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Edmond Préteceille and the sociological internationalism of 

RC21: a look back at the career of one of the founders of the 

world’s leading urban studies network 

 
To mark its 50th anniversary, Research Committee 21 (RC21) of the International 

Sociological Association, dedicated to the sociology of urban and regional development, 

has chosen to compile the testimonies of its founders, in order to pass on to future 

generations the details of a collective intellectual history that has extensively shaped the 

urban social sciences as we know them today, and highlight some of the key ways in which 

research has been organised over the last half-century. More prosaically, this history is 

also one of friendships and exchanges – serious, creative, but also joyful – the most 

significant moments of which deserve to be shared. In this interview, Francesca Artioli 

and Bruno Cousin asked Edmond Préteceille – who was the president of RC21 from 1986 

to 1990 and is now an emeritus senior researcher at the CNRS (French National Centre 

for Scientific Research) and Sciences Po Paris – to take a look back over his academic 

journey, and in particular on the intertwining of the national and international 

dimensions of his career. 

 

Interview translated from French to English by Oliver Waine.  

 

 
  

https://www.rc21.org/en/
https://www.rc21.org/en/rc21-pioneers-memory/
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Could you start by telling us about your family background and talking a little about 

your parents? 

I was born in 1944 and come from a family of modest origins on both sides, but where both 

parents – via the vagaries of life and politics – became part of the intellectual middle classes 

without credentials. My father came from a rural family in Touraine, in the Loire Valley. His 

only formal qualification was the certificat d’études, marking the completion of primary 

education. But he left his family to move to Paris at the start of the 20th century (he was 20 

years older than my mother) and became involved in anarchist circles because he had a 

grandfather who had himself been a former supporter of the Paris Commune and was 

connected to the anarchist milieu. Through these connections, and because he had a good 

command of spelling, my father worked as a proofreader in a printing house; he then began 

to write and, little by little, became a journalist. 

He then went to England, where he lived for about 10 years, including during the First World 

War, and was particularly involved with the Fabian Society. I don’t know exactly when he 

left London. And, within the family, we assume it might have been because the British 

government, at the end of the First World War, had started to make life difficult for all left-

wingers, activists, conscientious objectors, and so on, who had taken refuge in the country… 

but we don’t really know. 

My father then went to Spain, probably once again via anarchist networks, where he became 

a French teacher, then returned to journalism. He subsequently became a socialist, then a 

communist. Over the years, as his career progressed, he became an intellectual, thanks to 

his political journey, which also led him to mix with the intellectuals of the Spanish left of 

the time, as well as with artists: Picasso, among others. Towards the end of the Spanish Civil 

War, he returned to Paris as secretary to the Spanish Republic’s ambassador, Luis 

Araquistáin, who was a friend of his and had asked him to join him. He was soon forced to 

reclaim his French nationality, as Franco had by then won the war and he could not therefore 

return to Spain: he would have been shot immediately. 

And it was in Paris that he met my mother. Her father, my maternal grandfather, who came 

from a small village in Asturias, was a maître d’hôtel: I won’t go into his whole story, but 

he had also worked abroad and travelled the world a little… and, although of modest means, 

he had sent his daughter to study at the Lycée Français in Madrid. My mother didn’t sit her 

baccalauréat,1 but she must have taken the equivalent of the brevet,2 and she learnt French, 

and probably a bit of English too; then she must have done a secretarial course or something 

similar. She left Spain because – I believe – her fiancé had been killed at the front during 

the Spanish Civil War. She went to Paris to work as a secretary at the embassy, and that’s 

how my parents met. So that gives you something of a picture of them: middle-class, 

somewhat intellectual, quite cultured, and quite involved in artistic circles. During the 

Second World War, my father worked for the Louis Carré gallery: this was because he had 

links to the Resistance and Louis Carré was a gallery owner, quite well-known at the time, 

who specifically gave work to people in difficult circumstances. 

 

1 Translator’s note: the baccalauréat marks the end of upper secondary education (lycée) in France and 

involves public exams, in a range of subjects, that are typically taken at age 17–18. 

