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Figure 5-1: A map of the PRU (Clichy Magazine, 2008-09) 
 
  Urban renewal in Clichy and Montfermeil is therefore the result of a new national 

policy that started in 2003 and is planned to last at least until 2013. The PRU in Clichy 

concerns only one area (Le Haut Clichy) where most public housing is located (see Figure 1). 

The area included in the project concerns both Clichy and Montfermeil. In Clichy, it includes 

Le Haut Clichy, which is the southeastern part of the city. Le Haut Clichy represents around 

half of the area occupied by public housing and privately owned collective housing. Les 

Bosquets, the only neighborhood in Montfermeil9 that is the object of urban renewal, has a 

bad reputation since it’s been an isolated and poor enclave for a long period.  

  To investigate the emergence of these new spatial logics in the city, this study 

analyzes urban renewal by examining the documents produced by the PRU since the first 

contract was signed in 2004. The plan, as explained above, draws its logic from the Borloo 
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law that the parliament passed in 2003. The two conventions that guide Clichy’s urban 

politics and which were produced in 2000 (GPV) and 2006 (CUCS) provide an opportunity 

to study the evolution of spatial rationalities from the standpoint of the state. By comparing 

the urban renewal contract to urban policies implemented before and during renewal, one 

can assess the changes that occurred in the thinking modalities of the municipality and urban 

experts.  

5.4. Disciplinary Spaces 

  In its introductory section, the PRU explains that the urban morphology of the city 

will be radically transformed once the renewal project is implemented. The objective behind 

urban renewal is to deconstruct spaces that are currently viewed as “lawless zones.” In order 

to do so, planners aspire to erect spaces that would discipline the population, restrict its 

movements, and constrain its thinking. Their goal is to uproot “lawless zones” and replace 

them with normalized spaces that would be under constant scrutiny. Some of the disciplinary 

strategies examined below are integrated into the renovation of public housing; the 

rehabilitation of residential units; the creation of green spaces; and the enhancement of the 

transportation network.  

  It is necessary to examine Foucault’s understanding of discipline and its relation to 

space before exploring the different layers of urban renewal in Clichy. In Discipline and Punish, 

Foucault explains the emergence of discipline in the eighteenth century as a way to substitute 

sovereign power, which was becoming less effective. The sovereign’s use of brutal force and 

torture was becoming too costly and out of phase with the emerging industrial society. The 

new disciplinary techniques were therefore meant to substitute sovereign power. They 

appeared first in the army, schools and prisons to provide a better management of society at 
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a lesser cost. Later on, they were transposed into the factory to make the production process 

more profitable. As a new rationality, discipline focuses on the body, its movements and 

gestures. It attempts to comprehend the economy of the body in order to provide 

techniques that would transform it into a docile and productive one. Many of these spatial 

techniques constrain the movement of the body by reducing the number of options available 

to it and by training it to perform in specific ways. Unlike previous disciplinary mechanisms 

that used to target the whole population, the new ones aim to shape the behavior of 

individual bodies. Foucault shows in a chapter titled Docile Bodies that the new mechanisms 

have a dual role. They seek to “increase the forces of the body (in economic terms of utility) 

and diminish these same forces (in political terms of obedience)” (p. 138). To construct 

docile bodies, Foucault notes that there is an “art of distributing” them in space. This entails 

a thorough understanding of space and movements. The distribution is based on detailed 

analyses and calculations that prevent the free movement of bodies in space. It assigns 

specific spaces to bodies and imposes a rigorous discipline by training individuals to inhabit 

certain places only. The other and complementary dimension of discipline consists of 

controlling the activities that a body can undertake in a specific space.  

  Through a meticulous management of time and a comprehensive organization of 

space, Foucault shows that the new economy of power attempts to turn inhabitants into 

docile bodies. This art of distribution of bodies in space is based on specific spatial practices. 

It involves the enclosure of certain spaces and a clear separation between inside and outside. 

Foucault explains that the vagabonds and pauper were among the most visible groups and 

were therefore the primary targets of such mechanisms. Less visible groups such as students, 

soldiers, and patients were the objects of more insidious technologies of separation. He 

explains that the enclosure of different spaces affected everyone in one-way or another. 
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Enclosure makes the economy of power smoother and more efficient 

  In addition to the enclosure of space, Foucault notes that the new disciplinary 

technologies generate a systematic fragmentation of space. He writes “[e]ach individual has 

his own place; each place its individual. Avoid distributions in groups; break up collective 

dispositions; analyse confused, massive or transient pluralities”(p. 143). This fragmentation 

of space enhances the control of individuals. The separation of individuals into smaller and 

enclosed spaces fragments the population and allows for a better control of individuals. 

Communication and contact between individuals is possible and desirable only when it 

serves a specific economic goal. Whenever communication between individuals has the 

potential to undermine the structure of power, it is prevented. The disciplinary techniques 

confine people to certain spaces and compel them to produce and perform specific services. 

In Foucault’s perspective, urban planning and architecture structure space and make the 

process of production and economic exploitation smoother. To examine the anatomy of 

discipline in Clichy, this study focuses on three different spaces; they consist of 1) increasing 

the area and extent of spaces of flow to control undesirable behavior more efficiently; 2) 

segmenting certain neighborhoods to draw clear boundaries between public and private 

space; and 3) segmenting and dispersing spaces that are perceived as dangerous. In the first 

part, the significance of the street as a basic urban form is explored to show that it can be 

used as a disciplinary technique. The PRU aims to “break the ghetto” by creating islands 

surrounded by dense transportation networks to enhance the securitarian flows within these 

spaces. Secondly, to comprehend the anatomy of disciplinary spaces, an analysis of enclosed 

spaces is undertaken. In the language of the PRU, this process is labeled “residentialisation.” 

Although this principle is neither new nor specific to Clichy, its analysis is important to 

comprehend the disciplining techniques deployed in the city. Finally, the architecture of the 
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Grand Mosque and the choice of its new location are examined. The purpose of the last part 

is to study the mechanisms of dispersion and reterritorialization. 

5.4.1. The Street: A Disciplinary Tool 

  The PRU presents the street as a important urban form that would reduce the 

isolation of the inhabitants, prevent delinquent activity, and provide an enjoyable urban 

environment. The inhabitants are told that poor urban planning could be solved through the 

creation of a dense gird of transportation that would connect them more directly to their 

city. Planners suggest that residential areas should be integrated in an ordinary urbanism 

constituted of small islands (îlots). The PRU considers small islands as the cornerstone of 

urban renewal in Clichy because it forms the simplest and most ‘coherent’ urban unit. To 

achieved this goal, the PRU embarked into a massive remodeling of space that aims to 

segment any large units as figure 2 shows. The PRU explains that the role of urban renewal 

is to enact “[…] a transition from large real estate divisions to diverse and ordered parcellary 

partitions with small residential entities that are connected to each other through a network 

of streets.” This logic is not new but it constitutes an important contrast with the one that 

was prevalent in the 1950s and 1960s when most public housing was conceptualized and 

built on large pieces of land and as far as possible as possible from the street. The creation of 

disciplinary spaces in the XXI century is symptomatic of neoliberal urban regeneration 

(Brenner & Theodore, 2002; Holm, 2006; Weber, 2002; Swyngedouw, Moulaert, & 

Rodriguez, 2002; Jessop, 2002; Samara, 2010). Modern urban renewal took off in the sixties 

and targeted primarily ‘unsanitary’ housing located within Paris to remove the few pockets 

where minorities and poor groups were still living Invalid source specified.. Urban 

restructuration in the Banlieues began in the 1970s when post-war public housing (built in 
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the mid-1950s and 1960s) started deteriorating. The PRU is only the most recent chapter in 

urban regeneration.  

  As we saw in the previous chapter, urban planning in the 1960s was following a 

Corbusian logic. The goal of Le Corbusier was to increase green areas by building vertically 

rather than horizontally. The main concern during the previous period was to reduce the 

perimeter of areas with cemented structures and to increase green areas as well as other 

collective spaces that residents can use together. Le Corbusier was also interested in reducing 

the number of streets by maintaining a certain distance between inhabited areas and 

transportation networks. The idea behind such design was to maintain a clear separation 

between built environment and the street. Separating inhabited areas from transportation 

grids prevents nuisance coming from the surrounding streets and cars to reach the 

inhabitants. Most public housing was therefore isolated and elevated above streets level. 

Inhabited areas were accessible mostly through small pedestrian paths.  

  The opposite logic is being implemented in Clichy today. The PRU attempts to undo 

what Bernard Zehrfuss10 and other disciples of Le Corbusier have done from the mid-1950s 

and up to the 1970s. There is a clear effort on behalf of urban planners working in Clichy to 

connect the built environment to a dense network of streets and passages. Some of the 

residents living in public housing are welcoming this move since they consider such planning 

will reduce their isolation. In some housing projects, residents have to park their cars far 

away from their building’s entrance and carry grocery bags and other belonging for a long 

distance. Connecting the building’s entrance to a street makes the execution of certain 

chores easier. Streets might decrease the level of isolation but it also transforms the 

relationship of the inhabitants with collective and public spaces. The street is presented by 

experts as the most effective way to improve the inhabitants everyday life. Urban developers 
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don’t explain that streets also improve police access and intervention in previously isolated 

neighborhoods, or increase the level of surveillance. 

  Urban planners are taught in urbanism institutes that the street has characteristics 

that can solve many urban problems. It creates flows that have the potential to decrease 

undesirable or delinquent behavior while it transforms urban enclaves into attractive spaces. 

The street is therefore used to segment housing projects that are considered too large. It 

undermines “lawless zones”11 and makes their penetration less risky for the police. Small 

streets are connected to the main arteries to improve the ‘irrigation’ of the city. The Institut 

d'aménagement et d'urbanisme de la région Île-de-France12 published a report in 2006 where it 

proposes a wholistic strategy on how to integrate security to urban renewal (2006). The 

report addresses the question of security in the context of ANRU projects. It explains that 

the street provides a space for “natural surveillance.” The experts of security and urban 

renewal explain, “natural surveillance is made possible through users’ dense and continuous 

roaming. By cancelling a portion of a street one would diminish tremendously its potential to 

prevent delinquent activity”(Institut d'aménagement et d'urbanisme de la région Île-de-

France, 2006, p. 70). According to the study, an urbanism revolving around the street would 

prevent criminal and delinquent activity because it is a space that enables constant 

observation and better surveillance. Unlike the disorderly urbanism that characterized public 

housing of the previous era, the study notes that the street helps delineate the limits between 

the private and the public. The existence of streets adds a new intermediary space. It 

valorizes building entrances and the spaces that are located between the public and the 

private. For urban planners, this demarcation between the public and the private is central 

since it defines spatial limits and gives a sense of safety.  

  City representatives echoed the same discourses during public debates and other 
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similar forums. Even when a focus group was organized to hear the inhabitants’ opinion 

about the PRU, the participants were told multiple times that the street is crucial in an 

“ordinary urbanism” and that it could solve many of Clichy’s problems. In a conversation 

between city representatives and the inhabitants, the later were reminded that what makes 

promenades in Paris enjoyable is its “normal” texture, which is composed of a dense grid of 

streets where commerce and coffee shops are located. The inhabitants are then told that one 

of the renewal project’ goals is to reproduce Paris’ healthy and pleasurable urban climate. An 

examination of pamphlets and brochures that advertise the urban renewal of Clichy shows 

that the street plays a central role. It is presented as an efficient way to intervene on the 

urban and to break with the urbanism of the past in a radical fashion. Planners explain that 

there is a need to move away from a state of exception in which Clichy finds itself confined 

today, to a state of normality to which it should aspire.  

  The street is integrated into a larger schema based on segmenting public housing 

projects and replacing them with islands. The urbanism of the 1970s reintroduces the island 

as an ideal urban structure that is supposed to create a healthy neighborhood in the 

banlieues. Describing public housing projects in the banlieues of Paris, French architect, 

Jacques Lucan writes, “the open space represents the most radical experience of anti-

urbanism” (Lucan, 1998, p. 176). To counter that trend, the challenge of new urbanism is to 

propose a space that would have a better impact on the inhabitants. It is also imperative not 

to go back to the Haussmanian model where the vacant area is located inside a built 

bloc(Faillebin, 2007). Internal courtyards are potentially dangerous because out of sight. The 

island geared towards the street seems to be the most adequate and coherent solution from 

the standpoint of the municipality and the police. Starting in the 1970s, it becomes the 

building block for a healthy urbanism. When the socialist party led by François Mitterrand 
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took power in 1981, it created a community police, called “the islander” (l’îlotier), while the 

process of patrolling around the block is known as islanding (îlotage). The idea behind 

community police is to transition from a repressive force to a dissuasive one. Community 

policemen spend extended hours with the local population to build a relationship. Moreover, 

by its presence, community police can dissuade individuals from committing criminal or 

delinquent activity. More importantly, the police is modeled after the urban form of the 

island. The premise is that it is more effective and can gather valuable information through 

its local presence. However, the community police was disbanded when the right gained 

power in the 1990s(Mouhanna, 2002). More recently, the right proposed a more repressive 

local police, (police de quartier) to be tested in few neighborhoods among which is the 

agglomeration of Clichy-Montfermeil. These practices show that the island is viewed the 

police and urban planners as the ideal disciplinary form.  

  The concept of the island is emphasized in many pamphlets and reports related to 

Clichy’s urban renewal. The PRU convention notes that the structure of real estate would 

experience “[…] a transition from large real estate divisions to diverse and ordered parcellary 

partitions with small residential entities that are connected to each other through a network 

of streets.” It elaborates the idea further by explaining that “the urban morphology of the 

city will shift from an urbanism that is predominantly composed of towers and high-rise 

buildings to an “ordinary” urbanism comprised of small and fragmented islands with little 

residential entities occupied by small buildings.” It adds that the program will also create 

clusters of individual housing (La Communauté d'Agglomération de Clichy-sous-Bois/ 

Montfermeil, 2004, p. 7). This description sums up the logic of urban renewal in Clichy. The 

main objective is to create fragmented spaces that can be controlled easily by state and non-

state agents. It is combined with a neo-liberal logic that favors individual units and private 
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spaces over collective housing and public areas.  

  To turn large parcels of land into small islands, planners working in Clichy proposed 

a new layout of streets. The PRU map suggests that approximately thirteen new streets will 

be crisscrossing Le Haut Clichy by the end of redevelopment (see figure 2). Some of them 

are completely new, while others will be improved and undergo a modification of path. The 

high concentration of new streets is located in the vicinity of the new mosque. The purpose 

of such design is to detach the edifice from its surrounding as the last section of this chapter 

demonstrates. The other dense grid of new streets is situated mostly in the western part of 

Le Haut-Clichy, in the proximity of Les Bosquets and La Forestière, the two poorest 

neighborhoods in the city. The municipality and urban planners view these neighborhoods 

as too closed and isolated. To reduce their isolation, they will be connected to the rest of the 

city by new streets. Conversations with the youth in Les Bosquets and La Forestière seem to 

suggest that they have a stronger affinity with their neighborhoods than their friends living in 

other housing projects. The new layout of streets is supposed to break this pattern by 

forcing the inhabitants of the two housing projects to shift their focus away from internal 

physical and social spaces to turn it to ‘the exterior’ in the direction of the city as a whole.  
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Figure 5-2: A map of the PRU planned new streets (Clichy Magazine, 2009) 
 
  The goal behind creating new streets is to weaken the sense of belonging to the 

neighborhood that many of the youth have learned to develop. The mayor perceives such an 

attachment as a threat to the city and a lack of identification with the French Republic on 

behalf of the youth. For him, it’s a residual form of identity that needs to be erased in order 

to help the population develop an organic relationship with their city. Dilain explains that, 

Bernard Zehrfuss, the Corbusian architect who planned the second wave of public housing 

in Clichy, in the 1960s, was not interested in building an integrated city but only a series of 

public housing projects. Evaluating Zehrfuss work, the mayor notes, “it’s clear that this 

Corbusian disciple has voluntarily rejected the Haussmannian street and sidewalk, and has 

built uncertain spaces instead. According to that model, the neighborhood is privileged while 

the city is secondary”(2006, pp. 110-11). He adds, the objective of the PRU “is to break the 
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logic of the island or the neighborhood and replace it with the more conventional one: that 

of the street” (p. 112). The assumption of the mayor is that, when the internal spaces of 

public housing are either destroyed or enclosed behind fences, the resident will develop a 

stronger attachment to their city. 

