addition to the methods that I have used. They would 

be helpful in determining how representations fit into the broader discursive structures that 

(re)produce the banlieues and how these contribute to territorial stigmatisation. There is 

also a possibility that some of the pictures taken by residents would have in fact opposed 

processes of stigmatisation and this would in turn have contributed to highlighting the 

intense complexity of the banlieue as a place of multiple meanings. Ultimately, less 

'conservative' methods such as these would open up the possibility of an analysis that could 

have included more about how the neighbourhoods are felt and I could have developed the 

affective atmospheres included in these spaces. The almost total absence of references to 

work on 'affect' and place is a shortcoming of this thesis that can be explained by time and 

size limitations97.  

 

Although this is more a potential risk than a limitation, it is important to insist that this thesis 

should not be misconstrued as a glorification of 'agency' in the face of social inequality. It is 

not intended to signify the uselessness of public policies aimed at assisting the poor and nor 

is it intended to present a romanticised vision of housing estates as unhindered by state 

disinvestment, the controlling gaze of outsiders and the neighbourhood reputation. In effect, 

the belief in cité residents' ability to resist stigma is one that needs to go hand in hand with 

the certitude that territorial stigmatisation is a profoundly harmful process. To present 
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 I would like to thank Dan Swanton for reminding me to think more closely about affective geographies in 

relation to this thesis. 



245 

 

housing estate residents as 'agents, not objects' (see Howarth 2006) is to underline their 

reactive capacities and the fact that they are capable of understanding stigmatising 

situations and their consequences.  

 

8.3 - Implications of the research findings 

 

The findings of my research suggest a number of implications for scholarly work on 

territorial stigmatisation. Jamie Pearce (2012) has noted that there has been little research 

on the "broader concerns relating to how local residents become 'contaminated' by their 

area of residence" (p.1922). I certainly hope that this thesis has taken us one step closer 

towards this objective. I also think there are a series of important points that the thesis 

makes which can be enabling for studies of the 'blemish of place'. First, regarding the specific 

case of France, the thesis has shown that banlieues - understood as the peripheral areas of 

cities - have always been tainted places, 'places on the margin' that have inspired fear and 

fascination in equal measure. It is fair to say that they have also been associated with 

particular deviant groups. These have at various times been the sick and the immoral during 

the Medieval period, the poor and uneducated in the nineteenth century, the working class 

left in the early twentieth century and, in recent years, with the descendants of postcolonial 

migrants and with the rise of Islam. Of course, it would be possible to say that the 

population groups themselves are stigmatised for whichever 'mark' they are thought to 

carry. It is certainly the case that residents of French housing estates are regularly linked to 

their origins through expressions such as 'second or third generation immigrant' and the 

banlieues are clearly racialised today in ways that are relatively recent. Notwithstanding, the 

places themselves are part and parcel of negative representations and the simple uttering of 

a place name, such as Pissevin or La Courneuve, can lead to mental and emotional 

associations that come to signify the range of stigmatic imagery that I have discussed 

throughout this thesis. In short, this thesis acts as a reminder that links between the 

banlieues and the 'problem of immigration' are fairly recent and that stigmatised banlieues 

themselves have long served as parking grounds for whichever disqualified groups have 

evolved inside French society. However, the thesis demonstrates to what extent the 

contemporary imagining of housing estates are bound up with ideas of race. This is 
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something that has not been stressed enough, with the exception of Sylvie Tissot's (2007b) 

comments about Urban Outcasts, and it is a substantial critique to work on territorial 

stigmatisation as it currently stands. Undeniably, and although this has been denied by Loïc 

Wacquant (2011) during a conference in Porto, race matters just as much as class and 

contributes to the further advancement of urban marginality in France.  

 

Relating to this point, the thesis has shown that the word 'banlieue' itself has become a 

mere buzzword with no accurate geographic definition. Literally meaning 'suburb', it has 

come to signify any area that fits the description evoked by the respondent in the opening 

lines of the thesis. Once again, these landscapes have evolved too, as I shown in chapter 4. 

From the peripheral faubourgs to the slums of the mid-twentieth century to the modernist 

architecture of the 1960s, certain types of landscape have evolved into marks of stigma and 

visual triggers for a series of emotional responses by non-residents of these places. Today, 

the sight of Pissevin and Valdegour's tower blocks conjure up an array of symbols and 

connotations, leading some to equate the housing estates with other buzzwords, such as 

'ghetto'.  