2 Translator’s note: today, the brevet marks the end of lower secondary education (collège) in France and 

involves public examinations, in a small number of subjects, that are typically taken at age 14–15. 

https://www.britannica.com/topic/Fabian-Society
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Luis_Araquist%C3%A1in
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Luis_Araquist%C3%A1in
https://agorha.inha.fr/ark:/54721/40ba4315-52eb-4f78-a0fe-c63fa6e20ccb
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This explains why, during my childhood, even though my family was not well off (we didn’t 

have a television until quite late on, nor a car until I was an adult), it was a family where 

culture was always present, in the sense that literature, painting and music were valued. It 

was also a multilingual family, as I was partly brought up by my maternal grandparents, 

who lived with us when I was a kid: they spoke Spanish to each other and spoke to us in 

Spanish too, so Spanish is my second mother tongue. English was also often spoken at 

home, as my parents had English and American friends who would drop by from time to 

time. I also remember that my father used to give us little introductory lessons in English 

when we were children. This explains why I was something of an anomaly in the French 

secondary education system of my time: I left lycée (high school) being able to speak and 

write both English and Spanish. 

Finally, I should mention my parents’ left-wing political engagement within this 

background. My father was never a member of the French Communist Party (PCF), but he 

remained a member of the Spanish Communist Party for a long time, because of his long-

standing commitment to that particular cause. My mother, for various reasons, had switched 

to the PCF. They were moderately orthodox communists, and became gradually less so 

following the Prague Trials of 1952, because they had been linked, since the time of the 

Spanish Civil War, to many intellectuals from Eastern European countries – particularly 

Czechoslovakians – who had served in the International Brigades. In particular, my mother 

knew Lise London, Artur London’s wife, well, so I think they knew what to expect when 

the trials took place… I was too young to remember it clearly, and my father was too old by 

the time I became genuinely interested in these events, but I imagine they took a critical 

view of the whole thing. 

 

Did you often go abroad when you were a child and teenager? Did you travel a lot? 

I went to Spain several times to visit my family and spend holidays with my uncle, but I 

didn’t go on any other trips, apart from a language study trip to England organised by my 

school – three weeks with a host family in Ramsgate [in Kent], when I was about 14. My 

father, in the second half of his working life, in France after the war, could no longer work 

as a journalist for various reasons. He became a translator and interpreter for international 

conferences and so travelled a great deal, as he worked for the World Health Organization 

and the Food and Agriculture Organization: he would often go to Rome, to Geneva, and to 

places in many other countries where conferences were held. He would bring us back little 

souvenirs. But I didn’t travel with him. 

So that’s the family background… with its – I’m not quite sure how to put it – “spontaneous” 

emphasis on culture and education. For example, my sister, who was the eldest child, went 

to the École Normale Supérieure (ENS), I went to the École Polytechnique, and my brother 

went to the École des Hautes Études Commerciales de Paris (HEC), without our parents 

putting any great pressure on us, or feeling the need to optimise every moment of our time 

in the way that currently seems to define the middle-class mindset when it comes to 

education. Let’s just say that I got into Polytechnique because I followed what seemed to be 

the most natural path – the path of least resistance, one might say – within the education 

system. 

 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Lise_London
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Artur_London
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Could you tell us a bit more about your educational trajectory and where it took place? 

Where did you live when you were a child? 

When I was a child, my family lived in the 8th arrondissement of Paris,3 in a tiny flat in a 

rather modest block of flats, at a time when the 8th arrondissement still had quite a few 

residents and was not yet all but entirely occupied by very wealthy people and offices. I 

went to primary school very close by – the state primary school on Rue de la Bienfaisance 

– and then to Lycée Chaptal, which was the local secondary school, and, as I was a very 

good student, the “natural progression” was to enter classes préparatoires4 after my 

baccalauréat. I also had very good grades in languages, French and philosophy, but it was 

maths that won the day: I went to study “maths sup” and “maths spé” [classes préparatoires 

in science] at Lycée Louis-le-Grand [in the Latin Quarter], and passed the entrance exam 

for the École Polytechnique, but I didn’t have any particular plans. To be honest, I didn’t 

really know what Polytechnique was: my parents had lived abroad for a long time, and while 

they absolutely had a taste for culture and learning, they had no knowledge of the French 

higher-education system, the details of how it works, and its hierarchies; so I really 

discovered all that little by little. 