  The question is whether there is a tension between the rhetoric of the mayor and the 

logic of the PRU. The former is interested in infusing into the population, a sense of 

belonging to the city, at the expense of an attachment to the neighborhood. The latter is 

proposing a logic based on the fragmentation of the city into small islands where disciplinary 

“spaces of flow” are more present. The mayor would like to see “islands” disintegrate while 

urban planners are creating new ones. Is there a contradiction between the municipality, 

which values a spatiality with a centripetal force and the PRU, which is destroying internal 

areas to replace them with spaces that function according to centrifugal logics? A closer look 

at both processes shows that the contradiction is only at the surface. On a deeper level, both 

logics complement each others. By disempowering local spaces and strengthening a central 

one revolving around the idea of the city, the mayor intends to replace the multiple 

coexisting Gemeinschaft with one unifying Republican Gesellschaft. The PRU follows a similar 

path by enhancing the capabilities of disciplinary spaces to undermine the sense of 

community that may exist within the housing projects. In other words, the mayor and urban 

planners are referring to different kinds of “islands.” Following Lefebvre, the first strives to 

destroy the island that produces an inclusive social space, while the other aspires to create the 

island that produces a disciplinary mental space.  

  By fragmenting space and creating an “ordinary urbanism” based on the model of 

the island, planners argue disciplinary spaces will be more effective. The demolition of old 

buildings is presented as a necessary phase to accomplish their goals. They also justify 
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demolition by arguing that it reduces the isolation of the inhabitants. Cutting a housing 

project in two by laying out a street in-between is often presented as the ultimate answer to 

reduce criminal and delinquent activities. Urban experts explain “the Haussmanian texture is 

exemplary in matters of situational prevention since it allowed for the “purification” of 

insecure and unsanitary areas (insalubres) within the organic medieval city center” (Institut 

d'aménagement et d'urbanisme de la région Île-de-France, 2006, p. 64). By creating a dense 

grid of streets, developers intend to establish a coherent network with two main arteries 

around which urban renewal takes place. This vision is presented as a return to a situation of 

normality.    

  There is a missing piece in the discourse of normality in which urban renewal 

envelops itself. The report doesn’t explain the radical urban transformation of poor suburbs 

and housing projects. It highlights the importance of reviving an ordinary and coherent 

urbanism that values small buildings and individual housing located within small terrains and 

irrigated with a dense network of streets. Clearly there is no connection between the 

neoliberal turn that characterizes the new urban discourse and the various recent urban 

renewal projects. There is a clear but silent move toward a neo-Haussmannian model in the 

suburbs. More than a century after the urban revolution led by Baron Haussmann to control 

the streets of the capital and to evict the poor populations form it, there is a tendency among 

urban planners and other city experts to replicate the Parisian strategy into deprived suburbs.  

Haussmann was suggested as a model to follow to end the urban and social crises in the 

suburbs. Few weeks after the 2005 urban revolts, during a hearing about housing and urban 

planning at the National Assembly, a draftsperson suggests to parliamentary members, 

“there is a need for a Haussmann of the XXI century, someone who would have the courage 

to design new cities […] someone who has the honesty to tell people who live in public 
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housing that it is possible to live better” (Assemblée Nationale, 2005). The Neo-

Haussmannian trend took off after the Corbusian vision proved its failure in the 1970s. 

Without doubt, Haussmann was the most influential urban planners in French history 

however as the above discussion in the parliament shows, there are other reasons behind his 

revival.  

  During the second half of the nineteenth century, Napoleon III appointed 

Georges-Eugène Haussmann, the Seine prefect, to execute a massive renewal project in Paris 

and to solve one of the major economic crises of the Second Empire. From 1852 to 1870 he 

was in charge of public work in the imperial city, a period during which the French capital 

witnessed a radical urban transformation. In 1848, few years before urban renewal, Paris and 

other European cities were sites of important urban upheavals of the poor and the working 

classes. These episodes were formative in the life of the conservative prefect (Jordan, 2004, 

p. 100). One of the central missions of Haussmann was to prevent such an insurrection to 

occur again in Paris. Policing the capital and controlling its population were two guiding 

principles for him. David Harvey explains that what characterizes the ambitious 

Haussmannian project was a process of “creative destruction,” a need to remove the old and 

replace it with new. Haussmann’s project was driven by an urge to destroy old, unsanitary, 

and disorderly habitat and to create new, large ones, in addition to establishing a new gird of 

straight boulevards (Harvey, The Condition of Postmodernity, 1990, p. 16). Streets with 

dead ends were undesirable because they were difficult to access and keep under close 

scrutiny. They were quickly replaced with wider and straight ones. Harvey writes: 

Violence is required to build the new urban world on the wreckage of the old. 
Haussmann tore through the old Parisian slums, using powers of expropriation in the 
name of civic improvement and renovation. He deliberately engineered the removal of 
much of the working class and other unruly elements from the city centre, where they 
constituted a threat to public order and political power. He created an urban form 
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where it was believed—incorrectly, as it turned out in 1871—that sufficient levels of 
surveillance and military control could be attained to ensure that revolutionary 
movements would easily be brought to heel(2008, p. 33). 

  Besides policing the capital, there was an urge to solve the economic crisis that 

erupted in the 1840s. Harvey notes that large-scale renovation in Paris was the direct result 

of a major crisis in capitalist accumulation. In the 1840s, the second empire was facing a 

crisis due to over-accumulation of capital with no real investment opportunities. In addition 

to the burden of over-accumulation of capital, Paris had an important surplus of labor that 

could be potentially dangerous for the stability of the Empire as the insurrection of 1848 has 

shown. The implementation of massive infrastructural work was thought to be the most 

efficient way to solve the economic crisis of the second empire(2008, pp. 25-6).  

  Urban planners working in Clichy draw their inspiration from this Haussmannian 

heritage.  The “creative destruction” that Haussmann has implemented in Paris is being 

revived in the Parisian suburbs at a much larger scale. National and local politicians alike are 

persuaded that draconian measures are necessary to discipline ‘the rebels’ living in the 

periphery. Haussmann’s plans were presented as improvement, modernization and 

beautifying of Paris. Likewise, the disciplinary mechanisms implemented in the suburbs are 

enveloped in discourses of betterment, development, and privacy. The social destruction that 

Haussmann left behind doesn’t seem to be an issue for developers or politicians. The 

cleaning up of Paris from its poor inhabitants and their displacement to the suburbs is 

unfortunately rarely evoked in these milieus. To describe the Haussmannian destruction after 

the ‘improvement’ of Paris, Roy Benjamin writes, “his plans of improvement and 

modernization “wrecked hundreds of buildings, displaced uncounted thousands of people, 

destroyed whole neighborhoods that had lived for centuries” (Berman 150–1). […] [T]he 

orphaned house-men become urban nomads belonging to no street as new tree-lined 
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boulevards demolish their homes” (Benjamin, 2007, pp. 141-2). Likewise, the loss of 

apartments and displacement of the poor population of Clichy is either considered an 

acceptable price to pay or simply an individual problem.  

The population’s resistance to the neo-liberal logics and their rejection of new 

disciplinary technologies forced the city to increase the number of apartments to be built to 

equal those that were bound to be demolished. After the inhabitants’ pressure, the city 

created a re-housing procedure that obliged it to provide housing to those who lost their 

apartments. The creative destruction of space and the Foucauldian fragmentary potentials of 

the island are only one aspect of Clichy’s urban renewal. The following section shows that 

planners enclose old and newly created spaces to reinforce the separation between public 

and private, and to insure a better control of the population. 

5.4.2. Residentialization 

The French concept of “residentialisation” refers to the process of turning an urban 

form into a residence. It is a procedure that urban planners employ extensively in Clichy to 

produce disciplinary spaces. Since the 1990s, it has been one of the pillars of urban renewal 

in France. it represents an intermediary level in urban renewal; it enact on spaces located in 

between built forms and their surrounding. It comprises all the disciplinary mechanisms that 

target the buildings on its proximity but excludes the redevelopment of public equipments. 

These spatial techniques refashion space to make it more amenable to surveillance and other 

mechanisms of control. Residentialisation is usually invoked to solve problems of security 

and privacy and is viewed as an efficient way to delimit the boundaries between private and 

public.  
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The experts of urban regeneration present the violent process of fragmenting and 

secluding the population, as a way to privatize residences, make the habitat more secure, and 

improve the surrounding environment. After the revolts of 2005, urban planners have made 

residentialization one of their priorities in Clichy. The budget allocated to it as well as the 

number of units and areas affected by it are important. A whole rhetoric has been 

constructed to make it more acceptable and even desirable. The Urban Contract for Social 

Cohesion (CUCS), that the city signed in 2007 explains that Clichy will focus on “the 

prevention of urban revolts through the reinforcement of security around collective 

equipments” and adds that “the integration of security shall be an objective in each one of 

the phase of urban renewal (conception, construction…)” (La Commune de Clichy-sous-

Bois, 2007, p. 40). To preempt urban violence, the PRU integrated mechanisms that would 

discard ‘non-coherent urbanism.’ Urban renewal in Clichy has incorporated a neoliberal 

agenda inspired by a long Anglophone tradition.  

Residentialisation represents a response to the Corbusian logic of the 1960s. The 

large green area with a small built space in the middle was one of the cherished concepts in 

Corbusian urbanism. Developers from that era favored the creation of large and collectively 

owned areas. From their standpoint, such spaces create healthier communities. For the 

urban planners of the XXI century this type of space is undesirable because it blurs the 

boundaries between the private and the public. According to them, private and collectively 

owned areas could create conflict and insecurity because they are easily accessible by non-

residents. Their classification within a continuum that spans from the intimate and private 

spaces to the open and public ones is complex. One of the goals of residentialisation is 

therefore to undo such spaces and to introduce new ones with well-defined boundaries.  
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Residentialisation is presented in Clichy’s PRU as one of the four axis of the renewal 

plan. There are two main types of residentialization. The first one targets the built space 

directly by enclosing the entrance, installing locks, and digital keypad.  It can also refer to the 

removal of a porch under which the youth gather and ‘obstruct the residents’ movements.’ 

The second layer affects the surrounding area of a building and consists of erecting different 

kinds of fences. The process of fencing is non-negotiable for planners; what they will 

negotiate however, is the material, color and pattern of fences. Sometimes they use subtler 

and lighter structures such as a green bush fence to avoid reprisal from the youth who might 

not see the new configuration approvingly Developers have acquired a language that makes 

residentialisation desirable among the inhabitants since it is always presented as beneficial on 

different levels. The residents are told that once the limits of private areas are delineated, the 

inhabitants will feel more attached to their residence. The image of their neighborhood will 

improve and have a positive effect will reverberate throughout the city. Developers working 

in Clichy explain that once residentialisation is executed, it will deter inhabitants from 

throwing garbage from their windows or disrespect green areas located within the enclosed 

area. Finally, enclosure is often presented as a way to preserve children’s security. The 

architects explain to the inhabitants that the goal of residentialization is to keep the kids in a 

safe space within a close proximity to their parents. To examine urban transformation from 

a neoliberal perspective, it’s crucial to study the intricate and complex relationship between 

public and private spaces in which residentialisation is the most symptomatic aspect. 

This trend didn’t start in Clichy; it has its origins in the neoliberal turn of the 1970s. 

However, Clichy could be considered a laboratory where new urban disciplinary strategies 

are implemented before being generalized on a larger scale. The new form of planning favors 

smaller, partitioned, and disconnected spaces that are connected to each other through a 
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dense network of streets. To preempt urban violence, planners introduce technologies that 

would replace old and disorderly urbanism with a new and ‘coherent’ one. The renewal 

contract announces the residentialization of 1,353 units out of a total of 3,684 that are 

located within the perimeter of project. In other words, one third of all built areas will be 

affected in one way or another by the process. Clichy-sous-Bois Magazine, the newsletter 

issued by the municipality notes that a residentialization in the southeast area of the city have 

been completed. It adds that “in order to delimit the boundaries between private and public 

spaces, fences have been installed and private outdoors areas have been redesigned.” The 

same article concludes, “the inhabitants’ lifestyle has thus been improved because private 

parking and green areas, among other things, have been created” (Bulletin d’informations 

municipales, 2009, p. 8). 

Residentialisation, which is the idea of intervening on the urban texture in order to 

prevent crime and delinquency, is not new. Its genealogy could be traced back to the 

Anglophone concept of Crime Prevention Through Environmental Design13 (CPTED). One of the 

founders of that tradition is the American urbanist Jane Jacobs who argued in the 1960s that 

urban renewal had destructive implications on community life and the multilayered urban 

texture attached to it (Jacobs, The death and life of great American cities, 1992). Her writing 

influenced the work of Oscar Newman on “defensible space” (Newman, Defensible space, 

1972) and Ray Jeffery who coined the term CPTED (Jeffery, 1977), both of which are based 

on the idea of crime prevention through the remodeling of urban space. The work of these 

scholars constitutes a reaction to modernist urbanism, which was symptomatic of the 1950s 

and 1960s. Unlike modern urbanism, which was based on central planning and state 

intervention, the emphasis in CPTED is on decentralizing the planning process and on 

shifting the responsibility of creating a secure environment onto local inhabitants.  
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With the global neoliberal turn in the 1970s, CPTED had had an important impact 

on theories of urban renewal in England and the US. Its influence reached France a decade 

later and since then, it has impregnated all aspects of urban regeneration. Generally speaking, 

its equivalent in the French tradition is residentialisation. In 1992, the government created an 

Interministerial committee of cities (Le Comité interministériel des villes CIV) to oversee 

urban renewal and its social implications. This structure introduced the idea of prevention as 

a major axis in urban planning. Figure 3 shows an illustration taken from a manual about 

security and urban renewal and which explain the basic residentialisation unit. The idea of 

integrating prevention mechanisms within urban renewal has been institutionalized in 1997 

with the creation of Local Security Contracts (contrat local de sécurité CLS).  

 

Figure 5-3: urban renewal and security 
(Institut d'aménagement et d'urbanisme de la région Île-de-France 2006: 67) 

 
  Clichy singed a first CLS in 1999 which proposes disciplinary and preventive actions 

to create a safer space and to reduce criminal activity. The city signed its second CLS 

contract in 2008. The new generation of CLS contracts is supposed to improve the 
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communication between the police and the municipality. It aims to create mechanisms of 

measurement and evaluation to assess the adequacy of specific security techniques (Dallier, 

2007, p. 41).14 In order to consolidate the relationship between urban renewal and security, 

the ANRU has made the funding of any project conditional upon its approval by the local 

police who is supposed to examine the plans and provide a feedback to planners and 

developers. At a later stage, the police can send experts to the construction site to ensure its 

proposals are being implemented in a proper fashion. The project is required to enhance the 

“fluidity of movement” as well as “to get rid of passages with dead ends.” The ANRU also 

provides funding in case the city is interested in establishing a video-surveillance network 

(Institut d'aménagement et d'urbanisme de la région Île-de-France, 2006, p. 18). 