 

Third, the thesis makes a case for research that distances itself from the paradigmatic cities 

and housing estates that have been the focus of much attention in scholarly works (e.g. the 

Cité des 4000 in La Courneuve). The fact that 'banlieue' has become a generic buzzword is in 

part a consequence of the study of these renowned neighbourhoods. In effect, the territorial 

stigma endured by places like La Courneuve are rolled out to other neighbourhoods, 

influencing urban theory in ways that involve potential dangers such as developing one-size-

fits-all solutions to urban marginality. Urban theory and urban policy must be geared 

towards the recognition of the diversity of activities and interests within cities and in areas 

where the urban poor reside. As Jennifer Robison (2002, 2005, 2008) explains, stating that all 

cities are 'ordinary' works hand in hand with a refusal to consider cities within a hierarchical 

system of relationships. Not only does a concern for 'smaller' cities divert the gaze from the 

paradigmatic examples of neighbourhood stigma, it also encourages the adoption of a 

perspective that insists on the unique and heterogeneous social, political, cultural, 

institutional and economic qualities of urban areas (Amin and Graham 1997; Bell and Jayne 
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2009). It also requires the recognition of the diversity of experiences in ordinary cities 

(Robinson 2002: 532; see also Suzanne Hall 2013), which can ultimately broaden our general 

understanding of cities and of their futures. 

 

The findings presented in the thesis speak to other work that has denounced urban 

inequality. Disinvestment is a powerful reality in Nîmes' housing estates. This has evident 

consequences on the levels of dilapidation of tower blocks. Externally, the façades can begin 

to seem a little worn and internally, it is not uncommon for elevators or mail boxes to be 

broken, leading to daily frustrations for residents who pay often substantial percentages of 

their income as rent to social housing landlords. I have insisted upon the material 

consequences of territorial stigmatisation that can affect resident self-esteem, life chances 

and capacity for collective action. The thesis also shows that associations have very 

important roles to play in the lives of social housing residents today and the cuts that have 

been advocated recently could have deeply damaging results. When investments have been 

made in neighbourhood 'renovation' programmes, this has usually been done without any 

real consultation with residents. There are important implications for urban policy which has 

seemed to regard residents as unable to make reflective, thoughtful decisions. Without even 

going so far as advocating Henri Lefebvre's auto-gestion (2001: 771, 777)98, a greater 

demand for inclusivity in decision-making is evident in the responses contained in this thesis. 

Residents desire a greater role in determining how allocated funds should be spent on their 

neighbourhood and on setting priorities that truly matter to them. 

 

The fact that the preferences of residents are not considered is undeniably an important 

consequence of the taint that neighbourhoods spread to those living within them. Thought 

to be invested mainly by the urban poor, the housing estates are considered to be limiting to 

the capabilities of residents who, in turn, are not regarded as reasonable and rational 

enough to participate in decision-making processes. This is a process that has already been 

well described by de Decker and Pannecoucke (2004) in Flanders but it is also very much at 

work in Nîmes and in the rest of France. Urban policy has shifted to a state where it is 
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 This was actually practiced with positive results in the late 1970s and the early 1980s (see Genestier 1999). 
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enacted in the supposed best interests of residents while choosing to ignore their voices. In 

the words of Stephen Steinberg, "a policy predicated on the claim that the demolition of 

their homes will advance the interests of the very people whose homes are being destroyed 

is a preposterous sham" (quoted in Slater 2013).  