Quite quickly, the question arose of what I was going to do after Polytechnique. It’s a school 

that opens doors to lots of different career paths. I’ll spare you the details of the various 

options I was torn between, but it was the architecture course that set me on the path I 

eventually followed. Alongside all the classes in maths, physics, statistics and so on, we also 

had quite general classes in the social sciences, economics classes – and architecture classes. 

And the architecture lecturer – Auguste Arsac, himself a Polytechnique graduate and 

architect – was really fascinating, and gave us a very stimulating insight into urban issues. 

So much so, in fact, that I felt these issues were something I could commit myself to, and 

which could be a legitimate career path following my time at Polytechnique, especially as 

it also allowed me to reconcile my academic trajectory with my personal political interest 

in social issues. I had inherited an engagement with left-wing politics from my family, and 

this manifested itself early on, in particular during my young teenage years – I was still a 

pupil in what is now lower secondary school (collège) – when I campaigned for peace in 

Algeria. Later, when I was in classes préparatoires, I joined the French Union of 

Communist Students; and it was at this time that I began reading Althusser. My prépa 

philosophy class was taught by François Châtelet, a great teacher with whom I got on well 

and who challenged me because he realised I was a budding Marxist. He encouraged me to 

explore a number of issues in greater depth, including, as it happens, by raising questions 

that were more sociological than purely philosophical. 

Anyway, a few years later, while attending Arsac’s lectures and, consequently, meeting other 

architects from Polytechnique, I began to feel that urban issues would to some extent allow 

 

3 Translator’s note: the 8th arrondissement (administrative district) covers an area of west-central Paris that 

includes the Avenue des Champs-Élysées, Place de la Concorde and Place de la Madeleine, Parc Monceau, 

and Saint-Lazare station. 

4 Translator’s note: classes préparatoires (or prépa) involve one or two years of intense studies at a lycée after 

the baccalauréat to prepare for entrance exams to France’s most prestigious higher-education establishments 

(“grandes écoles”). 

https://agorha.inha.fr/ark:/54721/37f4277e-cd57-4f9a-beba-a12b9b4c885e
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Fran%C3%A7ois_Ch%C3%A2telet
https://www.universalis-edu.com/encyclopedie/francois-chatelet/
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me to reconcile all these more personal social concerns with my future career choices – and, 

thanks to the contacts I made in these classes, I had the opportunity to find a job that suited 

me. 

This period, the mid-1960s, was the high point of the Gaullist regime’s technocratic 

planning era. It was a period that saw the creation of a major master plan for the Paris region, 

as well as the Land-Use Framework Act, which made master plans and land-use plans the 

norm in France. The French public works ministry had plans, following on from this Act, to 

set up an urban planning research institute, and was seeking candidates. I was therefore 

recruited by the ministry – at the same time, incidentally, as another fellow student from my 

year – into an urban studies department intended to serve as a sort of stepping stone for 

those who would go on to become researchers at the planned Institute for Urban Planning 

Research. 

At around the same time, in 1966, I had sat the entrance examination for the École Nationale 

Supérieure des Beaux-Arts (ENSBA) in order to begin studying architecture [it was only in 

1968 that dedicated architecture schools were set up in France, separate from the ENSBA], 

which I was able to continue intermittently while I was in my third year at the École 

Polytechnique – the year that was then devoted to military service. 

So, there you have it: I was simultaneously a sort of engineer, an apprentice architect, 

someone with an interest in the social sciences, and an employee of the public works 

ministry in a department called STCAU (Central Technical Department for Architecture and 

Urban Planning), whose official role was to develop the methodological tools for 

implementing the Land-Use Framework Act. It was a highly multidisciplinary department: 

there were architects, urban planners, economists, sociologists… a landscape specialist, 

transport specialists… and I’m no doubt forgetting some people. It was an extremely vibrant 

place, a hotbed of cultural activity – and all the more so when the events of May 1968 came 

along. The experience of May ’68 was extraordinary. 

 

How were you involved in the political agitation and intellectual creativity of that 

period? 