  The leading research center in the field of urbanism and urban renewal, the Institut 

d'aménagement et d'urbanisme de la région Île-de-France explains, in a report about the integration of 

security in urban renewal, explains that the purpose of residentisation is “to reshape the 

urban environment to control urban space more efficiently, create more intimate residential 

housing, and to “break” the spaces of trafficking” (2006, p. 13). In that regard, 

residentialisation is considered a light intervention on urban space, as opposed to the more 

costly and radical spatial processes such as demolition and construction. It aims to remodel 

the inhabited environment according to neoliberal strategies while the PRU diffuses 

discourses to prepare the population to accept the changes. In some cases, residentialisation 

is considered insufficient to fulfill parameters of security set by the police. In these cases, a 

more radical transformation is required. For example, the report describes a project that did 

not get the approval of the ANRU until the municipality agreed to switched from a light 

residentialisation it originally proposed, to a demolition of a high rise that the police has 

requested (p. 20).  
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  The logic of CPTED permeates all aspects of residentialisation in Clichy. It utilizes 

insidious techniques to segment and control space. It’s not clear the extent to which the 

police in Clichy15 is involved in CPTED but the first CLS indicate that there is a close 

relationship between urban planners and the police. The ANRU clearly suggests that the 

police gives its approval before a project is implemented. In any case the mayor does 

everything in his power to make the police feel at home in Clichy. After justifying the police 

racial profiling in Clichy by explaining that “the delinquents’ “robot portrait” has very few 

distinctive traits: globally it fits the profile of the large majority of the population, especially 

the young one […]” (Dilain, 2006, pp. 157-8). More importantly, the mayor is exasperated 

with the inhabitants’ antagonistic relationship with police agents. He notes, “young 

delinquents live “like fish in water” in the neighborhoods and the police is globally rejected” 

(p. 159). According to him, one of the priorities of urban renewal in general, and 

residentialisation more specifically, is to reverse such a relationship. The construction of a 

large police station at the center of the public housing projects represents an important step 

forward in that direction.  

  By delimiting the private and the public clearly, the intention of urban planners is to 

facilitate the police surveillance and intervention. Those who don’t belong to a space are 

either denied access or made uncomfortable. Figure 4 shows the market in Clichy 

surrounded by several housing projects and their upcoming residentialisation. These two 

projects were considered two massive and developers decided to segment and fence them. 

Several issues are taken into consideration when developers decided to create new 

boundaries. One of the problems that planners attempt to solve is drug dealing. 

Conversations with architects and inhabitants show that one of the pressing issues is the 

eradication of drug dealing activities. Urban developers are aware that such activities don’t 
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stop right away. Previous cases have shown that when a space is residentialized, drug dealing 

repositions itself and look for ‘friendlier’ spaces. Inhabitants living in public housing in Le 

Bas-Clichy, which is located outside the perimeter of the PRU, have complained during an 

interview16, after the residentialisation of several projects in Le Haut-Clichy. They explained 

that a segment of the dealing activity was routed towards their neighborhood because of the 

fencing and securitization that took place in Le Haut-Clichy. The second question concerns 

everyday degradation of the building and its surrounding areas.  By deploying multiple 

residentialisation techniques, developers hope to prevent such activities. Their aim on the 

long term is to forge a new subjectivity among the inhabitants by pushing them to embrace 

whole-heartedly the idea of private and residentialized space.  

 

Figure 5-4: Residentialisation in orange around housing projects (Clichy Magazine, 
2008-09) 

 
  Another central challenge for planners is to neutralize negative ‘elements’ residing 

within public housing undergoing a process of residentialisation. Developers who work in 
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Clichy often complain about delinquents who live within the housing projects because of 

their potential to undermine the impact of residentialisation17. CPTED was initially 

developed as a set of urban techniques to prevent criminal activity coming from outside. 

Such techniques are not as efficient when applied in poor and marginal spaces where the 

potential ‘criminal population’ resides inside. It’s comprehensible therefore that developers 

encounter problems in adapting CPTED in Clichy. Segmenting the terrain and creating more 

efficient spaces of flow might not be sufficient from the standpoint of the municipality or 

planners. Other techniques need to be employed in a space such as Clichy.  

  One of the central goals of urban renewal in Clichy is the deployment of CPTED 

modalities in various spaces, without alarming a population that has learned to be suspicious 

of any governmental intervention in their city. More specifically, the PRU has been 

introducing one of the two principles that Ray Jeffery, the father of CPTED, cherishes most. 

It consists of creating a “natural surveillance” in what he calls “defensible spaces.” These 

spaces create a safe sphere where residents can observe their surrounding environment to 

prevent delinquent activity from taking place. According to CPTED, it is also essential that 

the potential delinquent realizes that he might be under “natural surveillance.” The objective 

for planners is to allow the inhabitant to “see and be seen” in a continuous fashion. For 

example, the fences that developers use in Clichy are either see-through or of a limited 

height to allow residents to have a view on the street. The same principle applies for hedges 

when they are utilized. On a different register but following the same principle, the 

municipality has been spending enormous amounts of money to establish a robust and vast 

lighting network to facilitate the “natural surveillance” of different neighborhoods. Planners 

argue drug dealers, who have been breaking the bulbs in the past to work peacefully during 

the night, will not be able to sabotage the new network easily.  
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  The different spatial mechanisms that developers employ in Clichy, create spaces 

where people can ““see and be seen.” The information travels in both directions. Unlike 

Foucault’s panopticon where information is transmitted only in one direction, the 

disciplinary residentialisation in Clichy represents an attempt to establish a schema where 

every individual can potentially take part in the disciplinary network. If successful, planners 

would help the municipality and the police to keep an eye on dangerous spaces at all time. 

However, ethnographic observations and conversations with residents suggest that many of 

the youth gather information about the police’s habits and their movements in the city. It is 

also clear that most youth and a good number of adults in Clichy respect an omnipresent 

“law of silence” that seems to be articulated around racial lines. The principle of “seeing and 

being seen” which might be effective in downtown London or Paris, don’t necessarily have 

the same effect in marginal suburbs. It is doubtful that residentialisation would reverse the 

suburban culture and planners are well aware of that. To improve their rate of success, they 

don’t hesitate to employ other spatial techniques such as the dispersal of potentially 

dangerous structures. The study of how the choice of a site and a design for the new mosque 

will highlight this procedure.   

5.4.3. The Grand Mosque: An Ideal-Type 

  The construction of a new mosque in Clichy represents an important example of 

how the municipality is attempting to control the Muslim Afro-French population. Few 

years ago, after long deliberations with the inhabitants, the city decided to replace the current 

mosque with a new one. The municipality was probably motivated by the potential to 

translate such a decision into favorable electoral votes, but more importantly, it wanted to 

conquer important political and social spaces. Examining the displacement of the mosque 
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from its old location to its new one will shed light on how disciplinary mechanisms are 

conceived and deployed in Clichy. 

  Bilal Mosque, which is located behind a coffee shop in the market and is surrounded 

by public housing units (see figure 5), has been the target of multiple disciplinary 

technologies. It was initially a storage area that local inhabitants converted into a mosque. It 

is the largest Muslim worshiping space in Clichy, and is used along with two apartments 

converted for the same purpose. Bilal Mosque is accessible only through a narrow passage. 

Its location makes it potentially a dangerous space from the perspective of the police and 

intelligence services. Since 9-11 many such places have been put under close scrutiny and 

surveillance. This explains why Abderrahmane Bouhout, the imam who supervises the 

mosque, is a sympathizer of the UMP, the ruling party of Nicholas Sarkozy and is also close 

to the Moroccan regime who keeps good relationships with imams, throughout France and 

with the approval of the French state, to control Moroccan citizens.  

  The mosque became one of the symbolic places during the youth revolts of 2005. It 

acquired a national stature and was very mediatized because politicians and journalists alike, 

used it to tarnish the image of a legitimate youth revolts by turning their fight into a clash of 

civilization between a Christian world and a Muslim mob. After the death of Zyed and 

Bouna, the youth started burning cars during the night, to express their anger towards the 

police who let their friends die in an electric plant without rescuing them (AFP, 2009). The 

population requested an official inquiry from the government to get clarifications about the 

tragic deaths. But the government refused and claimed the police was not involved in any 

chasing of the youth (Toscer, 2005). Later, the government retracted from its initial position 

and recognized the pursuit of the youth by the police. When the revolts started, Bilal 

Mosque became one of the important platforms where the population was debating the 
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death of the two teenagers and the revolts and was trying to appease the younger generation. 

The police presence was dense and provocative. During the first three days, the revolts 

didn’t spread beyond Clichy and their intensity was starting to decrease. On October 30th 

however, the police attacked Bilal Mosque with tear gas while Nicholas Sarkozy, minister of 

interior at the time, turned a blind eye on the escalation. In addition to tear gas inside the 

mosque, the police harassed and humiliated the population that assembled in and around the 

mosque. From that point and on, the youth revolts spread to many poor suburbs throughout 

France and during three weeks, they became a national conundrum for the government. The 

mosque was the object of close scrutiny for the media and the police during and after the 

revolts (André, 2006).  

  Spatially speaking, Bilal Mosque is located within the infamous and much publicized 

neighborhood of Les Bosquets. Eric Raoult, an MP in the ruling party, once described Les 

Bosquets as “a ghetto where public housing administrators stack foreign families like 

radioactive waste” (Montvalon, 2005). His description might seem extreme but in reality it 

represents a narrative that is well ingrained in the French imaginary. The presence of a 

mosque in such a neighborhood revives many mainstream phantasms about Islam. For 

example, Muslims are sometimes believed to conspire against the republic and Islam is often 

considered as incompatible with the secular ideals of the nation. On October 30th, after the 

police’s attack on Bilal Mosque, local mediators attempted to speak with the youth to avoid 

an escalation of the anger and violence. French and Western mainstream media chose to 

present the event as a confrontation between two irreconcilable paradigms. On the one hand 

the French republic, represented by the police, and on the other, the local population, 

composed essentially of devout Muslims. Some segments of the media chose to present the 

mediators as religious fanatics who tried to calm down the youth by shouting “Allah Akbar” 
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(Allah is the Greatest). Ivan Rioufol explains in Le Figaro, a right wing newspaper, that during 

the riots the government was unfairly presented as the oppressor. Therefore, it was unable to 

integrate the rioters back into the national community. The journalist adds, “the state 

appeared as weak in the eyes of those who viewed a conquering Islam as their point of 

reference. On Monday evening, the "brothers" helped maintain order in Clichy by shouting 

"Allah Akbar!” Since then they have requested and obtained the withdrawal of the 

police”(Rioufol, 2005). The indignation of the journalist is clear. More importantly however, 

to explain the eruption of the revolts, he employs a register that blames Islam and its 

irreconcilable roots with the western world. This register was unfortunately symptomatic of 

mainstream coverage in general.  Le Monde, the most popular liberal daily, published an 

article on November 3rd that opens in its first paragraph with “their arms were up in the air 

and they were shouting “Allah Akbar!” with a loud voice. They were walking around the 

housing projects to ask their “brothers” to remain calm”(Bronner & Smolar, Quand les " 

frères " musulmans tentent de ramener le calme, 2005). The mediatization and repetition of 

Islamic exclamations, in addition to a continuous footage of youngsters running in all 

directions in the vicinity of Bilal Mosque after the attack of the police set the tone for a 

caricatural media coverage. The media representation of the events attempted to relegate 

Clichy and its inhabitants to a space located outside the boundaries of the French republic. 

The epicenter of this foreign terrain was Bilal Mosque. Even the socialist Mayor of Clichy 

presented an insulting image of Muslims. When asked about the place of Islam in Clichy, he 

stated, “[t]he Muslims are very many in Clichy and in Le Plateau of Clichy-Montfermeil.” He 

added, “Initially, there were “caves.” They removed some Muslims out and put them in a so-

called mosque made of whatever comes to hand and situated in an old commercial center. 

That was Bilal Mosque, the one that became notorious during the events of 2005” 
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(Dhoquois, Deux maires courages: Dialogue sur la crise des banlieues, 2008, pp. 128-9).  

  The implications of the revolts on the construction of a new mosque are crucial. The 

PRU contract, which was published in 2004, a year before the outburst of the 2005 revolts, 

doesn’t mention the new mosque. Since the mosque is not funded nor built by the city, it is 

understandably absent from the convention (La Communauté d'Agglomération de Clichy-

sous-Bois/ Montfermeil, 2004). However, after the revolts, in 2007, when the third 

amendment of the PRU convention was published (La Commuauté d'agglomération de 

Clichy-sous-Bois / Montfermeil, 2007), the document mentioned that the municipality has 

decided to provide a terrain for the construction of the new mosque and added that the 

initial land allocated for that purpose was modified. The document doesn’t provide further 

information about the reasons for which the terrain was modified. The inhabitants explained 

during several conversations that after long deliberations and contentious negotiations 

between on the one hand, Mrs. Xavier Lemoine and Claude Dilain (respectively the mayors 

of Montfermeil and Clichy-sous-Bois), and on the other the Muslim communities in both 

cities, the municipalities decided to allocate a new terrain for the construction of the 

Mosque. Montfermeil’s right wing mayor was initially against the erection of a Mosque in the 

agglomeration. In an article published in the Israeli daily, Haaretz, Lemoine explains the 

significance of his Manichean combat:  

it’s either them or us. If they win, we are dead ducks. I am a proud French Catholic 
and I have no intention of living as a ’dhimmi’ (a non-Muslim enjoying protected 
status in a Muslim country - D.B.S.) in my own country. We are different from them, 
and these people do not represent France. We are caught in the middle of an Islamic 
war being fought all over the world - in Iraq, Iran, Pakistan and Afghanistan. 
Everything that happens over there has reverberations here in France and influences 
the immigrants (Simon, 2006). 

Muslim communities are presented as the radical alterity of Frenchness. Catholicism is 

identified as the savior in a spatial combat against Islam. One year after this statement, the 
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mayor of Montfermeil changed his position. Was he trying to embrace a pragmatic posture? 

Was he offering multiple accounts to different audiences? Is it rather the pressure of the 

population and the effective lobbying of Claude Dilain on behalf of the inhabitants of his 

city that compelled Xavier Lemoine to change his mind and accept the construction of a 

new mosque? A spatial examination of the issue could provide some elements to answer the 

question.  

  For a long period, Lemoine was unwilling to accept the construction of a new 

mosque anywhere close to Montfermeil. He was firmly opposed to allocate a terrain on 

Etienne Laurent Street, on a land located within Clichy, because it was apparently too close 

to Montfermeil. A different terrain located on the same street but few blocks away, further 

in the depth of Clichy was finally chosen. The choice of the new site was carefully decided. It 

had to be situated outside the infamous Les Bosquets neighborhood to keep the new 

mosque at a distance from the old and degraded public housing. Furthermore, Les Bosquets 

is often perceived as the epicenter of drug trafficking and other criminal activities. Many of 

the inhabitants living in this neighborhood are poor or unemployed and from the 

municipality’s perspective, they could be recruited by fundamentalists. The socialist mayor 

explains, “It’s time to banalize the Muslim presence in our society […] In this sprit and in 

order to marginalize radical imams, I accepted to work with Muslim association on the 

creation of an official Mosque for the Muslims inhabitants of Clichy-sous-Bois and 

Montfermeil” (Dilain, 2006, p. 167 [my emphasis]). He tackles the question of Islam as if it’s 

a foreign concept to the French society. In his narrative, it become clear that he has allowed 

Muslim communities to build a Mosque to domesticate a religion that ‘is out of phase’ with 

the ideals of the French secular republic. He notes, “Let’s not be naïve; the eruption of Islam 

in the public space has created a strife that requires a republican solution. I do not approve 
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of too many women, integrally veiled in a black clothing that shows their eyes only, to 

circulate in Clichy. I do not approve of the pressure and interdiction that young girls have to 

undergo to oblige them to behave and look in a certain way” (Dilain, 2006, p. 163). When 

Islam spills over into the public sphere, it’s necessary to take charge and attempt to put it 

back into its proper place. The construction of the new mosque should be understood from 

that perspective.   

The mayor of Montfermeil softened his position concerning the construction of a 

mosque but was totally opposed to the erection of a minaret. The minaret is often 

considered a sign of Muslim conquest in French public discourse. The recent Swiss ban on 

the construction of new minarets through a referendum in November 2009 is symptomatic 

of a European neo-conservative ideology that presents these towers as outposts of a future 

Muslim invasion.  In the case of Clichy, after long deliberation, the two mayors decided to 

give a permit for the construction of a Mosque with a green laser beam that would illuminate 

the sky five times a day to announce the prayers’ time. The laser beam is not the result of a 

consensus in the city; it is simply a lesser evil for many non-Muslims. To reconcile 

apprehensive citizens, Dilain suggests that he agreed to build a new mosque to prevent 

Muslim communities from ‘colonizing’ public spaces. He explains that no public funds will 

be utilized to build the mosque and adds, “[w]e have been very clear, we want a transparent 

financing of the mosque. We will tolerate the recitation of the prayer in Arabic but the imam 

will have to deliver his preach in French” (Clichy_Magazine, 2005, p. 12). Since Muslims 

cannot pray in any language but Arabic, the mayor is simply saying that he will allow the 

Muslim community to pray. More interestingly however, Dilain’s statement shows that 

visibility and transparence are the main priorities when it comes to the mosque. A spatial 

analysis shows that the discourse of visibility governs the logics lying behind the 
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construction of the mosque.  