 

This thesis has tried to contribute conceptually to studies of territorial stigmatisation 

involves the insistence upon the fact that residents are cognisant agents capable of 

measuring the effects of stigma and that they often develop coping strategies that are 

enabling, at the very least. This is something which has been ignored by research conducted 

on advanced urban marginality by Loïc Wacquant whose assertion that residents internalise 

the language of stigma runs the risk of reproducing residents of housing estates as 'incapable 

tenants'. Indeed, Wacquant's work develops a view of social housing residents which can at 

times seem a little too deterministic. Pierre Bourdieu's influence is palpable in his depictions 

of cité residents as dominated groups. Indeed, Bourdieu has been severely criticised by a 

number of other thinkers for the little agency that he gives to the so-called 'dominated' and 

to the little confidence that he has for such groups to escape their social conditions 

(Grunberg and Schweisguth 1996). For Luc Boltanski (2009), once a regular collaborator to 

Pierre Bourdieu's work, the impossibility of emancipation is a fundamental problem which, 

like Jacques Rancière (2010 [1983]), he attributes to Bourdieu's critical sociology itself. Their 

critique of Bourdieu is that he seems to hold true that 'ordinary people' are "opposed to the 

logic of thought" (Bourdieu 1980: 135), signalling that because they are limited by their 

common sense, they do not think. 'Ordinary people' are the mere objects of the sociologist 

and there is little scope for them ever becoming active agents. Not only are the dominated 

limited materially and intellectually, but they are theorised as being comfortable with these 

limitations (Bourdieu 1984). In my own work, I have tried to illustrate the agency and 

capacities of the supposedly 'dominated' residents of housing estates (Kirkness 2014). 

Caroline Howarth (2006) argues that it is vital to position the stigmatised as agents rather 

than objects. She adds that: 

 

"It is equally important we do not overstate the case that stigma cannot be 

resisted, disrupted and even transformed. Such an analysis would collude with 
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stigmatizing representations that position the stigmatized as 'object', as passive, 

as victim, leave the social inequalities of stigma intact and so deny the real 

human capacities of dialogue, debate and agency" (Howarth 2006: 449). 

 

The many hours that I have spent observing people, in associations but also in the streets, 

shops and other public places allowed me to recognise that Pissevin and Valdegour are 

ordinary, even rather mundane places. Relationships between people and the environment 

take place in much the same way that they would in Nîmes' other neighbourhoods. In the 

last sentences of The Asian Gang (2000), Claire Alexander states that if the contents of her 

book might have appeared "rather mundane and ordinary then I think that is not such a bad 

thing - perhaps indeed it is the most important thing" (p.251). Similarly, if my research can 

help to reposition Pissevin and Valdegour as ordinary neighbourhoods in the city of Nîmes 

and to erase some of the stigmatic imagery that attaches to these places, then I have been 

successful.  

 

The research has shown that territorial stigmatisation can be channelled and that it can even 

resisted by some residents of what I have called 'tainted places'. In effect, some inhabitants 

actually cling on to the neighbourhood because it offers the capacity to resist (see hooks 

1990a, 1990b). The taint of living in a housing estates located within Nîmes is not something 

that is experienced evenly by all those who live there. Everyday life in these so-called 

banlieues is practiced by residents in ways that are significantly different from the 

expectations that have been built up over decades of stigmatisation produced and 

reproduced outside these areas. This implies that attention must be given to the capacity of 

residents to rearticulate the meanings that they attribute to their neighbourhood and to 

their home. In the words of bell hooks, this would "offer the possibility of radical 

perspectives from which to see and create, to imagine alternatives, new worlds" (hooks 

1990a: 341). The words of Michel Foucault resonate with the optimism that these stances, 

actions and performances can be seen to open up: 

 

"so many things can be changed, fragile as they are, bound up more with 

circumstances than with necessities, more arbitrary than self-evident, more a 



250 

 

matter of complex, but temporary, historical circumstances than with inevitable 

anthropological constraints" (Foucault 1988: 156). 

 

A quote from Linda McKenzie's research in St. Ann's, Nottingham, is illustrative of the main 

implication of the work presented here:  

 

"What is not widely discussed is how the spatial concentration of poor groups 

within poor neighbourhoods also acts as a buffer against stigma for the whole 

community, and therefore boosts local social capital within the neighbourhood. 

Some might argue that these things are not resources at all, rather methods of 

‘coping’. However, these resources are of use-value for the community, which 

should not be underestimated because the research in St Anns spanning 40 years 

tells us that local community, and local resources, are important to residents, 

especially through times of adversity" (McKenzie 2012: 472). 

 

This is a vital point and one that is particularly applicable to Pissevin and Valdegour. 

