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Whether urban renewal aims at removing substandard housing or at demolishing social housing, 
rehousing is key in those projects. It is necessary to rehouse the residents of housing that is to be 
destroyed . Rehousing is also key to social diversity, a very important point in policies within recent 
trends in urban renewal. Intervention in housing implies intervening also on families, their economic 
functioning, their daily lives, the relationships between family members and the social networks. Young 
and Wilmott, at the end of the 1960s, showed that changes in the physical urban environment can have 
an influence on parenting patterns. In France, Coing and Pétonnet also showed the impact of rehousing 
on the residents' ways of living. In short, rehousing entails economic, social as well as cultural changes. 
It also affects private relationships: behaviours of married couples, matrimonial issues, children's 
education; it has an effect on the way people interact with the world. 
 
An urban revolution has been taking place since the 1990s. In this context, research has shown that 
rehousing is a difficult, even traumatic experience for the most vulnerable families, which include large 
families, foreign families and single parent families (Lelévrier, 2007, 2010). Yet very little research has 
been carried out on the actual, direct effects of rehousing within the rehoused families.1  
 
My hypothesis is the following: urban renewal, via rehousing processes, aims officially at creating a 
modern environment but actually contributes to social normalisation: with regard to practices within 
homes and within families; and as an incentive to responsibility and autonomy.  
 
In this communication, I look at rehousing of plural families, because this type of households is an 
excellent example of what our society considers foreign. Polygamy is in contradiction with Western 
norms regarding family and housing. Matrimonial practices in plural families are considered outdated, 
incompatible with the modernity claimed by the initiators of urban renewal. Rehousing processes force 
these families to no longer live all together in one flat; each one of the wives from then on lives in a 
separate flat. This is in line with the general reduction in the size of households during rehousing 
processes. In this communication, I would like to analyse what is being done for plural families 
(considered as a challenge for rehousing) by actors in urban renewal. I will try to answer the following 
questions: how are local issues described by local stakeholders? Which goals are set in the actions 
regarding plural families? Which partners are involved and which tools are used in this context? 

 
I will look at the content of actions for those families. I will identify the elements and goals that are 
similar to those of socio-educational programmes in the 1970s, more particularly in short-term housing 
estates (cités de transit). I will carry out this comparison on the basis of the existing literature in 
sociology and ethnology. I will also use the grey literature from the 1970s: reports to the permanent 
inter-ministerial group for removing substandard housing and bulletins of this group.2 This also leads 
me to discuss “modernity”, an idea that has been used since the 1970s to justify urban renewal.  
 
My analysis is based on several rehousing programmes for plural families in the suburbs around Paris. I 
studied several rehousing situations, some within the context of urban renewal, which is why I will then 

                                                 
1 There is one important exception though: Camille François analysed how the demolition of large housing buildings 

impacts society and families within the context of reconstituted families. 
 
2 Three to four Bulletins published per year from 1971 to 1976. 



discuss the specific impact of urban renewal policies on rehousing. One of the sources I used in this 
analysis is an ethnographic study carried out by the GIP (public interest group) in charge of 
accompanying plural families who are being rehoused in separate flats. I also carried out interviews 
with social workers from this GIP. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Disclaimer: This abstract was translated by a volunteer who is not a native speaker of English, 
therefore professional quality translation cannot be expected. 