 

Figure 5-5: The initial location of the Mosque on the periphery of Les Bosquets and 
its new location on Etienne Laurent Street 

 
Different spatial mechanisms are deployed to control the Muslim population living 

in Clichy. The Mosque is moved from its initial location and put in a ‘safer’ space (see figure 

5). The new location is at the angel of Etienne Laurent and Romain Rolland streets. This 

exposure makes the new edifice highly visible compared to Bilal Mosque which was hidden 

behind the market, and was accessible only through a narrow passage. Larbi Chouaieb, the 

president of a religious association that lobbied for the construction of the mosque explains, 

“the mosque is open towards the city and the world and is the fruit of an exemplary 

cooperation between associative, municipal and technical actors” (Clichy_Magazine, 2009, p. 

14, [my emphasis]). The architectural visibility of the future Mosque doesn’t seem to satisfy 

the two mayors who think that it should be more exposed from all sides. This is probably 
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why the PRU decided to create a new grid of streets around the edifice but more specifically 

on its third side, making the Mosque even more visible from outside (see figure 6). On the 

fourth side there is a center for economic activities, which is managed by the municipality. 

The municipality has also decided to build a school on the other side of the street, facing the 

west segment of the mosque and renovate another school on the east side. A parking will 

occupy the terrain located in the back, while a McDonald already exists in the vicinity. The 

map shows that the mosque is surrounded mostly by non-residential spaces. Preventing the 

construction of residential building in the neighboring areas of the mosque seems to be the 

main concern of the municipality. Finally, the new location keeps the mosque at a very close 

distance from the new police station, which is currently under construction. On a symbolic 

plane, one could view the positioning of the new worship edifice in between two schools, a 

police station, a McDonald, and an economic activity center represents a form of 

domestication. Muslim worshipers are invited to readjust their religion to the principles of 

the secular and republican school that bans girls who wear the veil from accessing its spaces. 

Muslim communities are also encouraged to embrace a neoliberal culture, of which a 

McDonald and a center for economic activities located on a free economic zone are the 

symptomatic signs. If neoliberal and secular acculturations don’t function as planned, the 

police station is a reminder that coercive force could be used as a last resort.  
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Figure 5-6: Police station (green); New Mosque (Red); Center for Economic 
Activities (yellow); Schools (orange); new streets (blue); parking lot (black); 

McDonald (white). 
 

The location of the new mosque as well as its implantation within such an urban grid 

represents a crude implementation of two basic Foucauldian disciplinary mechanisms. The 

first one consists of exposing the new structure to a gaze that puts it under constant scrutiny. 

In a famous chapter about Panopticism, Foucault lays out the disciplinary principles, 

according to which inmates are incarcerated within individual cells. He explains, “[t]he 

panoptic mechanism arranges spatial unities that make it possible to see constantly and to 

recognize immediately […] Full lighting and the eye of a supervisor capture better than 

darkness, which ultimately protected. Visibility is a trap” (1977, p. 200). To secure a smooth 

functioning of power, the aim of the Panopticon is to convince inmates that they are under 

the permanent gaze of their guardian. The second principle consists of a radical 
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fragmentation of space as in the case of the new mosque, which is separated by streets from 

its surroundings. The purpose for dislocating the Mosque from its original organic location 

is to disrupt activities that might trouble the logic of the secular republic. Foucault describe 

partition in the following terms: 

One must eliminate the effects of imprecise distributions, the uncontrolled 
disappearances of individuals, their diffuse circulation, their unusable and dangerous 
coagulation; it was a tactic of anti-desertion, anti-vagabondage, anti-concentration. 
Its aim was to establish presences and absences, to know where and how to locate 
individuals, to set up useful communications, to interrupt others, to be able at each 
moment to supervise the conduct of each individual, to assess it, to judge it, to 
calculate its qualities or merits (1977, p. 143).   

The fragmentation of the terrain prevents the mosque from ‘coagulating’ with the 

surrounding spaces and forming an ‘incoherent urbanism.’ The new location is therefore 

separated from the adjacent buildings by streets and public institutions. Even when it comes 

to residential buildings located in the adjacent spaces, the municipality has been choosing the 

families who will occupy the future apartments very carefully. 

 

Figure 5-7: A Model of the New Mosque 
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In addition to fragmenting the terrain surrounding the mosque, the architect chose 

to build a patio as the entrance to enable external observers to have a panoramic view of the 

different architectural units by simply glancing at the edifice. The mayor was closely involved 

in the choice of the architect and the design of the mosque. He explains to a journalist that 

the Muslim associations wanted to build a replica of the Grand Mosque of Istanbul but he 

was opposed to the project. He explains his unenthusiastic reaction by noting that what “is 

appropriate for Istanbul is not for Clichy.” He clarifies that the structure of the new mosque 

is open and well integrated to the surrounding urban renewal. According to him, the 

architecture is well adapted to the France of the XXI century. He ends on a more negative 

note: “[w]e won’t be able to close all worshiping locations. Some of them are very 

clandestine and not very welcoming. We don’t control all of them and some of the stories 

about these places are incredible” (Dhoquois, 2008, pp. 129-30). 

The main concern behind the new design is therefore motivated by a radical reversal 

of the pattern that governs Bilal Mosque. The municipality hopes to end the clandestine 

condition of spaces that presently attract Muslim worshipers. The emphasis is put on making 

the new architecture as transparent as possible. To enable what urban planners term “natural 

surveillance,” the mosque shall be visible from all sides. The architecture seems to abide to a 

basic Foucauldian disciplinary techniques that would prevent Muslim radicals from engaging 

in any potentially illegal or terrorist behavior. But the new mosque’s architecture facilitates 

the surveillance of street activity from inside. The architecture follows the principles of 

CPTED. Unlike Foucault’s panopticon, which channel information in one direction, the 

architecture of the new mosque allows information to circulate from both sides. Instead of 

Foucault’s “faceless gaze,” the new experts of urbanism recommend ‘transparence’ from 

both sides. The mosque represents another instance where the principle of “seeing and being 
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seen” is deployed to deter a delinquent from engaging in criminal activities (Loudier-

Malgouyres, 2004, p. 34). The gaze is omnipresent.  

5.5. Conclusion 

 This chapter argues that the renewal project in Clichy deploys three important 

mechanisms to discipline urban spaces inhabited by Afro-French and Muslim populations. 

The PRU has appropriated the logic of CPTED by remodeling it and making it more 

appropriate for the French context. Fragmentation, enclosure, and dispersion have been 

deployed in Clichy to break what local and national politicians view as “lawless zones,” and 

integrate them into the dominant neoliberal logic. As shown in this study, some of these 

techniques are less effective in poor suburbs than they are in central metropolitan areas such 

as wealthy and middle class neighborhoods in Paris. The problem with their transposition 

into a marginal enclave like Clichy is that these techniques are supposed to protect a ‘normal’ 

population from external elements who might undermine power relations within its spaces. 

A different narrative unfolds however, when undesirable elements are located within the 

space where the intervention is taking place. Are disciplinary mechanisms of CPTED 

enough to intimidate Afro-French and to dis-empower the spaces they inhabit?  

 The second question is more theoretical and concerns the relationship between 

disciplinary spaces and productive forces as defined in the Foucauldian perspective. Foucault 

is certainly critical of economic extremism and his theoretical project can be read through 

that angle. He points out that the extraction of “surplus of power” is an important question 

with a logic that is independent of the ontology of capital. However, he initially proposed the 

concept of disciplinary power as a mechanism that turns disobedient individuals into docile 

and productive social actors. In Discipline and Punish for example, the management of space is 
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directly linked to the logic of capital. In the case of the renewal program in Clichy, and more 

generally, the national program for urban renewal in France, the disciplinary mechanism 

don’t seem to be used to integrate Afro-French into the labor force. In a conjuncture of 

austerity and high unemployment rates, it’s very probable that the aim of renewal is to 

integrate marginal population into the conventional circuit of capital.  
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CHAPTER 6 

SPATIAL RACIALIZATION AND AFRO-FRENCH INSURGENT DIASPORAS  

 

6.1. Introduction 

How relevant is the notion of the nation as a cultural practice and a political 

constellation in the lives of Afro-French diasporic subjects? This chapter explores the 

political and analytical intersections between “Afro-French diasporas” and the “French 

republic”? It examines poststructuralist conceptualization of diaspora through the work of 

leading contemporary thinkers and explores their relevance in the context of postcolonial 

France. In order to study the role of urban planning in shaping Afro-French cultures, I trace 

in the first section the various ways space was racialized by spatial techniques. Using the 

concept of spatial governmentality, I look at three different spaces that were shaped by 

sovereign, disciplinary, and biopolitical powers. In the second part, I examine Afro-French 

diasporas through the lens of Stuart Hall and Paul Gilroy. More specifically, I analyze the 

different subject positions that the diasporic subject occupies focusing on empirical 

fieldwork I conducted in Clichy-sous-Bois. The narratives of the projects’ residents highlight 

how deterritorialized subjects shape their modes of identification with their homeland as well 

as with the host nation. The chapter argues on the one hand that Stuart Hall concept of 

“differance” and Paul Gilroy notion of the “changing same” are powerful tools to examine 

the lifeworlds of Afro-French and to delineate the boundaries around their diasporic 

cultures. On the other hand, the chapter argues that the concept of Afro-French can be 

traced back in the longue durée of French colonial history but it is only in the past few 
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decades that Afro-French became a diasporic group that shares an experience of the 

“changing same.” While one can find many instances of solidarity and complimentarity in 

the previous centuries, the spatial patterns and geographic distributions imposed by the 

French state prevented the intermixing of the different Afro-French communities in the 

colonies and the metropole. The situation changed rapidly since all these communities 

started sharing the spaces within public housing since the mid 1960s. I argue that the 

consolidation of Afro-French diasporas should be located at that critical moment.  

6.2. Spatial governmentality and Afro-French subjectivities 

Using spatial governmentality as a point of entry, the preceding chapters examined 

the significance of spatial racialization in Clichy-sous-Bois and the impact of the 

technologies of power on Afro-French subjectivities. The study takes urban renewal as a 

point of departure to comprehend the different techniques that planners and other experts 

employ to construct Afro-French subjectivities. At the same time, it’s important to posit 

urban renewal within a larger socio-historical framework. It represents an assemblage of 

power and knowledge that transcends the spatiality and temporality of Clichy. Architects 

involved in renewal are the product of governmental technologies that should be studied in 

the longue durée as well as the extensive imperial geographies.  

The previous chapters studied three main dimensions of spatial governmentality. 

These dimensions represent the three axes of the foucauldian nexus of power. The second 

chapter explored the impact of sovereign power on the production of racialized spaces in 

Paris and the colonies. The spaces that Afro-French occupied in Paris were racialized 

according to logics that depended not only on the ethnic origins of the group who inhabited 

them but also logics inherited from the colonial era. The third chapter shifted the focus to 
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analyze the modes of racialization of Afro-French in public housing in Clichy. Examining 

the confluence of two types of power, namely sovereign and biopolitical powers, the chapter 

showed that spaces can be racialized according to conflicting and sometimes opposing 

logics. The fourth chapter scrutinized the urban space in Clichy through the lens of 

discipline, fragmentation, and training. The impact of each dimension of spatial 

governmentality has distinct implications on the racialization of Afro-French.  

Let’s start with sovereign power, which is to a large extent attached to the 

production and reproduction of the nation-state. It delineates the boundaries that separate 

the inside from the outside of an imagined community. Chapters one and two have shown 

that the geographic meaning of the French nation was in a constant flux. For example, a 

historical investigation of the colonial era would show that the French nation had various 

meanings, including territories on the other side of the Mediterranean when “Algeria” turned 

into “French Algeria.” When colonial administrators had high expectation for the Greater 

France they proposed a geography in which “[t]he Mediterranean crosses France as the Seine 

crosses Paris” Invalid source specified. to show that they were serious about their colonial 

territories and had no intention to giving up. Le Corbusier took up the challenge of 

integrating in his planning North Africa into Greater France. He tried to produce new 

colonial subjects through a novel urban planning. He proposed to integrate evolved Muslim 

in the European city in Algiers. To make Algeria an intrinsic part of France, the Algerian 

population had to be ‘assimilated’ into the French imagined community. Le Corbusier’s 

plans and more generally, colonial urbanism was driven by this ideal until the beginning of 

the Algerian war. Sovereign power determined what lied inside the nation and what was 
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outside. “The outside” of the nation constituted a radical alterity regardless of whether these 

spaces were geographically located within metropolitan France or not. 

In the Parisian context, extra-national spaces were more or less porous depending on 

political priorities and specific needs of racializing Afro-French communities. For example, 

the bidonvilles were the least porous spaces while public housing in the 1970s was much 

more open. Spaces located outside the purview of sovereign power are paradoxical. On the 

one hand, they symbolize an outside that is necessary for nation building. This is the case of 

the Casbah in Algiers and the bidonville in Paris. On the other hand, they show the 

limitations and weaknesses of sovereign power because they theoretically represent spaces 

from which such a power is banned. Ironically, “external” spaces become the target of that 

same sovereign power because they keep it “out.” The colonial force has constantly tried to 

penetrate the Casbah to open it up because it cannot resist the temptation of colonizing new 

spaces. In the metropolitan context, the French police (Brigade Z more specifically) has 

often reproduced the colonial logic of spatial regulation within the bidonville. When the 

French authorities realized that the ‘colonization’ of the bidonville was becoming too 

expansive and was doomed to fail, they decided to erase the space entirely.  

The study shows that three types of power have been used in Clichy to shape space. 

These types of power do not target a specific group but rather all Afro-French communities 

at once. The mechanisms that were initially deployed to racialize a specific ethnic group in 

the past were now utilized against all groups at once. The previous chapters have examined 

the implications of each type of power on Afro-French. 
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Firstly, the deployment of sovereign power to racialize Afro-French living in Clichy 

was a different version from the one utilized in the colonies or the Parisian bidonvilles. 

According to residents who have been living in Clichy for a long period, Afro-French were 

not present in the city until the mid-1960s when public housing became more accessible to 

them. There were a few exceptions since several Antillean and Maghrebian families were 

offered apartments in Clichy since the mid sixties. With the increasing number of Afro-

French moving to the projects in the late 1970s and early 1980s, the communist municipality 

took several measures to stop the flow. It initially reacted by proposing a tolerance threshold 

that many communist mayors were trying to implement in other cities. The spatial apartheid 

was evidently not as rigid as in the case of the bidonville but with increasing numbers of 

Afro-French residents in Clichy, the separation started to slowly materialize in the housing 

projects. In the beginning, Afro-French were put in specific building and later they were 

confined to particular neighborhoods and banned from others. This is still the case today in 

Clichy since white residents occupy the better projects such as La Pelouse and La Vallée des 

Anges. The youth are often prevented, through smooth and coercive mechanisms, to leave 

the city or to go to areas where white French live. They are also discouraged from spending 

time in the wealthy neighboring cities such as Le Raincy. Furthermore, public transportation 

makes it difficult for Afro-French to go to Paris. The police harass them whenever they 

leave the housing projects by checking their IDs. The metro fare is one of the smoother 

mechanisms used against poorer populations since it dissuades them from going to Paris. 