Within the STCAU, the majority of people were generally on the left, with a high standard 

of intellectual and academic training. Many were like me: they had completed their 

postgraduate studies and were perhaps working on a PhD, but still had one foot in academia. 

So we were very attuned to what was going on at the universities. In May, the department 

went on strike, holding general assemblies almost daily, and engaged in a process of 

collective thinking and analysis that was simultaneously intellectual, critical, activistic… 

including critiques of capitalist urban policy, the exploration of prospects for a socially and 

democratically oriented form of urban planning… So yes, that was our contribution to 

May ’68. 

There must have been at least 60 of us. And we weren’t the only ones in the ministry to 

strike: quite a few other departments did too. As far as I know, most of the research 

departments across the various ministries were on strike. In my view, it was a very 

significant movement, but not a very well-known one; it isn’t talked about, and isn’t part of 

the mainstream history of the events of ’68. 

One of our activities was to develop links with the research departments of other ministries, 
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with research departments in the regions, and so forth. And so it was partly in the context of 

this intellectual ferment that I made a decision: it became clear to me fairly quickly that it 

was sociology that interested me most, that best matched what I wanted to do. 

 

How did that come about? Were there any books that made a particular impression 

on you? 

There were a number of sociologist colleagues with whom I had many discussions at the 

time. There were several sociologists from the CSU (Centre for Urban Sociology) working 

part-time in the department, including Paul Rendu, who was then the director of the CSU, 

Claude Cornuau, and Claude Soucy. There was also Michel Marié: we weren’t on the same 

theoretical wavelength, and he wasn’t particularly fond of Marxists, but we got on quite 

well on a personal level. He considered himself more of a Weberian, so he played a role in 

encouraging me to broaden my knowledge in that area. And then, through all these 

experiences, I also began – just before May ’68 and just afterwards – to forge links with 

other young Marxist sociologists who were active in Paris – Manuel Castells, Jean Lojkine, 

Francis Godard – and whom I had met at seminars. In particular, there was a conference at 

the university in Nanterre, organised in conjunction with the ministry of public works and 

housing, which had launched a research programme titled “La participation au pouvoir 

urbain” (“Participation in urban governance”) and was funding several research teams: 

Henri Lefebvre was something of a pater familias figure and gently steered the discussions, 

and all these young colleagues were present. Others too, such as young researchers from the 

CSU, which I would later join. These were formative encounters. 

At the same time, however, as I was also a part-time student at Beaux-Arts [the ENSBA], 

our strike committee sent me in May ’68 to try to make links with the Beaux-Arts strike 

committee… and that turned out to be one of the most mind-blowing experiences of my 

life! I bumped into the leader of the revolutionary strike at the ENSBA, Roland Castro: a 

dreadful character, full of himself, pretentious and deliriously authoritarian. A complete 

disaster, really, so that’s when I gave up my career as an architect: Roland Castro is to blame! 

(Laughs.) Partly, at least! In reality, I had caught the sociology bug, and it would have been 

difficult to do both at the same time. 

And so, after May ’68, I began to establish ever closer links with the then-vibrant world of 

Marxist, or Marxist-leaning, urban sociology. But, as far as the ministry of public works 

was concerned, one of the repercussions of May ’68 was the abandonment of the idea of 

transforming our department into a research institute. Instead, the department was 

dismantled and its members dispersed and reassigned elsewhere. I was made to do things 

that didn’t interest me – such as the “rationalisation of budgetary choices”, the French 

adaptation of the Planning, Programming, and Budgeting System from the USA – and, fairly 

quickly, I began to consider looking for another job: a job in research, since that was what I 

wanted to do. And an opportunity arose: the CSU was contacted by the District de la Région 