Residents often display strong feelings of attachment to their place of residence, something 

that Tom Slater (2013) describes as 'emplacement'. This signals that the enforcement of 

policies designed to clear banlieue-spaces, supposedly for the good of these residents, is 

clearly misguided (see also Arthurson 2004; Crump 2002; Faure 2006; Goetz 2003). Simply 

put, it is wrong to take away from residents of housing estates the possibility that they may 

be comfortable where they live and be strongly attached to the neighbourhood. It is my 

hope that readers of this thesis will believe, like me, that residents of French housing estates 

have a fundamental right to the cité: the right to live there and the right to shape its possible 

futures.  
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Appendix 1: List of participants 

Interview categories 

     N°  Type of interview Gender Resident? Category 

1 Group Female No Association 

2 Group Female Yes Association 

3 Group Female Yes Association 

4 Group Female Yes Association 

5 Group Male Yes Association (2 interviews) 

6 Group Male Yes Association 

7 Ind. Female Yes Association (2 interviews) 

8 Ind. Female Yes Association 

9 Ind. Female Yes Association 

10 Ind. Female Yes Association 

11 Ind. Female Yes Association 

12 Ind. Female Yes Association 

13 Ind. Female No Association 

14 Ind. Female No Association 

15 Ind. Female No Association 

16 Ind. Female No Association 

17 Ind. Female No Association 

18 Ind. Female No Association 

19 Ind. Male Yes Association 

20 Ind. Male Yes Association 

21 Ind. Male Yes Association 

22 Ind. Male Yes Association 

23 Ind. Male Yes Association 

24 Ind. Male No Association 

25 Ind. Male Yes Association 

26 Ind. Male Yes Elite 

27 Ind. Male No Elite 

28 Ind. Male No Elite 

29 Ind. Male No Elite 

30 Ind. Male No Elite 

31 Ind. Male No Elite 

32 Ind. Male No Elite 

33 Pair Female Yes Resident 

34 Pair Female Yes Resident 

35 Pair Female Yes Resident 

36 Pair Female Yes Resident 

37 Married couple /pair Male No Neighbour 

38 Married couple /pair Female No Neighbour 
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39 Pair Male No Shop assist. 

40 Pair Female No Shop assist. 

41 Ind. Female Yes Resident 

42 Ind. Female Yes Resident 

43 Ind. Female Yes Resident 

44 Ind. Female Yes Resident 

45 Ind. Female Yes Resident 

46 Ind. Male Yes Resident (2 interviews) 

47 Ind. Male Yes Resident (2 interviews) 

48 Ind. Male Yes Resident 

49 Ind. Male Yes Resident 

50 Ind. Male Yes Resident 

51 Ind. Male Yes Resident 

52 Ind. Male Yes Resident 

53 Ind. Male Yes Resident 

54 Ind. Male Yes Resident 

55 Ind. Male Yes Resident 

56 Ind. Male Yes Resident 

57 Ind. Male Yes Resident 

58 Ind. Female No Social worker 

59 Ind. Female No Social worker 

60 Ind. Female No Social worker 

61 Ind. Male No Social worker 

62 Ind. Male No Neighbour 

63 Ind. Male No Neighbour 

64 Ind. Male No Neighbour 

65 Ind. Male No Neighbour 
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Appendix 2: Consent form 
 

You are invited to participate in a research project conducted by Paul Kirkness of the University of Edinburgh. 

Object of the research: To discover how residents of a stigmatised cité (estate), in one of France’s banlieues 

(suburbs), speak about this place. The research aims to compare the lived reality of life in a cité with what is said in 

the press or in political debates and speeches. 

Why you?: You were identified as a possible participant because: (a) you are someone that Paul Kirkness has 

worked with before; b) you have been identified as a person of importance in your neighbourhood; (c) another 

participant thought that your experiences would be relevant to the study. 

Confidentiality: Your identity and all comments made during the interview process will remain confidential. 

Transcripts from the interviews will not contain your name and you may be given a pseudonym to ensure that any 

comments used in the project are anonymous. This consent form will be kept separately from the transcripts.  

Access to the results: This research is being done as part of University research, and will be used for academic 

purposes only. It will end up in a written dissertation and may be published in academic journals. 

Your participation: Interviews should take between 1 and 2 hours. Interviews may be taped and will be 

transcribed. You will be given a copy of the transcription, and you may edit or clarify these if you feel it is 

necessary. The interview will be about your experiences of everyday life in the cité of which you are a resident.  