Most youth have their own stories of police harassment. Amadou who is eighteen, a French 

citizen with Malian origins, told me “one day I had to go through eight ID checks. They [the 

police] just wanted to mess with me. For the most part it was the same cops. They don’t 

want us to leave the ghetto that’s why they harass us. I don’t think the renewal project is 
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going to change any of that.” Every black and brown young man has experienced this type 

of harassment once they leave the perimeter of the project. The checks and harassment 

intensify if a young man decides to wander in a neighborhood with individual housing. To 

avoid the harassment, the vast majority of the youth end up avoiding this type of 

transgression by staying most of their time within the perimeter of the projects.  

Keeping a safe space for the white population is a complex and multilayered process. 

It takes the form of direct harassment but it can also be the result of subtler mechanisms. 

White parents, for example, can exercise a symbolic pressure to put Afro-French back in 

their place. The Municipal Service for the Youth (SMJ) (a neighborhood center where the 

youth can perform urban dance or participate in rap workshops), represents a refuge for 

some youth. Nadia who is seventeenth is one of the talented female rappers whom I initially 

met at the SMJ and had seen every week thereafter. She was very dedicated and had a 

passion for the music she was performing. I was taken by surprise when she told me about 

her earlier enthusiasm for classical music. She used to go to the conservatory, which is 

located along with the public library in a mostly white neighborhood with individual housing. 

In that regard, one can identify a spatial distribution of municipal institutions organized 

along a racial axis. The conservatory and the library are located in the white neighborhood 

and require fifteen-minutes walk from the closest housing projects. They attract mostly a 

white audience; Nadia felt awkward at the Conservatory because she was the only “non-

French to attend the music classes” as she puts it. Nadia is born in France and has a French 

citizenship but she felt out of place because she was the only non-white at the conservatory. 

Her dedication for classical music was not enough to feel at home at the conservatory. The 
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deployment of sovereign power to preserve the purity of a territory doesn’t require the 

intervention of the police in this case.  

The racial line is maintained in both directions: on one side, Afro-French territories 

and white on the other. Whites don’t often venture into the housing projects because they 

feel insecure. Many avoid going ‘there’ because they think it’s too dangerous. During a 

meeting the municipality organized to discuss the future redevelopment of the city-center, a 

white resident told the audience that things are much better now at the commercial center of 

Chêne Pointu. He explained, “in the past there was a small door at the entrance of the 

commercial center and it was extremely dangerous to walk there; they would cut your throat 

to take your wallet.” More surprisingly, if a white person ventures into the area of the 

housing projects, the police warn her. Samir was born and lived most of his life in Clichy and 

is currently a student in a Parisian university. His parents migrated from Algeria some thirty 

years ago. He has several good white friends who live outside the projects. He was bitter 

when he told me what had happened to his white friend who came to visit him a year ago 

for the first time. He said, 

Last year, I was spending some time with my French (read white) friend at the Park 
in Clichy. When he left, the project, the cops started asking him questions and 
searching him but they couldn’t find anything. They asked him what he was doing in 
Clichy. The cops assume that the only reason a French guy would come here is to 
buy drugs. They finally asked him not to come back because Clichy is too dangerous 
for a French guy like him. 

When boundaries between white and Afro-French spaces are transgressed, sovereign power 

is mobilized to re-impose spatial racialization and prevent any racial mixing. Sovereign power 

conflates different categories such as “whiteness,” “Frenchness,” and “white spaces.” They 

become one. The paradox is that it acts against the mechanisms of “integration” of Afro-
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French that the state had launched a few decades ago. The sovereign recreates “the 

bidonville” within public housing by imposing strict racial identifiers for each territory. 

Sovereign power rejects racial mixing that political leaders have tried to implement in the 

1960s and 1970s after they dismantled the bidonvilles and dispersed the population. The 

police patrol the streets of Clichy to enforce a precise racial cartography. Afro-French 

became one category in public housing; it doesn’t matter if they are Caribbean, Maghrebian, 

or Sub-Saharan. 

Secondly, disciplinary power was deployed in Clichy as a middle range technology to 

regulate the movements of Afro-French. Disciplinary power, as explained in the fourth 

chapter, was utilized in the city to fracture an Afro-French culture that started to emerge as 

the percentage of black and brown communities became sizable. At the same time, an 

increasing number of white French left their apartments in public housing to move to white 

neighborhoods. In Clichy, urban planners utilized the street as a strategic spatial tool to 

fragment territories perceived as too Afro-French. The street achieves several goals as we 

have seen in the previous chapter. It fragments non-white communities that might represent 

a threat to the Republic. The street allows also for a clearer delimitation between the public 

and the private. In that regard, planners use it to achieve a neoliberal agenda. 

Residentialization, which is one of the spatial dimensions of neoliberalism, is possible only 

when projects are fragmented into smaller entities. Architects explain that the combination 

of on the one hand a clear separation between the private and the public, and 

residentialisation on the other reduce or prevent delinquency. In reality, delinquency 

migrates and readapts but doesn’t disappear as residents have explained to me multiple 

times. A resident of Chêne Pointu, a project located outside the perimeter of renewal, 



!

! #"&!

remarked that the ongoing redevelopment has very detrimental implications on their lives. 

He explained that drug dealers leave the area affected by renewal and come to Chêne Pointu 

to sell their products.  

Finally, biopolitical power has been extensively used to undermine “the ghetto” from 

inside. The municipality implemented three programs revolving around public health, gender 

equality, and social mixing to intervene in public housing and reshape Afro-French 

subjectivities. The effect of these programs is uneven but the main intension was to erase 

Afro-Frenchness through a process of interpellation. Biopolitics speaks to subjects by 

producing needs and desires. Unlike sovereign power, which achieves its goals through 

coercive force, and disciplinary power, which utilizes insidious and capillary techniques to 

reshape space, biopolitics deploys subtle programs to alter subjectivities. Biopolitics 

intervenes in private and public spaces by interpellating Afro-French youth and proposing to 

them an authentically French paradigm. The spaces in which it is deployed are much more 

porous than those inhabited by sovereign power. At the same time, the study has shown that 

no separation is possible between sovereign, disciplinary, and biopolitical spaces. Mitchell 

Dean (2002) reminds us that biopolitics is about the democratization of sovereign power or 

what he calls the “delegation of sovereignty” over to private citizens. In the twenty-first 

century, sovereign power is not attached to the figure of the king as it used to in the 

sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. Today, every citizen can be sovereign and use this type 

of power as a tool within a larger biopolitical regime.  

While the three types of power can be complementary as Dean (2002) and Nealon 

(2008) have argued, the preceding chapter has highlighted some divergences in certain 

situations. For example, there is a latent need to end spaces where there are high 
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concentrations of Afro-French. This is why the bidonvilles were eradicated in the 1960s and 

1970s. Instead of the aspired for dispersion of the  population, new concentrations of Afro-

French emerged in public housing. This is a latent conflict between sovereign power, which 

produces alterity, and biopolitics, which interpellates and strives to integrate. This leaves us 

with an important question. How do we explain the conflict between these different forms 

of power? Is there an overarching logic that drives spatial governmentality?  

William Connolly’s (1991) approach to identity and difference might help us 

comprehend the conflicting logics and the opposing forms of racialization. Connolly’s 

analysis shows that what constitutes identity and difference is unstable and fluid. What 

matters from the standpoint of the nation-state, is the consolidation of hegemonic logics 

over bodies, representations, identities, and narratives. Afro-French communities constitute 

a problem for the nation-state because their diasporic cultures/spaces trouble the dominant 

narrative. From the standpoint of the nation, the figure of the diasporic oscillates between 

being, on the one hand, an interiority, and on the other, an exteriority. The purpose of an 

exteriority/exclusion from the perspective of the nation-state, is to strengthen the dominant 

discourse by drawing boundaries around an authentic and uncontaminated citizen who 

inhabits the ‘inside.’ Interiority/inclusion serves another logic. It pretends that the nation-

state can absorb differences because of its location above and beyond any specific cultures. 

In this instance, the diasporic is posited as a specificity. She is portrayed as a multi-cultural 

citizen (space) who enriches the nation-state but who doesn’t alter its essence or core values. 

Biopolitical power functions at this level by integrating Afro-French subjects (spaces) and 

accepting some of their differences, as long as they don’t threaten the core values of the 

nation. Sovereign power on the other hand rejects difference and produces alterity. 
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Disciplinary mechanisms are integrated into sovereign or biopolitical powers in a process of 

intensification as explained by Nealon.  

William Connolly explains this process in his widely debated book, Identity/Difference 

(1991). He contends that the processes of identification or differentiation require a middle 

figure, or a mediator. He notes that the processes of identification has to be grounded in a 

logic of equivalence by which certain identities are fixed while others are not, depending on 

the socially organized differences. In this configuration, difference and identity are dynamic 

and they undergo constant change. During the construction of the national narrative, it is 

therefore important to include certain differences within what defines the nation. The 

nation-state draws the boundaries on how much difference is acceptable within its imagined 

community. The notions of “difference” and “identity” are both calibrated in relation to the 

concept of “the Other.” When the nation faces a crisis, it rearticulates a new logic of 

equivalence that “involves the conversion of some differences into otherness, into evil or 

one of its numerous surrogates” (1991, p.64). Connolly explains that nationalism is a 

constant process of absorption and rejection of difference. Difference plays two distinct 

roles depending on the national needs and the historical contingency. Diasporic subjects play 

a central role in this configuration where difference travels from “sameness” to “otherness” 

and the other way around. For example, the diasporic can be demonized during a cultural or 

economic crisis. She can also become part of a ‘multicultural’ community during a period of 

prosperity.  

The differences within Afro-French communities are undeniable; they are the 

outcome of their different historical paths, varied cultures, and diverse societies. The danger 

arises from the instrumentalization of these differences by French politicians and 
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administrators to fragment Afro-French communities. In that sense, Sub-Saharan 

populations have occupied, in certain cases, the position of the middle figure or mediator. 

Sometimes they were pushed toward more alterity when they were compared to 

Maghrebians, and were considered a malicious group. This took place in the 1990s when the 

younger generation of Sub-Saharan became French citizens and refused to be treated the 

way their fathers and mothers were. Prior to that period, Sub-Saharan didn’t represent a 

threat similar to that of the Maghrebian population in the 1950s and 1960s during the 

Algerian war. In the 1970s, when the migration door was closed to Maghrebians, it was 

widely open to West Africans. Sub-Saharan were thought to be more docile and less radical 

than Maghrebian and as such they were massively recruited by French employers. In the 

1980s, a growing number of Central African, many of whom Christians, started migrating to 

the French metropole. With their black skin and Christian religion, African were in many 

ways similar to Antilleans. To borrow from Le Corbusier, Africans, like Antilleans, had the 

potential to evolve and become full citizens. This situation didn’t last too long however; in 

the 1980s, French society witnessed a radicalization of black Africans many of whom 

embraced an Afrocentric paradigm. Unlike their parents, they younger generation refused to 

be invisible or docile; in addition the French state couldn’t threaten them with the possibility 

of revoking their work permit or expelling them since they were French. Furthermore, in the 

1980s and 1990s, Sub-Saharans and Maghrebians lived in the same housing projects and 

experienced the same challenges in their everyday lives. The trajectory of Sub-Saharan shows 

how their image was altered in public discourse. In Connolly’s language: Sub-Saharan who 

were different in the 1970s and 1980s became an alterity in the 1990s.  
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The racial cartography presented above is determined from above. The foucauldian 

analytics assumes that racial subjectivities are already determined by a nexus of power. The 

importance of the foucauldian framework is that it challenges the self-founding subjectivity 

which is central in Western philosophy up until the emergence of structuralist and 

poststrucutralist trends. The foucauldian framework questions the degree of independence 

that individuals possess to construct their subjectivities. In Discipline and Punish, he writes, 

These “power knowledge relations” are to be analyzed, therefore, not on the basis of 
a subject of knowledge who is or is not free in relation to the power system, but, on 
the contrary, the subject who knows, the objects to be known and the modalities of 
knowledge must be regarded as so many effects of these fundamental implications of 
power knowledge and their historical transformations. In short, it is not the activity 
of the subject of knowledge that produces a corpus of knowledge, useful or resistant 
to power, but power-knowledge, the processes and struggles that traverse it and of 
which it is made up, that determines the forms and possible domains of knowledge... 
(1977, pp. 27-28) 

While Foucault recognizes the place of resistance in shaping these power-knowledge 

relations, it’s not clear how such resistance can materialize when governmentality is at work. 

It’s also not clear how struggle and resistance can constrain or reverse governmental 

programs. In any case, the margin of maneuver is limited in governmentality and agency is 

not always acknowledged enough. According to Foucault, subjectivity is already part of a 

grid of power and as such is structured by it. It’s interpellated by specific structures that are 

already in place. In such a context, it’s important to differentiate between subjectivity and 

agency as Lawrence Grossberg warns us. He writes,  

[w]e need to construct a theory of agency in light of contemporary critiques of a 
particular historical model of agency. As a result of these critiques, we can no longer 
equate agency with subjectivity. But this need not be taken to deny that people make 
history, nor that they are engaged in real practices. Of course, they do it in conditions 
not of their own making, and, I would add, they do it in such a way that history is 
often made “behind their backs” (Grossberg, 1997, p. 323). 
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The distinction that Grossberg proposes is crucial if we want to understand Afro-

Frenchness on the youths’ own terms. In the preceding chapters, the focus has been on how 

governmentality shapes and determines subjectivities and racializes residents through spatial 

techniques. The concept of diaspora is used in this chapter to highlight the agency and 

resistance of Afro-French communities living in Clichy. The concept of the diasporic can 

help us understand the resistance of Afro-French to the co-optation of the nation-state. 

Instead of being constantly positioned in spaces of alterity and difference, the diasporic can 

create a complex web that transcends the nation-state and its grammar.  

6.3. The Diasporic Condition 

In what follows I explore the relevance of the concept of diaspora as presented in 

the field of Cultural Studies. Such a concept can help us understand the condition of Afro-

French communities and their postcolonial struggles in public housing. The concept is also 

important because it presents a constructive tension to the foucauldian framework used in 

the previous chapters. In this section, I examine the concept through the work of two 

scholars who draw on poststructural perspectives and whose scholarships belong roughly to 

the field of Cultural Studies. More specifically, I examine the concept of diaspora in the work 

of Stuart Hall and Paul Gilroy and study its relevance in the French context. Such a project 

opens up new possibilities for analytical examinations and strategic political alliances.  

In Cultural Identity and Diaspora (1990) Stuart Hall provides a comprehensive reading 

of the concept of diaspora. In this seminal article, he theorizes the complexities of Jamaican 

identity in England, and explains that it occupies a subject position at the confluence of two 

distinct identities. The first one is a shared collective identity in which people recognize their 

own history and the heritage of their ancestors. It resists change. This form of identity 
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represents what Hall calls “oneness” of a true and authentic Jamaican experience. He writes, 

“This 'oneness', underlying all the other, more superficial differences, is the truth, the 

essence, of 'Caribbeanness', of the black experience” (1990, p. 223). Drawing on Frantz 

Fanon (1963), Hall explains that this oneness corresponds to an identity grounded in a “re-

telling” of the past. This is obviously not a project based on an essentialist subjectivity or 

immutable being; rather, it is an imaginative rediscovery of what constitutes the Jamaican 

experience. The second level of identity is, according to Hall, multivalent and dispersed. It 

revolves around the singularity of each individual. It is contingent upon specific historical 

events and particular spatial and social locations. This form of identity is embedded in a 

“grid of power” and exists only in relation to other identities. According to this perspective, 

Jamaicaness occupies a subaltern position. Only the second form of identity, Hall explains, 

has the power to render ‘the colonial experience’ visible. In this case, identity is not 

essentialized but is the product of specific relations of domination and subjugation.  

Hall argues that “[w]e might think of black Caribbean identities as 'framed' by two 

axes or vectors, simultaneously operative: the vector of similarity and continuity; and the 

vector of difference and rupture.” (1990, p. 226). To explain the meaning of difference 

inherent in the second dimension of identity, Hall uses the Derridian concept of differance, 

which signifies both “to differ” and “to defer.” Difference in this context is a perpetual 

process of becoming that prevents any closure or fixation of identity. This Derridian move, 

allows Hall to refute essentialist theorization of the concept. He explains: 

[the diasporic] experience as I intend it here is defined, not by essence or purity, but 
by the recognition of a necessary heterogeneity and diversity; by a conception of 
'identity' which lives with and through, not despite, difference; by hybridity (Hall, 
1990, p. 235). 
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Clearly, Hall uses the concept of diaspora metaphorically here; it doesn’t necessarily refer to 

a scattered community with an umbilical relation with a fatherland. According to him, it is 

primarily a social group with a certain cultural tradition that constantly questions the 

premises on which the nation-state is build.  

