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Urban renewal in France since the 19th century has given rise to tensions around the uncertain future 
of working-class populations. Whether under the Haussmann administration or in the 1960s and 
1970s, urban renewal in city centres destabilised housing and living conditions of the working-
class, threatening to 'deport' those populations towards peripheral areas (Godard 1973). Now that 
the PNRU (National Programme for Urban Renewal) was launched at the beginning of the years 
2000s, the future of working-class populations living in social housing (cités HLM) is at stake 
again. The history of urban renewal is closely linked with the power balance between public 
authorities and the working class. Urban policies is often the solution chosen by authorities to act on 
living conditions for the poor. They include a power balance in which working-class populations 
have little power: concertation and consultation or lack thereof, conflicts in mobilisation, 
participation or lack thereof, etc.  
This power balance has been present throughout the history of urban renewal but many other factors 
have changed. Nowadays renewal is no longer based on evicting poor families but on increasing the 
density of renovated neighbourhoods that are home to families in a precarious situation (Lelévrier 
2010). In the 1960s and 1970s, renewal was a solution to the problem of substandard housing and 
overcrowding, giving people access to modern, comfortable housing: a real improvement in the 
quality of living conditions for working-class populations, who were, therefore, largely in favour of 
such policies. (Coing 1966, 2007). But today, urban renewal technically leads to increased housing 
prices and it does not bring any substantial improvement in living conditions. Residents of social 
housing have had access to modern standard housing for a long time now, and substandard housing 
is no longer the problem. The potential improvements brought about by urban renewal are more 
symbolic than concrete: PNRU aims at erasing the visible difference, in architecture and urbanism, 
between social housing neighbourhoods (often stigmatised) and other areas (Epstein 2008).  
Residents expect no tangible improvement in their living conditions; renewal projects might trigger 
fear and uncertainty. Hence, one could expect a strong mobilisation of inhabitants against renewal 
projects. Yet, unlike in the 1970s, when demolitions in working-class neighbourhoods had triggered 
a strong mobilisation, there has been no public debate around PNRU: the 'social diversity' objective 
has become a real consensus in the whole society (Carrel et Rosenberg 2011). There are a few 
examples of collective mobilisation, showing that residents of large housing projects are politically 
active (Deboulet 2009, 2010), but these examples are few and only a minority of residents are 
involved in such movements, which rarely achieve to stop or substantially change project 
developments (Carrel 2012). I carried out a study over five years in the area of a renewal project. 
On this basis, I try to understand why there has been paradoxically little mobilisation against urban 
renewal. I completed a monograph of a neighbourhood: Minguettes. a large social housing complex 
in Vénissieux in France. This was part of my PhD in sociology (work in progress). I used diverse 
empirical sources. I interviewed 70 persons: people involved in the project, residents and members 
of local associations. I analysed residential mobility and changes in the local population from a 
statistical point of view. I observed activities led by local associations. I analysed archives and 
documents created by the institutions in charge of the project. 
The outcome of my research is that, in Minguettes, there was a small initial mobilisation against 
demolitions at the beginning of the 2000s, then collective action gradually disappeared. The 
newcomers to the neighbourhood were less motivated for activism. Residents' attitudes towards 
local institutions became less collective and more individualistic. The movement also hit 
conventional obstacles to mobilisation in working-class areas (Masclet et Beaud 2006). Urban 
renewal is carried out in such a way as to weaken any potential mobilisation. Local institutions 
(notably lessors), faced with tensions triggered by demolitions, acted early to create a framework 
for rehousing. Rehousing is organised separately for each family, and new housing units are being 



built on the site: this creates competition between residents for access to the best flats. 
Individualism is also encouraged by 'personal residential development' ('parcours résidentiels'), a 
local implementation of the nation-wide objective of 'social diversity'. That also impairs collective 
mobilisation. Public space and community amenities are reorganised and this has a direct impact on 
the neighbourhood's associations, which depend on local institutions (Retière 2003). Material, 
human and financial factors having an impact on citizens' groups are modified, thus urban renewal 
weakens activist groups and strengthens groups that focus on promoting a dynamic local life.  
The life paths become more individual and the support from associations changes, which explains 
why there is no collective mobilisation against urban renewal.  
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Disclaimer: This abstract was translated by a volunteer who is not a native speaker of English, 
therefore professional quality translation cannot be expected. 