The Researcher: Paul Kirkness is a postgraduate student with the University of Edinburgh. He is funded by the 

University of Edinburgh.   

Do you have to say ‘yes’?: Your participation in this research project is completely voluntary. You can take part 

and later decide not to, if you wish. You can also stop the interview at any time, for any reason. If there is a topic 

that you don’t want to talk about, or a question that you don’t want to answer, you have the right to stop the 

interview or move on to another question.  

If at any time you are unhappy with this project, you can contact Paul Kirkness’ supervisor, Professor Lynn Staeheli, 

at The Institute of Geography, University of Edinburgh, Drummond Street, Edinburgh EH8 9XP. Alternatively, you 

can email her at lynn.staeheli@ed.ac.uk. All correspondence will be handled confidentially.  

One signed copy of this consent form will be kept by you, and another will be kept securely in Professor L. 

Staeheli’s office (see above). 

I understand the above information and voluntarily consent to participate in this project about territorial 

stigmatisation in France’s banlieues.  

Signature of Participant _____________________________________________________ Date  

Signature of Researcher _____________________________________________________ Date  

 

 

mailto:lynn.staeheli@ed.ac.uk
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La stigmatisation territoriale et les 'zones urbaine sensibles' en France 

Vous êtes invité à participer au projet de recherche mené par Paul Kirkness de l’Université d’Édimbourg. 

Objet de la recherche : Il s’agit de découvrir comment les résidents d’une cité de banlieue stigmatisée parlent de 

cet endroit. La recherche s’attache à comparer la réalité de la vie dans une cité avec ce qui est présenté dans la 

presse ou les discours politiques.  

Confidentialité : Votre identité ainsi que les commentaires que vous ferez au cours de l’entretien resteront 

confidentiels. Votre nom n’apparaitra sur la transcription de l’entretien que si vous le désirez. Vous pourrez choisir 

un pseudonyme afin de garantir l’anonymat des commentaires utilisés dans le document final de la recherche.  Ce 

formulaire de consentement sera séparé des transcriptions. 

Accès aux résultats : Ce projet est réalisé dans le cadre d’une recherche universitaire dont les résultats ne seront 

utilisés que dans le milieu académique. Ils seront publiés dans une thèse de doctorat prenant la forme d’une 

dissertation et pourront également paraître dans des revues académiques. 

Votre participation : Les entretiens pourront être enregistrés et seront transcrits. Vous recevrez une copie de la 

transcription et vous aurez ainsi l’occasion de clarifier vos propos si vous en ressentez le besoin. Au cours de 

l’entretien, nous parlerons de vos expériences quotidiennes au sein de votre cité de résidence.  

L’Enquêteur : Paul Kirkness, actuellement attaché à l’Université d’Édimbourg où il réalise son doctorat. Il est 

financé par le département de Géographie Humaine de l’université.   

Êtes-vous dans l’obligation de dire ‘oui’ ? : Votre participation à ce projet de recherche est entièrement 

volontaire. Vous pouvez accepter d’en faire partie en restant libre d’annuler plus tard si vous le décidez. Vous 

pouvez aussi arrêter l’entretien à tout moment. S’il existe un sujet que vous ne voulez pas aborder ou une 

question à laquelle vous ne souhaitez pas répondre, vous pouvez mettre fin a l’entretien ou demander à passer a 

une autre question.  

Si, à tout moment, vous aviez un problème avec ce projet, vous pourrez contacter la directrice de thèse de Paul 

Kirkness, Professeur Lynn Staeheli, The Institute of Geography, University of Edinburgh, Drummond Street, 

Edinburgh EH8 9XP, Ecosse, Grande Bretagne.  

Il est également possible de lui envoyer un email : lynn.staeheli@ed.ac.uk. Toute correspondance restera 

entièrement confidentielle. 

Vous garderez une copie signée de ce formulaire. Une autre copie sera rangée dans les archives du Professeur L. 

Staeheli, directrice de thèse de Paul Kirkness (voir ci-dessus).  

------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

J’ai bien pris connaissance de l’information ci-dessus et je consens volontairement à participer a ce projet sur la 

stigmatisation territoriale en France.  