Hall was mostly interested in providing new horizons to discuss the question of the 

nation and nationalism. His conceptualization of diaspora was meant to provide political 

tools to black activists struggling against British chauvinistic nationalism and neoliberal 

Thatcherism of the 1980s. While there are many parallels between British and French 

imperial histories, there are also significant differences. The question is whether the historical 

specificities of Afro-French and Jamaican diasporas can help us examine the theoretical 

relevance of Hall in the French context.  

This chapter explores the political implications of the concept of Diaspora in the 

context of French suburbs. While the situation in Franc differs from Britain, the past few 

decades have witnessed the emergence and consolidation of an Afro-French diaspora that 

shares a lot with the British counterpart. In the 1980s, Afro-French realized that Mitterrand 

would not be very different from his predecessors when it comes to improving their living 

situation. Filled with high hopes, Afro-French were quickly disillusioned when socialists 

sized power in 1981 and prevented any significant improvement in the minorities’ living 

conditions. An increasing number of Afro-French became overtly critical of French 

nationalism and its negative implications on their lives. Many youngsters distanced 

themselves from Frenchness in the 1990s to embrace an African identity (North or Sub-

Saharan as well as Caribbean). This is why today Frenchness and whiteness are one in the 

youth’s mind. In everyday situations, Afro-French often use the term “French” when they 
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mean “white.” Blackness and Browness have many meanings but what they share is a certain 

form of belonging to the African continent. Many of the youth living in Clichy don’t think 

of themselves as French.  

As a consequence, embracing French identity is perceived as shameful by many 

young men living in Clichy. During my fieldwork, I witnessed countless situations where 

Afro-French were rejecting French identity to subscribe to another form of belonging.  One 

of the sites of contestations over question of citizenship, belonging, and nationalism is 

soccer. When the French soccer team plays against an African nation, the vast majority of 

the young men I met in Clichy side against France. After the game, one can hear discussions 

about it in stairways or in front of the project. The youth make a clear distinction between 

“the French” team and “their” own. It’s not uncommon to hear the following in Clichy: 

“our team played better than the French,” or “if the referee was less biased we would have 

won the game against the French yesterday.” The probability of coming across a young man 

who supports the French team against an African one is slim in Clichy. The soccer game is 

perceived as a site where Frenchness can be contested. The paradox is that the majority of 

the players in the French team are Black and Brown. This is why conservative personalities, 

often denounce the underrepresentation of white players in the team. Reactionary 

philosopher, Alain Finkielkraut explained in an interview to Haaretz: 

Let's take, for example, the incidents at the soccer match between France and Algeria 
that was held a few years ago. The match took place in Paris, at the Stade de France. 
People say the French national team is admired by all because it is black-blanc-beur 
["black-white-Arab" - a reference to the colors on France's tricolor flag and a symbol 
of the multiculturalism of French society - D.M.]. Actually, the national team today is 
black-black-black, which arouses ridicule throughout Europe. If you point this out in 
France, they'll put you in jail, but it's interesting nevertheless that the French national 
soccer team is composed almost exclusively of black players (Finkielkraut, 2005). 
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In the same interview, he notes that despite the overrepresentation of minorities, 

when the French team played against the Algerian, young Afro-French booed the French 

national anthem and waved Algerian flags. More recently, some figures have proposed to put 

a quota on the different ethnic groups that compose the team. It’s within such an oppressive 

context that we should understand the attachment of the youth to African teams. 

I witnessed a passionate debate about the merits of the different African soccer 

teams during one of the rap workshop I was attending at the SMJ. The rap group was 

composed of four young men from Maghrebian and West African origins. One of the young 

men interrupted a discussion about East Coast rap that we were all engaged in to ask a 

question about that night soccer game. The animator tried to prevent the discussion before it 

starts but it was too late. A long and passionate debate followed; it lasted about one hour. 

While the youth discussed the quality of each African team, the animator who has Malian 

origins reminds everyone that they should be interested in the French team instead since 

everyone is French. But his strategy didn’t pay off. Realizing that he wouldn’t be able to shift 

their attention, he finally decided to take part in the discussion. He smiled and corrected 

certain information about the Malian team. Seeing that I was extremely interested in the 

discussion, he says, “What you’re seeing right now is the Malian in me!” I surprised by the 

amount of knowledge each one of them had about the different teams. One of the youth 

said, “if we play against France, we would win.” At that point another animator entered in 

the room. I asked him why no one was interested in identifying with the French team? 

Without waiting for further explanation of my question, he immediately interrupted me 

saying, “they don’t consider us French. They don’t view us as true French. We’re not white 

French.” Then he added, “the Jews have synagogues, Christians have wonderful churches 
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and we still pray in caves. We don’t even have a mosque. We don’t have access to good jobs. 

Only 4% of us can get a grade A job. Most jobs Maghrebians and Africans get are grade C” 

(Nov 20, 2008).  

The explanation of the animator shows that a benign debate about soccer in reality 

represents a much more profound discussion about the conditions of Afro-French diasporas 

in postcolonial France. In such circumstances, Africanness overshadows other forms of 

belonging. The youth I worked with are very attached to their countries of origins especially 

when they have never set foot in them. Buying a house and returning to “the homeland” in a 

couple of years is the dream of many. They see their bright future “there,” not in France. 

Their parents who left several decades ago strive to return to the homeland after their 

retirement while the sons nurture a myth of return to start a new life and a career away from 

their infernal experience in the public projects.  

My conversation with Fadi, a street educator in his late thirties with Maghrebian 

origins, illustrates Afro-French cultures. I met Fadi in a coffee shop outside Clichy to make 

sure that “people don’t overhear our conversation” as he puts it. He explained that the myth 

of return is one of the recurrent narratives that he has to address with the youth all the time. 

He explained,  

As an educator, I try to organize trips to their countries of origin. If they keep 
idealizing their country without having seen it, it’s not good. Once they have seen 
their country, they can integrate better here. But if they don’t know their country, 
they will be phantasming about it their whole life. It helps to see one’s country and 
to realize that there are problems there. It’s not the white against blacks and Arabs. 
It’s blacks against blacks and Arabs against Arabs. If you go to a public institution in 
Algeria, it’s a scandal. This way, they will realize that it’s not too bad here. They will 
start to do something about their situation. Then they can say, “it’s my country, and 
something should be done about discrimination.” It’s true that there is 
discrimination and we have to put more energy than others to succeed. I tell them, 
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“If you want to go back to your country, well you should. Don’t stay here.” There 
are many young men who are in this ambiguous position. They end up not doing 
anything.  

Interviewer: Are there young men who embrace multiple identities? 

Educator: There are people in that situation. Many will say they’re French but will 
keep their original citizenship. It all depends on where they are from. Moroccans 
have easier time saying they’re French. With Algerians it’s trickier. There was a civil 
war for fifteen years. Algerians are much more into the phantasm than Moroccans. 
Moroccans don’t have a feeling of hatred against France. History plays a big role in 
this. The war is still in the heads of the youth. It’s never been explained to them in 
school programs or anywhere else and that’s why it can be an explosive situation.  

The politics of identification of Black and Arab young men should be read in the 

long durée as the educator notes. The idea that Moroccans can integrate more easily while 

Algerians face a greater challenge due to the colonial history of their country shows that 

Afro-Frenchness is crisscrossed with histories, conflicting interests, and forces. What is clear 

however is that the vast majority of my interviewees with three exceptions felt that Africa 

plays an important role in their identities. The need for anchorage is due to an official 

French history that doesn’t have a place for non-white populations. There are haunting 

silences over the colonial past of imperial France in public discourse as well as in school 

curricula. Afro-French subjects find refuge in Africanness because it provides a safe space of 

historical continuity and legitimacy. Stuart Hall remarks, “our cultural identities reflect the 

common historical experiences and shared cultural codes which provide us, as ‘one people’, 

with stable, unchanging and continuous frames of reference and meaning, beneath the 

shifting divisions and vicissitudes of our actual history” (Hall 1990, 221). Despite their 

differences, many Afro-French living in Clichy inhabit the idea of Africa on their own term. 

And sometimes they inhabit it out of necessity. This is the case of Toumani, a young man in 

his mid-twenties who was born in France and whose parents migrated from West Africa in 

the late seventies. When I asked him to talk about his identity, he explained,   
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I am black and therefore I come from elsewhere. I am not French that’s for sure. We 
didn’t experience slavery like African Americans but we had colonization. My 
ancestors were colonized by the French. France is useless, it would never recognize 
us as its sons. I was born in France and lived all my life here but I don’t feel I am 
accepted. On a personal level, I feel very French but they don’t accept us. It’s been a 
while since I dropped the ball. There is nothing that I can do about it. We are black; 
we don’t count as French (Dec 4, 2008). 

The ambiguous politics of identification of Toumani is not uncommon in Clichy. 

Many of the youth I interviewed tell a variation of the same story with more or less sense of 

belonging to the French nation.  Toumani starts by explaining that he is not French but later 

confesses that he tried to be one but was not successful. A certain attachment to the African 

continent is what anchors many of the youth who live in the projects. While young men 

acknowledge their respective differences, most of them explain that Africa represents an 

important part of who they are.  

Hall notes that the first dimension of diasporic identity - the one that represents 

continuity and commonality between the different communities - should not be understood 

in a static fashion. Examining such identity requires a genealogical approach, rather than an 

archeological one; it’s an approach that takes fields of power and fluidity of historical 

narratives into account. Hall contends, “Oneness” is “not an identity grounded in the 

archaeology, but in the re-telling of the past?” Noting the centrality of Africa in Caribbean 

identity, he writes,  “Africa is the name of the missing term, the great aporia, which lies at 

the centre of our cultural identity and gives it a meaning which, until recently, it lacked” 

(224). This type of identity consolidates the sentiment of solidarity among the different 

Afro-French communities and limits the fragmentation that the power elite tries to trigger. It 

provides a space that they cannot find within the French official narrative.  

Nourou is one of the educators who introduced me to several youth during my 
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research in Clichy.  I asked him about the relations between Antilleans and Africans. I was 

intrigued by this relationship since I succeeded in meeting only a few Antilleans in Clichy. I 

told him that I had recently read the Senate’s report about the revolts of 2005 in which Eric 

Raoult, a conservative senators involved in Clichy’s politics since the early 1990s, told the 

Senate that the first cars the youth set on fire where the ones that belonged to Antilleans and 

Portuguese living in Clichy’s projects. Before I elaborate further, Nourou interrupted me and 

said:  

Well they are lying. It’s a lie. They like it when Blacks fight among each other or 
when there are conflicts between Blacks and Arabs. There is a lot of solidarity among 
Blacks. I see the youth from Antillean and African origins all the time. They don’t 
have any problems with each other. There are rap groups with Antilleans and 
Africans. The police doesn’t really differentiate between an Antillean black or an 
African black. They don’t ask for an ID before they start harassing the youth.  

Let me tell you what happened to me few weeks ago. I was driving in Paris and I 
parked in a spot assigned for delivery of merchandise. A white taxi driver started 
saying I can’t park there and I needed to leave immediately. He found him amusing; I 
didn’t pay attention to what he was saying. Then he asked a black cop, who was most 
probably Antillean, to come and penalize me. The black cop was on a motorcycle. 
He came to me, gave me a wink, and told me to leave. I really liked his reaction. I left 
but the taxi driver was mad and he decided to follow me. He said, you can’t leave, 
where are you going? You are going to be penalized. I said, that’s none of your 
business and I left. This is to show you that there is some form of solidarity among 
us blacks (Nourou, June 5, 2009). 

The complicity between the Antillean policeman and Nourou is based on a certain idea of 

blackness as well as a need to protect one another from a white supremacist society. The 

paradox is that the police, who is usually perceived a racist institution that harasses Afro-

French, had the potential to produce such a situation. What the policeman and Nourou 

share is a certain imagined community that finds its origins in Africa.  

Such an incident is unusual; what usually happens in cities like Clichy is the police 

constant harassment of the youth. On average, an Arab is controlled by the police seven 
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times more often than a white person. A black individual will be stopped in the street six 

times more often than a white (Bronner, 2009). Each young man I interviewed in Clichy told 

me that he was harassed by the police numerous times. A Central African young man even 

once bragged in front of his friends saying,  

I was controlled only 3 or 4 times my whole life. I think it is due to my clean physical 
appearance and my glasses, which make me, look like an intellectual. But I know a 
ton of cop stories. Once my Antillean friend was stopped in Paris and he was asked 
to present an ID. When he asked about the reason, the officer said, “today I am 
controlling all Arabs and Blacks” (Dec 4, 2008). 

Police discrimination against Arabs and Africans and racial profiling against them is very 

common. The police doesn’t miss an opportunity to harass a Maghrebian and especially if 

it’s a young man. The police is involved in many cold-blooded murders in postcolonial 

France in addition to its violent role against colonial subjects living in Metropolitan France in 

the 1950s and 1960s. The massacre of Algerians perpetrated by the police on October 17, 

1961 shows the degree of violence that can be deployed against Afro-French subjects who 

dare to transgress.  

However, colonial violence, as Hall argues, is invisible from the vantage point of the 

first type of cultural identity. It requires the second type, which emphasizes ruptures, 

differences, incoherences, discontinuities, conflicts, and relations of power. Hall reminds us 

that beside the many similarities between diasporic communities, “there are also critical 

points of deep and significant difference which constitute ‘what we really are’; or rather - since 

history has intervened – ‘what we have become’” (Hall: 225). The second type of identity can 

help us understand the postcolonial conditions of Afro-French. Conflicts and tensions 

require however more time to identify and are more challenging to understand. In the 

context of Clichy, the task is even trickier because the city has been used as a laboratory for a 
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long time. The residents are suspicious of urban or sociological studies and know that they 

can be used as weapons against them. Some youth have refused to give me their real names 

until the second or third encounter. Others have questions the real intensions of my study. 

When I asked about the potential conflicts between Sub-Saharan, North African and 

Caribbean communities, my question seemed surprising to many of my interviewees and was 

often dismissed. Sometimes I was politely told that “there are no conflicts around here, we’re 

all brothers!” After insisting and asking the same questions in different ways, some 

participants finally would say that what they are about to tell me, they would never share 

with a French person (meaning white French).  

Only the longue durée of colonial violence can explain this deeply ingrained 

suspicion of white people. Afro-French living in Clichy have a few white friends but unlike 

those who come from outside, they are familiar with the culture of Arabs and Blacks. In 

some cases, the demeanor and clothing of certain white youth makes it impossible to 

distinguish them from other minorities living in the city. Examining the second type of 

cultural identity as Hall suggests requires a better understanding of colonial histories and 

power relations. It also necessitates a thorough analysis of the web of power in which 

notions of Whiteness and Afro-Frenchness are embedded. Diaspora in this sense is not 

simply about a shared history or a common destiny; it’s also about a certain relation to the 

present and a precise understanding of the nexus of power. The second type of identity 

entails a thorough analysis of processes of racialization. It requires a precise examination of 

postcolonial spaces and Afro-French modes of identification. In postcolonial France, the 

racialization of the youth is determined to a large extent by the “racial epidermal schema” 

that Frantz Fanon describes in Black Skin, White Mask. The Caribbean intellectual explains 
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how he became aware of his blackness through the gaze of a white child on him when he 

was in metropolitan France. He writes,  

Disoriented, incapable of confronting the Other, the white man, who had no 
scruples about imprisoning me, I transported myself on that particular day far, very 
far, from my self, and gave myself up as an object.  What did this mean to me?  
Peeling, stripping my skin, causing a hemorrhage that left congealed black blood all 
over my body.  Yet this reconsideration of myself, this thematization, was not my 
idea.  I wanted simply to be a man among men (Fanon, Black skin, white masks, 
2008, p. 92).  