Parisienne (Paris Region District), a regional administrative body that existed at that time, 

to carry out a sociological study on the large-scale postwar housing estates known in France 

as grands ensembles, and there was no one in their team (which was still small at the time) 

with the knowledge or experience to take on this subject. While at the STCAU, however, I 

had in fact been working on grands ensembles and new towns, and furthermore I had also 

https://www.cresppa.cnrs.fr/equipe-csu/
https://www.cresppa.cnrs.fr/csu/l-equipe-cultures-et-societes-urbaines/histoire-du-csu/hommage-a-paul-rendu?lang=fr
https://www.cresppa.cnrs.fr/csu/l-equipe-cultures-et-societes-urbaines/histoire-du-csu/hommage-a-paul-rendu?lang=fr
https://www.persee.fr/authority/583703
https://www.persee.fr/authority/583703
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Manuel_Castells
https://cems.ehess.fr/actualite/hommage-jean-lojkine-par-louis-quere
https://www.letudiant.fr/educpros/personnalites/godard-francis-58.html
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Henri_Lefebvre
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Roland_Castro
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told Paul Rendu and his colleagues at the CSU that I was looking for a new job. Anyway, it 

worked out perfectly, and I joined the CSU in early 1970. 

 

So, was it at that point – in 1970 – that your career as a sociological researcher formally 

began? 

Exactly. When I joined the CSU, I became part of a team that included people such as 

Christian Topalov, Susanna Magri, Michel Freyssenet… that is to say, a generation of young 

people who, like me, had been steeped in Marxism. And we educated ourselves collectively 

by reading Le Métier de sociologue (The Craft of Sociology) by Bourdieu, Chamboredon 

and Passeron. We had an internal seminar that was truly a space for collective learning about 

practical sociology, not just theory from books. And the wider network of young Marxist 

academics working on the city and urban issues was able to pursue research via two paths 

that were open to them at this time: on the one hand, the public works ministry funded a 

number of urban research projects during the first half of the 1970s (and even beyond) and 

regularly organised seminars bringing all its teams together; on the other, there was also a 

self-organised effort undertaken by this network, notably in the form of what was known as 

the “Politique Urbaine” (“Urban Policy”) seminar, which met regularly – sessions were 

held at the Centre for the Sociology of Organisations (CSO), because one of the leaders of 

our small group was Alain Cottereau, who worked there at that time. And we were actually 

quite ecumenical: Michel Marié participated in the seminar, for example, as did Henri Coing 

– who was from a generation before ours – and Jean-Pierre Worms. Traces of these sessions 

can be found in the form of publications: two issues of Sociologie du travail – 11/4 and 12/4 

– devoted to urban policies. 

For my first research project, I made the decision to focus on the political-economic aspects 

of the grands ensembles, which resulted in my first book: La Production des grands 

ensembles (1973). This was one of the original directions taken by the fledgling field of 

Marxist sociology: we were naturally interested in inequalities, social divisions and so on, 

but also in the production of the city, particularly at the CSU. Christian Topalov focused on 

property developers, I on the grands ensembles, and Danièle Combes on financial groups 

and the property sector. We were also interested in the links between the city and the 

capitalist economy in general, and in the relationship between the state, urban policy and 

the evolution of the city, a subject that had been greatly neglected until then. For example, 

if we compare our research agenda at the time with that of the great French urban sociologist 

who had preceded us, Paul-Henry Chombart de Lauwe, who had trained the older generation 

at the CSU and was still president of the association that ran the CSU when I arrived, I 

would say that, in terms of the analysis of urban social structures and social inequalities, the 

two were aligned; the state, however, had previously been completely outside the scope of 

investigation, as had the production of the city, and the economy even more so. 

To continue a little more on the subject of the research networks of that period, there was 

another one that was beginning to take shape at that time, partly because I had become 

friends with Manuel Castells, but also because one of my neighbours in my apartment 

building in Montparnasse was Jean Pronteau, who was then the deputy to Serge Jonas, the 

founder and director of the publishing house Anthropos. Jonas went on to launch the journal 