Signature du Participant _____________________________________________________ Date  

Signature de l’Enquêteur_____________________________________________________ Date  

mailto:lynn.staeheli@ed.ac.uk
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Appendix 3: Interview guides 99 

 

1) For residents of Pissevin and Valdegour 

 

Personal background: 

- Would you be comfortable telling me your age group? 

- Where did you grow up? 

 - [If abroad] - When did you move to France? Did you move to Nîmes directly? When 

exactly did you move to Pissevin or Valdegour? 

 - [If away from Nîmes in France] - How did your family end up moving here? When 

exactly did you move to Pissevin or Valdegour? 

- Do you have a partner? Children? 

- Are you currently employed? Is your job based in the city of Nîmes? 

- Where did you go to school? 

 

Everyday life in Pissevin or Valdegour: 

- Do you have family living in either Pissevin or Valdegour? 

- Do you often see family living outside Pissevin and Valdegour? Do you have to go to see 

them or are they happy to make the trip to Pissevin or Valdegour?  

- Do you own a car or do you rely on public transport to get around Nîmes? 

- Do you have friends who live out of Nîmes or in other neighbourhoods within Nîmes? Do 

you often visit them? Do they come and visit you in Pissevin or Valdegour? 

- Do you have family or friends living in Mas-de-Mingue or Chemin Bas d'Avignon100? 

- What sort of relationships do you have with other residents of this neighbourhood? How 

would you describe neighbourhood relationships in general? 

- How often do you travel to Nîmes' historic centre? For what purpose? 

- How would you describe the shopping facilities that exist in your neighbourhood? 

                                                           
99

 All guides presented here are translated from French. 
100

 The other two urban policy designated 'sensitive urban zones' (ZUS) located in Nîmes. 
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- Do you attend shows in Valdegour's cultural centre? Do you use the library in Pissevin?  

- Have you - or anyone you know - had dealings with the social centre in Pissevin? 

- Do you believe the city of Nîmes is doing enough in terms of providing for the 

neighbourhood? Do you feel that people from the town hall are absent/relatively 

present/very present? What would you like them to do in the neighbourhood? 

- How would you assess state presence and involvement in this neighbourhood? 

- What relationship do the neighbourhoods have with the police that are based in 

Valdegour? 

- Do you or any of your friends and family visit one of the neighbourhood associations? Do 

you feel that the associations are providing a decent service?  Why do you think there are so 

many associations in these neighbourhoods? 

[If religion has been mentioned in the interview] - Do you attend one of the places of worship 

here in the neighbourhoods? 

 

Neighbourhood reputation and stigma: 

- How would you describe your neighbourhood to an outsider? 

 - How did you feel when I asked you to do this? What were the first words that came 

 to mind? 

[If respondent has grown up in the estate] - How would you describe the reputation that 

your neighbourhood has acquired? Do you believe that this reputation has any foundation? 

How do you think this reputation was created? 

 - Do you remember what the reputation of your neighbourhood was when you were 

 growing up? 

 - Are there specific parts of either neighbourhood that you identify with more than 

 others? 

[If recently moved to the estate] - How would you describe the reputation that your 

neighbourhood has acquired? Do you believe that this reputation has any foundation? How 

do you think this reputation was created? 

 - Before moving here, did you have an idea of the sort of reputation that your 

 neighbourhood was known for? 
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 - Did you know people who resided in either Valdegour or Pissevin before moving 

 here? 

 - What did your friends and family think of your moving to this neighbourhood?  

 - What was your feeling about moving to Pissevin or Valdegour? 

 - If you are living in state sponsored housing, did you have a say in where you wanted 

 to move? Would Pissevin or Valdegour have been on your list if you did not have a 

 say?  

- Do you read the local press? If so, do you think they provide accurate representations of 

the neighbourhoods of Pissevin and Valdegour? 

- How do you refer to the neighbourhoods? Do you agree with those who call them a 

'ghetto'? Are you aware of any other potentially stigmatising labels that people use? 

- Have you ever heard of the idea of 'territorial stigmatisation'? What consequences would 

you say this has on neighbourhoods like Pissevin and Valdegour? 