The diasporic condition of Afro-French is not only shaped by their origins and histories but 

also by the way they are racialized in postcolonial France. The epidermalization to which 

Afro-French are subjected internalizes the sentiment of inferiority in them. From police 

harassment to everyday discrimination, Afro-French subjectivities are constrained by various 

institutions and discourses. However, these diasporic identities are also shaped by desires, 

emotions, and cultural preferences. They are an assemblage in which not only the past plays 

a role but also the desires of the present and strategies of the future. In other words, Hall’s 

second identity permits a better understanding of Afro-French agency and the mechanisms 

of resistance to the dominant racialization. As explained above spatial governmentality 

doesn’t provide a space to examine this agency while the concept of diaspora opens a field 

of possibilities. To escape the epidermalization that denigrate them, Afro-French should go 

beyond nostalgia for the past or what Fanon calls the “reviving a black civilization unjustly 

ignored.” They should liberate themselves from the past and refuse “to sing the past to the 

detriment of [their] present and [their] future” (Fanon, p. 201). The oneness of the first axis 

that Hall invokes should not be celebrated at the detriment of discontinuities and 

multiplicities of the second axis of diasporic identities.  

An examination of the second axis entails an approach through which we can 
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evaluate Afro-French communities’ contradictions, conflicts, and discontinuities. One 

should be able to engage and comprehend the contradictions without necessarily 

downplaying the continuities. The reverse is true as well; when commonalities are 

emphasized, differences should not be silenced. How do we understand certain tensions 

when they emerge between various communities. For example, how do we explain the veil 

controversy, which erupted in 1989 when three young girls were expelled from school 

because they refused to remove their veil in class. The principal who took the decision of 

expelling the students was a black individual from Martinique. The motivation behind the 

expulsion as he explained, was that public school is a secular institution and religion should 

therefore be kept away from its premises. It was convenient for the French political class to 

have a black individual instrumentalize the veil to achieve political goals. No one could 

accuse him of being racist. It’s interesting to note here that the same principal was adamantly 

opposed to a similar instrumentalization of the veil in 2004 when a new debate took place 

again (Brizard, 2004). What is the impact of such conflicts on the respective communities as 

well as the Afro-French diaspora in general? The divergences exist also within each 

community whether they are Antillean, Maghrebian, or Sub-Saharan. These divergences or 

what Stuart Hall calls discontinuities or breaks. He reminds us that cultural identity is located 

“beneath the shifting divisions and vicissitudes of our actual history.” Hall’s interpretation of 

diasporic identity is appealing but it doesn’t tell us how to draw the boundaries between 

within and outside. How do we know if the divergence is acceptable or excessive? And how 

do we determine who belongs and who doesn’t? These are abstract questions that cannot be 

answered at the theoretical level and require an empirical analysis.  
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6.4. Two Vignettes About Difference 

In what follows, I examine two vignettes to explore the relevance of the paradigm 

proposed by Hall in the context of Clichy. They are not representative of larger patterns; 

instead they illustrate certain critical moments that would help us understand conflicts and 

their impact on Afro-French diaspora. The first vignette is about Felix, a twenty-one old 

Martinican. He works outside the city and has an acute understanding of Antillean history. 

One day I was having lunch with him at a Turkish local restaurant when he started 

explaining to me the differences between the various Antillean communities. He started by 

informing me about the small Antillean community who lives in the city. Then he described 

young Antilleans’ modes of identification with their islands and with Africa. He explained 

that Martinicans have a tendency to identify more easily with the French republic than 

Guadeloupeans due to the less violent colonial history and the racial composition of the 

population. I asked him why certain Guadeloupeans who live in Clichy don’t like to be called 

Antillean. He interrupted saying, “they don’t like it because they don’t want to be conflated 

with Martinicans. They feel more African than we do. We are too French for their taste. We 

are too Francized while they claim an African identity.” I asked him if he can differentiate 

between Antilleans who live in Clichy and those who are in Paris. He said, “Well, in Paris 

they think that they are French. In Clichy, 70% of the Antillean would say they are French 

but then there is another 30% who see themselves African first. They feel they are closer to 

the African populations living in Clichy than the French living in Paris (Conversation with 

Felix, July 30, 2009).  

The modes of belonging that Felix describes depend on specific spaces and 

geographies. Young Antilleans who live in Paris have a tendency to identify more readily 
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with mainstream ideas about Frenchness while those who live in Clichy have been socialized 

differently. They claim an African identity more easily because they encounter more 

discrimination and racial violence than their friends who live in Paris. There is also a peer 

pressure in Clichy that doesn’t leave much space for identifying with mainstream notions of 

Frenchness. Finally, the difference between Paris and Clichy that Felix describes is also due 

to an interaction between the different Afro-French communities that doesn’t exist in the 

same way in Paris. Clichy, like other suburban cities, created a space where the youth can get 

informed about their cultures more easily than in the capital. 

Concerning the divergence between Martinicans and Guadeloupeans, one has to 

investigate the colonial history and the processes of migration from the French Caribbean to 

find a plausible answer. The divergence between the two communities doesn’t appear in the 

first type of identity where the focus is on celebrating a certain idea of Africa. Hall contends 

that the colonial history, which shapes diasporic identities, cannot be unraveled through the 

first type of identity, through oneness. It has to be traced back from the postcolonial present 

as well as projected into future political undertakings. Afro-French identities should be 

posited within a larger colonial matrix. A grid of intelligibility that ignores the colonial 

situation deforms our understanding of Afro-Frenchness. According to Felix the difference 

between the two communities can be explained by the uneven history of slavery and racial 

oppression in the two islands. His narrative demonstrates that the sons and daughters of 

these colonial subjects not only are informed about the colonial violence their ancestors 

endured but they also have to deal with racial mechanisms which imprints are inscribed on 

their bodies. This doesn’t necessarily translate into stronger or weaker forms of belonging to 

the republic but has necessarily an unequivocal impact on postcolonial diasporas.  On several 
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occasions, Moroccan youth told me that their reconciliation with the French republic is less 

painful compared to Algerians’ because of the different colonial past of the two countries. 

“Algerians are enraged against France because of the war” participants would tell me. The 

colonial past is an important component of diasporic subjectivities and as such it has a great 

impact on Afro-French. Afro-Frenchness is also shaped by subjective forces that escape 

structural dimensions. In that regard, diasporic identities are simultaneously determined by 

historical sedimentations and structural factors, and are codified by the agency of individuals. 

Between the structural and the subjective, there is field of possibilities. 

The second vignette concerns discrimination and conflicts between Afro-French 

communities. One afternoon I was chatting with a friend at the terrace of a coffee shop in 

Clichy when I overheard a conversation between three Maghrebian young men. They were 

between twenty-five and thirty years of age and were speaking loudly. I have seen two of 

them in the same café in the past weeks. One of them (I learned later his name is Hassoun) 

was probably away from the city for some time since he was doing most of the talking and 

telling his friends about a trip he recently came back from. Hassoun was laughing and 

shouting anytime he wanted to say something. He told his friends that he didn’t have any 

pictures of himself with his family because he was in prison during family occasions and 

gatherings. In the meantime, every time a woman walked in front of the terrace he would 

shout, “look at us, we are here, we are here”. When he saw a teenager who seemed to have 

south Asian origins, he interpellated him and said, “Where do you think you are? In India?” 

The teenager didn’t really pay attention to what Hassoun was saying and kept walking. 

Few minutes Hassoun saw a group of three black kids. He shouted at them: “ Hey 

African monkeys, stop doing the monkeys, you have a monkey face anyway.” He was 
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amusing his friends and having fun himself. Later, he saw a Turkish kid, he started making 

different sounds that were supposed to sound like Turkish. He turned toward his friends and 

started laughing. A bit later, he started doing the “African accent” by rolling the “R” when 

he saw two black kids. He seemed to enjoy himself by imitating different accent and making 

all types of stereotypes about the kids. He finally saw two kids who were probably four and 

seven. He asked them if they were Turkish. The older kid said “no, he is Arab” pointing his 

finger toward his little friend. Hassoun said, “I know he is Arab, what about you?” The kid 

seemed uncomfortable, but he conceded he is Turk and kept walking.  Hassoun shouted at 

him, “see, I told you; you have a Turk's head” (July 25, 2009). 

Hassoun’s remarks were not surprising since I had overheard similar statements on 

multiple occasions in Clichy. What I didn’t anticipate was the openness in which he was 

making these remarks. In other cases, I have witnesses Sub-Saharan, Maghrebian and 

Antillean friends insult each other in a playful way and repeat certain stereotypes that white 

French use against them to make fun of each other. In this case however, Hassoun wasn’t 

insulting his friends and he was loud. Other individuals with Turkish and Sub-Saharan 

origins were drinking their coffees at the terrace and they heard the conversation just like 

me. Hassoun’s behavior was therefore acceptable since it didn’t provoke any reactions from 

the clients at the café. When I asked my friend what he thought about what we just saw, he 

told me that “Hassoun is being playful and everyone knows it. It’s not harmful.” Obviously, 

it’s difficult to draw a line between a discriminatory behavior and auto-derision. Before I 

leave the café with my friend, Hassoun started making jokes about drug dealers and claiming 

to be one and then laughing about it. He told his friends “what if the cops came here, would 

it be possible to hide the stuff in the table’s holes?” It’s not clear what Hassoun was 
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insinuating with his remarks. Was he laughing at stereotypes about Clichy and other 

suburban cities, which are presented in the media and public discourse as hubs for young 

Maghrebian and Black drug dealers? It’s very possible since I have heard the same critique 

about the negative image of the city multiple times. Was he insinuating that I am an 

undercover policeman since he might have suspected I am stranger to the city? 

Was Hassoun making fun of certain stereotypes, which is something that many 

youths do among each other? Or was he rather using these stereotypes against defenseless 

kids who cannot confront him. It wasn’t clear. While there is a certain ambiguity in 

Hassoun’s behavior, I have witnessed on many occasions more engrained conflict between 

the different communities. One day I was chatting with few young black men at the entrance 

of a building. We were talking about Obama’s elections and the significance of that on 

minorities in France. Some of the men were very happy about the news but others were 

convinced that their situation wouldn’t change if a black president were elected in France. 

One of them said, “racism has always existed. Everyone is racist. Arabs are racist. Africans 

are racists. Whites are racists. They all hate each other.” Then he pointed at an apartment 

and said, “you see this apartment on the second floor? They’re Maghrebians. The father 

doesn’t want his kids to talk to Africans. What is this?” His friends agreed with him. They 

explained that the older Maghrebian generation has bias against Africans but the younger 

one is not like that. This Sub-Saharan’s sentiments toward Maghrebians is spread to a certain 

extent in Clichy. One of the youth from Central Africa with whom I became good friend 

told me one day, “Africans and Maghrebians coexist with one another but we don’t like each 

other. I am telling you this but I would never say this to a white person.” The claims about 

the similarities of Afro-French communities are true but it would be inaccurate to minimize 
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difference or reduce it. Describing the second type of identity, Hall writes, we need 

“conception of ‘identity’, which lives with and through, not despite, difference; by hybridity.” 

The divergences between Sub-Saharan, Maghrebian, and Antillean communities take 

a thousand different forms. It can be based on tension due to everyday interactions or on 

stereotypes that individuals brought back with them from their countries. The most 

dangerous form of conflict however is the one superimposed by white dominant culture. 

While the white racial matrix plays a determining role, the vast majority of my participants 

were extremely aware and critical of it. The isolation of the city and the marginalization of 

Afro-French cultures make it easy for them to identify the violence of white supremacy and 

resist it. Focusing on divergences between the various Afro-French communities without 

positing them within a larger racial framework skews the reality of Clichy. As I show in the 

previous chapter, using disciplinary power, French authorities tried to provoke the 

fragmentation of Afro-French communities because they are perceived as a threat to the 

republic. Many of the stories I heard either from municipal employees or Afro-French 

residents about everyday conflicts between Black and Brown youth exemplify differences 

within, rather than differences between communities. This is a tricky terrain since it’s 

difficult to distinguish between instrumentalized difference primarily used by mainstream 

politicians to undermine any form of solidarity between Afro-French and genuine difference 

due to historical and social specificities. Determining the boundaries of diaspora is a 

complex political and cultural project. To what extent are Maghrebians part of black France 

for example? We need to reflect on Hassoun’s comments and think about his intention to be 

able to answer the question.  

To answer the question we need also to reflect on Hall’s concept of “differance.” 
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Building on it, Paul Gilroy proposes the notion of “changing same” to understand the 

complex relationships that connect individuals to each others. In The Black Atlantic (1993), 

Gilroy proposes a comprehensive analysis that foregrounds his work on black diaspora in a 

Duboisan framework. The book draws on a long tradition of black intellectual production 

coming from both sides of the Atlantic. He explores the significance of W.E.B. Dubois 

concept of “double consciousness” on both sides of the Black Atlantic. Gilroy’s project uses 

double consciousness as an entry point to re-tell the counterhistory of the West through the 

experience and narratives of black subjects living on both sides of the Atlantic. These black 

individuals, Gilroy contends, acquired a double consciousness as a consequence of their 

ambivalent subjectivities, which constantly shift between Europeanness, Americanness and 

Africanness. He defines the Black Atlantic as a fluid formation situated within a “changing 

same.” This fluidity within sameness is what makes the Black Atlantic a complex and 

heterogeneous system. The question becomes then to what extent divergences within Afro-

French communities represents a process of “changing same”? 

6.5. Geo-temporalities of Afro-French 

Before exploring the theoretical relevance of the question, I start with three short 

stories about Clichy to illustrate the relevance of “changing same.” The first one is about the 

conceptualization of geo-temporality in Clichy, the second is about the significance of 

memory, while the third represents a transgression of mainstream media. Combined 

together, these stories show that Afro-French communities have developed insurgent 

identities in the past few decades. 

On March 2009, the municipality invited the residents of Clichy to attend a meeting 

to debate various projects concerning the redevelopment of the city-center.  The meeting 
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was very well attended, since more than two hundred residents showed up. There was a 

number of young individuals. One of the residents who is actively involved in the tenants’ 

association and who is Maghrebian told me that he heard about the meeting by coincidence 

and informed as many people as he could. According to him, the municipality didn’t do a 

good job to have the word out in the public projects on purpose. He explained that they care 

more about the owners of individual housing who are mostly white. “They think we are 

troublemakers.” The attendance of the meeting confirmed his assumption since the majority 

was white while Cilchy’s population is predominantly non-white. The meeting was over two 

hours long and was extremely difficult to facilitate. The municipality had fixed an agenda and 

made it clear that it would not discuss any additional topics, probably because angry tenants 

disrupted previous meeting. The mayor explained that a professional facilitator would 

organize the discussion and only individuals who have the microphone can speak. After a 

brief speech where the mayor laid out the different proposed projects the floor was open for 

questions. The debate was very heated and a clear polarization emerged very quickly. On the 

one hand, Afro-French tenants came to the meeting to complain about their housing 

situation and took the floor to make their issues known to the city and to other tenants. On 

the other hand, the majority of white residents wanted to follow the agenda proposed by the 

municipality and which would have focused on the redevelopment of the city-center. The 

discussion was very lively; the tenants of the housing projects wanted to talk about the 

expensive rent, the broken elevators, the water leakage, and other related issues. The 

facilitator was overwhelmed, while the mayor tried to prevent angry tenants from speaking 

three consecutive times, unsuccessfully. It’s not until forty minutes later and due to the 

active shouting of white residents that the Afro-French tenants were silenced. The mayor 

finally summarized the situation in the following terms: 
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I am ready, one more time - this is not the first time - to talk about what we have 
been doing for Le Chêne Pointu, not since fifteen days, not since six months, not 
since one mandate, not since two mandates, but since three mandates. I know that 
it’s not always easy to see the results right away but I can tell you what has been 
done. It’s not enough, and we need to keep struggling. We need to keep struggling 
together. However, there won’t be a permanent solution if we don’t think together 
about the future. We all knew, I warned about this a hundred times, when we 
prepare for a debate like this one, we have to expect it starts like it did. Indeed, it’s 
almost impossible to ask people to dream a little bit about the future. We are not 
talking about tomorrow but after tomorrow. So it’s hard to project oneself when we 
are in such a dire situation. Despite that, I am confident we can work together.  

