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FOURTEEN

Testing urban forms: city, control
and ‘urban violence’ in France

Olivier Ratouis and Jérdme Boissonade

Introduction

The prolonged riots and disturbances in several French cities in October
and November 2005 focused attention on urban tensions and disorder
among young people, and particularly minority ethnic groups, living
in deprived peripheral housing estates; while President Chirac’s
response calling for renewed ‘respect’ mirrored the language of Prime
Minister Tony Blair in the UK (Henley, 2005). The term ‘urban
violence’ is one of the dominant contemporary expressions used in
France to describe and define society and the deviant behaviour of
some of its members in particular locations. It offers a suitable
conceptual framework for understanding the specific nature of national
approaches to addressing issues of disorder and anti-social behaviour
(ASB). This chapter examines the historical development of
conceptualisations of urban violence in France and links these to
changing urban environments, the cultures and circumstances of young
people and evolving city policies and urban governance structures.

The concept of urban violence

The concept of urban violence, like the concept of ASB discussed in
other contributions to this volume, combines numerous categories of
sometimes very different phenomena'. This concept ascribes a category
of actions to a category of locations, reactivating the Babylonian myth
of the city as the place of evil and all vices. ‘Violenee, from time
immemorial, was known as new, upward and urban’ (Chesnais, 1981,
p 431).To understand current French politics, they must be looked at
in this context, because they represent a moment within longer
historical dynamics which have in large part led to a redefining of the
social questions previously concerned with ‘exploited workers’ to a
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