- How would you describe the neighbouring cité (either Valdegour or Pissevin)? Do you have 

a sense that there is or that there was some form of links or solidarity between Valdegour 

and Pissevin?  

 

 

2) For non-residents of Pissevin and Valdegour 

 

Personal background: 

- Would you be comfortable telling me your age group? 

- How strong is your relationship with Nîmes? Where did you grow up? 

- Where do you now live? Would you describe yourself as 'attached' to this neighbourhood? 

Are you involved in the neighbourhood in any way? 

- Are you currently employed? Is your job based in the city of Nîmes? 

- Do you read the local press? If so, how regularly? 

 

The reputation of Pissevin and Valdegour: 

- Have you read about Pissevin and Valdegour recently?  
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- Have you recently heard any news about the housing estates? 

- Would you ever live in Pissevin or Valdegour? 

- Who lives in these housing estates? 

- Have you ever been to one of the housing estates? Do you know anyone who has? If so, 

have you discussed this with them? 

- Do you use the acronyms ZUP or ZUS to refer to these places? Do you use the word cité? 

- How would you describe Pissevin and Valdegour? How would you describe the reputations 

that Pissevin and Valdegour have?  

- Do you believe the reputation is comparable to that of Mas-de-Mingue or Chemin Bas 

d'Avignon? 

- Some people speak of cités as being ghettos? Is this a representation that you agree with? 

- Have you ever heard of the idea of 'territorial stigmatisation'? What consequences would 

you say this has on neighbourhoods like Pissevin and Valdegour? 

- Do you know anything about what the politique de la ville has been doing in Valdegour and 

Pissevin? Have you heard about the renovations that are taking place in these 

neighbourhoods? Do you think these are necessary?  

- Have you heard about the demolitions that have taken place in Valdegour? Do you think 

this was a good thing for the residents? And for the city of Nîmes? 

 

 

3) For residents of cités involved in neighbourhood associations 

 

Personal background: 

See 1) above. 

 

The reputation of Pissevin and Valdegour: 

See 1) above. 

- Is there any sense that the presence of associations might be somehow furthering the 

stigma that Pissevin and Valdegour suffer? 

 



259 

 

Involvement in the association: 

- Are you a salaried employee or a volunteer? How many hours do you spend working for the 

association? 

- How did you get involved? 

- What does the association that you are working with strive to achieve? Are you successful? 

- What is the reception of residents when it comes to your association? 

 

 

4) For non-residents of cités involved in neighbourhood associations 

 

Personal background: 

See 2) above 

 

The reputation of Pissevin and Valdegour: 

- Have you read about Pissevin and Valdegour in the press recently?  

- How would you describe the reputation that these estates have? Do you think their 

reputation is comparable to those of Chemin Bas d'Avignon and Mas-de-Mingue?  

- How would you describe Pissevin and Valdegour? How would you describe the reputations 

that Pissevin and Valdegour have?  

- Do you use the acronyms ZUP or ZUS to refer to these places? Do you use the word cité? 

- Some people speak of cités as being ghettos? Is this a representation that you agree with? 

- Do you know anything about what the politique de la ville has been doing in Valdegour and 

Pissevin? Have you heard about the renovations that are taking place in these 

neighbourhoods? Do you think these are necessary?  

- Have you heard about the demolitions that have taken place in Valdegour? Do you think 

this was a good thing for the residents? And for the city of Nîmes? 

- Have you ever heard of the idea of 'territorial stigmatisation'? What consequences would 

you say this has on neighbourhoods like Pissevin and Valdegour? 
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Involvement in the association: 

- Are you a salaried employee or a volunteer? How many hours do you spend 

working/helping out for the association? 

- How did you get involved? Why have you chosen to get involved in these areas? Do you 

have any other commitments? 

- What does the association that you are working with strive to achieve? Are you successful?  

- How is your association funded? Do you feel you have adequate funding? 

- What is the reception of residents when it comes to your association? 

- How did you first feel when you came to work in these cités? Has this feeling evolved? 

- What were the reactions of your family and friends when you first started working/helping 

in the association? 

- Are you concerned to challenge people's representation of this area? 

- Is there any sense that the presence of associations might be somehow furthering the 

stigma that Pissevin and Valdegour suffer? 
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Appendix 4: Decision to demolish 170 homes in Valdegour 
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