This meeting is symptomatic of the situation in Clichy. There is a noticeable polarization that 

is very telling about Afro-French identity. On the one hand, there is an Afro-French 

constituency who came to the meeting “without being invited.” They were predominantly 

tenants of the projects who currently inhabit the city-center. On the other hand, there was a 

white group that one never encounters in the city-center. White residents attended the 

meeting massively to have a voice in the redevelopment of the center. More interestingly, 

Afro-French were mostly talking about the history of the projects and the problem they have 

in the present. The mayor and the white residents of individual housing were mostly 

interesting in discussing the future and in erasing the past and the present. While the city-

center is not part of the renewal project, the debate between the experts, the municipality, 

and white residents on the one hand, and Afro-French communities on the other, 

symbolizes the significance of urban renewal for each group. 

The second story took place at the youth center (SMJ) between myself and three 

Sub-Saharan young men who were between twenty-three and thirty years of age. We were 

discussing the history program in schools and the lack of interest in the French colonial era. 

Kondy explained, “there is no interest in the history of Africa or the Caribbean. The fact 

that there was a very important revolution in Haiti does not represent an important fact for 
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them to include it into school programs. They teach the French Revolution and the Shoat. 

That’s all.” Kondy was very emotional when he was speaking about the curriculum. Then he 

started telling us his version of the French Revolution. He looked in my direction and 

paused for few instants. Then he said,  

Do you know that the story of the revolution is in reality a story of women? 
Napoleon was put in prison and he was in love with a woman. He escaped and 
returned to France and said things cannot go the way they are. Several people 
followed him and that’s how they did the revolution. All these people we know, they 
added their names afterwards. They said, let’s put Robespierre, Donton, and all the 
others. This is the story of the famous FRENCH REVOLUTION. They say that the 
history of colonization and massacres in Africa and the Caribbean are not that 
important while they emphasize the false history of the French Revolution.”  

Kondy’s friend interrupted him to say,  

You know the revolution in Haiti is way more important than the French Revolution 
but they never mention that in the classroom. The kids don’t know about it. The 
problem is that blacks in France are too scared. You know the French are afraid of 
the Algerian and Arabs in general but they don’t care about us. They don’t care 
about us. They aren’t even scared of us. We don’t like to sacrifice. We love life too 
much to take any risks. Arabs fight back. That’s why they are respected. That’s our 
central problem  (Kondy, Feb 3, 2009). 

It doesn’t matter here whether the historical elements in Kondy’s story are accurate or not. 

What is important is that he is using some accurate historical facts to tell his own version of 

the French Revolution. The fundamental critique of the official version of French history is 

undertaken here with sarcasm. Kondy knows that his version is not necessarily very 

plausible. What he tried to do is make his audience doubt the hegemony of the official 

narrative. He made his friends react and he launched a discussion that went on for several 

hours. This re-telling of the past is extremely astute since it merges elements from the official 

historiography mixed with elements from his own imagination to undermine the oppressive 

power-knowledge apparatus deployed against him. Finally, Kondy’s friend started discussing 
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the strength and weaknesses of the different Afro-French communities and the ways they 

can be more aware of their own histories. Our fascinating discussion lasted several hours and 

ended a little bit before midnight.    

The third story is interesting because it represents a radical critique of the media and 

its instrumentalization of Afro-French identities to maintain the racial matrix in place. After 

coming back from my fieldwork, I found an article on the Internet about Abdel, one of the 

young men I met in Clichy. He was contacted by a journalist from Le Point, one of the 

important mainstream weekly magazines. The journalist wanted Abdel to help him conduct 

an interview with a woman who is married to a polygamous man. Abdel agreed to help the 

journalist but found out that he wanted to speak with the woman on the phone without 

taking the pain of coming to Clichy. Abdel had already told me during our conversations 

how much he was upset with the journalists’ coverage of the revolts of 2005. He explained 

that their ultimate aim was to denigrate the image of the city. He also told me that after the 

revolts they put pressure on the mayor to prevent any journalists from reporting on Clichy 

without being accompanied by an inhabitant of Clichy. The journalists who didn’t abide by 

the rule were harassed and sometimes their cameras and other equipment were taken.  

When Abdel was invited on TV to tell his story, he made it clear that he wanted to 

teach lazy journalists a lesson. When the journalist called to speak to Bintou, the woman who 

is supposedly in a polygamous relationship, Abdel answered the phone and imitated the 

voice of a woman with a pronounced “African accent.” He started telling the journalists the 

most extravagant stories about her relationship, her husband and her many children. She also 

described her physical appearance and her living situation in a tiny apartment in the housing 

projects. During the phone conversation, Abdel taped himself with a camera. The article was 
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very detailed and was even featured on the magazine’s cover. The journalist wrote a 

sensationalist piece where he claimed he had met the woman in her apartment in Clichy. 

Once the article was published, Abdel sent the video to the television and denounced the 

journalist’s unprofessional reporting(Israel, 2010).  

The most interesting aspect of Abdel’s story is the humor he used to convey his idea. 

The taped video is extremely funny because all stereotypes about polygamy families, the 

violence of African men, poverty, ignorance, etc are included in the video. Abdel’s 

intervention was more than a response to an article. It gave the journalist ammunition that 

was used against him but more generally against mainstream media. Abdel used many of the 

stereotypes that are frequently deployed in the media and made them obsolete.  

These stories among many others represent an assemblage that Afro-French have 

been producing through their everyday resistance. While there is a tension, as we have seen, 

between the different Afro-French communities, their stories represent a complex unity. 

Their geo-spatiality allows for a de-centering of the nation-state as a locus of power. This 

move is possible, through the transgression of national histories and official cultures. To use 

Gilroy’s framework, “[T]he Atlantic as one single, complex unit of analysis,” can “produce 

an explicitly transnational and intercultural perspective”(1993, p. 15). By putting the black 

diasporic experience at the center stage, Gilroy challenges the hegemonic agenda of the 

nation-state. He proposes a politics of transgression that 

partially transcend[s] modernity, constructing both an imaginary anti-modern past 
and a postmodern yet-to-come. This is not a counter-discourse but a counterculture 
that defiantly reconstructs its own critical, intellectual, and moral genealogy in a 
partially hidden public sphere of its own. The politics of transfiguration therefore 
reveals the hidden internal fissures in the concept of modernity. (pp. 37-8) 
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Gilroy explains that traditionally, black intellectuals turned away from modernity and instead, 

embraced an Afrocentric culture that represents its anti-thesis. This move led them to 

cherish a so-called authentic African identity, which they assumed was lost. It was therefore 

their duty to revive this authenticity again. Unfortunately, by doing so, they privileged a 

linear temporality that is paradigmatic of the modernity they attempt to challenge. The above 

stories exemplify how the linear temporality of the republic can be troubled and challenged.  

To a certain extent, Afro-French diasporas reproduce the Black Atlantic on their 

own terms. Their histories trouble the temporality of Western historiography. The 

experience of Afro-French alters the dominant history by introducing narratives grounded in 

multilayered temporalities. By examining their stories we shift our attention away from 

exclusive and essentialist forms of belonging to ones that are more open and plural. The 

different colonial experiences of black and brown subjects converge when one considers the 

history of pain and suffering. Gilroy argues, “[The colonial experience] was used broadly so 

as to include slavery, colonialism, racial discrimination, and the rise of national(ist) 

consciousness(es) charged with colonialism's negation.” (Gilroy, 1993, p. 195).  Gilroy 

explains that it is important to focus on the discourse of the same and homology, among 

blacks, not only on discourses of ‘the Other’ and heterology. The commonality can be found 

in black and brown individuals’ shared experience of pain, suffering, and subjugation. Gilroy 

contends that culture constitutes the main site of political action and struggle. I would add 

that spatial performativity is another site of resistance and transformative change. 

Gilroy stresses the importance of fissuring Western linear and empty temporality. He 

stresses the significance of plurivocal and multilayered narratives of black peoples. Finally he 

shows that the decentering of the nation-state can be triggered through the fluid and 
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dynamic terrain of the Black Atlantic. The fluidity of the framework undermines hegemonic 

Western modernity, and essentialist Afrocentricity. However, Gilroy is not advocating for 

absolute relativism since he locates his project in a tradition of “changing same.” This 

continuity is achieved through the convergence of an experience grounded in subjugation 

and discrimination. It is also built in a counterhistory of modernity, a term that Foucault uses 

to refer to the stories of those who are subordinated (Foucault, 2003). Counterhistory, like 

the “changing same,” is therefore necessarily posited against the meta-narrative of the 

nation-state. 

The past interviews I conducted with Afro-French youth from Caribbean and 

African origins show that these communities have uneven relationships with French 

modernity. Their lifeworlds correspond to distinct temporalities as well as uneven everyday 

experiences. Afro-Caribbean youth generally locate their point of departure in the first 

French colonial empire and the history of slavery. Whereas, North African and West-African 

diasporas usually remember the second moment of modernity which is characterized by 

French colonial violence in the African continent. Their point of entry into the colonial past 

begins in the 19th Century with the gradual colonization of the Maghreb and West Africa. 

While these histories are dissimilar, they are also organically linked through French imperial 

power relations. While Sub-Saharan and North African didn’t experience the significance of 

the middle passage, they have been subjected to imperial logics brought from the Caribbean 

back to the African continent. We have also seen that colonial logics have been traveling 

between the margins and centers of the French imperium. In that regard, Afro-French 

communities living in the colonial margins and the metropolitan core had a diasporic 

experience that can be qualified of “changing same.”  
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6.6 Theoretical Contributions 

The contribution of this dissertation is fourfold. Firstly, it proposes an approach to 

studying the history of the French empire by suggesting a unit of analysis that encompasses 

metropolitan France as well as its colonies. Secondly, it deploys the notion of ‘Afro-French’ 

as an entry point to analyzing the experience of diasporic communities living in postcolonial 

France. Thirdly, it strives to understand the spatial significance of governmentality in the 

context of postcolonial suburbs. Finally, the study negotiates the sometimes-rigid boundaries 

between ethnographic and archival research.  

The main goal of this study has been to construct a multilayered and non-linear 

methodology to analyze the interconnections between the multiple colonial spaces of the 

French empire. It shows that dispersed colonial spaces and temporalities can have a singular 

logic behind them, even if it is a heterogeneous and complex one. The above analysis 

navigates between metropolitan centers and colonial peripheries to explore the multiple and 

overlapping temporalities of the French empire. As explained above, the singular logic of 

empire is not void of conflicts and antagonisms. Nevertheless, the study has shown that it is 

possible to unearth singular underlying logics.  

The second dimension of this study revolves around the notion of Afro-French. It 

suggests that such a notion highlights the struggles of postcolonial brown and black 

communities. As explained above, “Afro-French” can shift the focus away from seemingly 

disconnected categories such as “Maghrebian” or “West-African” and show that they have 

parallel past genealogies and similar future trajectories.  
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The study also builds an analytical framework based on Foucault’s concept of 

governmentality. The third dimension of this analysis explors the significance of 

governmentality in the context of colonial and postcolonial spaces. At the same time, it 

avoids a mechanical application of the analytics of government. Instead it develops an 

iterative approach that constantly navigates back and forth between local places, regional 

spaces, and global scales. Governmentality has often been deployed in critical studies to 

show that technologies of government follow a unified logic. Conversely, this study shows 

that while governmentality is full of contradictions and antagonisms it is still a useful 

theoretical tool.  

Finally, this study explores the relationship between two research methodologies, 

namely ethnographic and archival work. It contends that it is possible to renegotiate the 

boundaries between the two and hence allow for a more comprehensive analysis of 

postcolonial situations. As anthropologist Brian Keith Axel (2002) explains, such an 

investigation shows that one can initiate a productive dialogue between history and 

anthropology; two disciplines that are seemingly distinct but which are in reality organically 

linked to one another. Following Axel, this study shows that imperial archival material is in 

many instances the product of ethnographic research conducted by ethnologists and other 

social scientists. Likewise, present ethnographic work turns into archival documents with 

time. 
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1 Before the emergence of disciplinary power, Foucault shows that there is a transitory 
period in the 17th – 18th during which a social power becomes the dominant mode. In 
Discipline and Punish, Foucault explains that a number of jurists suggest that reform is most 
adequate way to administer society. When capitalism becomes the dominant economic logic, 
disciplinary power started targeting actions instead of souls as its predecessor did.  
2 A law was passed in the previous years that made a certificate mandatory if an individual 
would like to host in her apartment a guest coming from abroad 
3 The first phase of the PRU started in 2004 and was scheduled to last until 2008 but it was 
prolonged until 2013 few years after the municipality signed its first convention with the 
state. 
4 Unlike in the US, where urban renewal was implemented on a large scale in 1944 with the 
G.I. Bill, and later in 1949, with the Housing Act, urban renovation in France became a state 
policy in the 1960s and only marginally. The main purpose of French urban redevelopment 
during this period was to displace poor populations from the center of Paris to stack them in 
the suburbs. Urban renewal in poor suburban neighborhood became a strategic choice for 
the French government in 1980s, when it decided to pacify an increasingly rebellious young 
population through urban interventions. When the US started deploying a developmentalist 
discourse to justify its postwar urban interventions, France was still using a hygienist 
discourse to relocate its poor populations. These public discourses demonstrate differences 
in the genealogy of French and US imperial logics. 
5 Le Haut-Clichy is located in the southeast part of Clichy and is composed of 82% of public 
housing and 18% of privately owned collective housing. 
6 Foucault notes that “the formula “do not govern too much (pas trop gouverner)” is from the 
marquis d’Argenson (Foucault, 2008, p. 24). 
7 Soja (1989) among other scholars, have described Foucault’s take on space, especially the 
analysis that the French philosopher articulates in his book, The Archeology of Knowledge (1972), 
as metaphorical and not attentive enough to the actually existing spaces. Instead, Soja has 
argued that the most comphrensive account on space, in Foucault’s work, is to be found in 
Discipline and Punish. Lefebvre notes that Foucault fails to provide a comprehensive definition 
of space because he doesn’t differentiate “between the theoretical (epistemological) realm 
and the practical one, between the mental and the social, between the space of the 
philosphers and the space of people who deal with material things” (1991: p.4). The next 
chapter will show that this criticism is not satisfactory since Foucault has provided a 
meticulous framework to explore modalities of space that are very different from the one 
offered in Discipline and Punish. 
8 The next chapter will show that the phrase “lawless zones” is often deployed in public 
discourse to criminalize Afro-French populations and to racialize them in the public 
imaginary. Certain banlieues are portrayed like racialized colonies that need to be conquered 
by the French Republic.   
9 Unlike Clichy, a small portion of Montfermeil has public housing. 
10 Bernard Zehrfuss, a student of Le Corbusier, was asked to build public housing composed 
of around 10,000 units in 1960 in Clichy. He began to execute his project but did not finish 
it. The project was cancelled because a highway, which was initially planned to pass through 
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Clichy, was never realized. The work of Zehrfuss is mainly concentrated outside the 
perimeters of the current PRU. 
11 The expression “lawless zones” is often used in the media and political spheres to refer to 
poor enclaves with a high percentage of foreign and Afro-French populations. 
12 The Institut d'aménagement et d'urbanisme de la région Île-de-France was created in 1960 
with the mission to create a grand plan for the Parisian region and more specifically to guide 
the development of the banlieues and transportation networks.  
13 Ray Jeffery wrote a book titled Crime Prevention Through Environmental Design in 1977. 
The name was subsequently coined to refer to an urban and planning movement that 
adopted the principles introduced in the book. 
14 The city doesn’t provide access to local security contracts. There is a brief summary of the 
contract in Clichy Magazine.  
15 The police that patrols the streets of Clichy is currently dispatched from Raincy, a 
neighboring city, since there is no police station in Clichy. 
16 
17 Interview with Fadi Mizni 
 