Espaces et sociétés (the first issue of which was published in 1970). I wasn’t there right at 

https://www.christian-topalov.fr/
https://www.christian-topalov.fr/
https://www.persee.fr/authority/73219
https://www.persee.fr/authority/73219
https://journals.openedition.org/regulation/16851
https://www.persee.fr/doc/polix_0295-2319_1989_num_2_7_2175#:~:text=3.&text=nouveaux%20sociologues%20urbains%20marxistes%20%C3%A9tait,pratique%20de%20terrain%20tr%C3%A8s%20concr%C3%A8te.
https://www.persee.fr/doc/polix_0295-2319_1989_num_2_7_2175#:~:text=3.&text=nouveaux%20sociologues%20urbains%20marxistes%20%C3%A9tait,pratique%20de%20terrain%20tr%C3%A8s%20concr%C3%A8te.
https://www.sciencespo.fr/cso/fr/le-cso/l-histoire-du-cso/
https://www.sciencespo.fr/cso/fr/le-cso/l-histoire-du-cso/
https://www.sciencespo.fr/cso/fr/le-cso/l-histoire-du-cso/
https://www.ehess.fr/fr/personne/alain-cottereau
https://www.persee.fr/authority/393306
https://www.persee.fr/authority/393306
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Jean-Pierre_Worms
https://www.persee.fr/issue/sotra_0038-0296_1969_num_11_4
https://www.persee.fr/issue/sotra_0038-0296_1970_num_12_4
https://archive.org/details/laproductiondesg0000pret/page/n5/mode/2up?view=theater&ui=embed&wrapper=false
https://archive.org/details/laproductiondesg0000pret/page/n5/mode/2up?view=theater&ui=embed&wrapper=false
https://books.google.fr/books/about/Les_promoteurs_immobiliers.html?id=FYhdDwAAQBAJ&redir_esc=y
https://shs.cairn.info/revue-cahiers-du-genre-2011-2-page-199?lang=fr
https://shs.cairn.info/revue-cahiers-du-genre-2011-2-page-199?lang=fr
https://books.google.fr/books/about/Développement_de_l_immobilier_et_évolu.html?id=6ZoBEQAAQBAJ&redir_esc=y
https://books.google.fr/books/about/Développement_de_l_immobilier_et_évolu.html?id=6ZoBEQAAQBAJ&redir_esc=y
https://books.google.fr/books/about/Développement_de_l_immobilier_et_évolu.html?id=6ZoBEQAAQBAJ&redir_esc=y
https://books.google.fr/books/about/Développement_de_l_immobilier_et_évolu.html?id=6ZoBEQAAQBAJ&redir_esc=y
https://www.universalis.fr/encyclopedie/paul-henry-chombart-de-lauwe/
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Paul-Henry_Chombart_de_Lauwe
https://maitron.fr/pronteau-jean-sylvain-albert/
https://maitron.fr/pronteau-jean-sylvain-albert/
https://shs.cairn.info/revue-hermes-la-revue-2013-1-page-222
https://shs.cairn.info/revue-hermes-la-revue-2013-1-page-222
https://shs.cairn.info/journal-espaces-et-societes?lang=en
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the very beginning, when they first started planning the journal. But a short time after, Jean 

Pronteau invited me to come along, and so I took part in the first editorial meetings. On 

paper, the journal’s editors were Henri Lefebvre and the architect Anatole Kopp, but in 

reality they hardly ever attended the editorial meetings; theirs was almost a figurehead role. 

The journal was kickstarted and driven above all by Manuel, the architect Pierre Riboulet, 

and a whole team they had gathered around them. It was a very interesting collective 

experience, which partly overlapped with my other networks, but which also allowed me to 

expand them. There were, in particular, geographers, such as Michel Coquery (who was, 

incidentally, also one of my neighbours in Montparnasse). There were architects, too, who 

were generally less prominent in sociological circles. Consequently, the Espaces et sociétés 

experience proved to be a most interesting addition to the field and provided us with a 

platform for publication. Within this developing milieu of critical Marxist sociology, there 

was an ambition – championed in particular by Manuel Castells – to turn Espaces et sociétés 

into an international journal. And, indeed, there were a number of issues featuring 

contributions from different countries: an issue on Chile, for example, but there were also 

papers by Italian researchers, and others from Portuguese writers following the Carnation 

Revolution. 

But it was an experience that progressively lost its momentum. Well… there’s an article that 

was published on the occasion of the 50th anniversary of Espaces et Sociétés, about the 

history of the journal, which presents a view that does not match my own experience: there 

was no political disagreement or rivalry over ambitions whatsoever. In fact, the reality was 

much more banal: Serge Jonas, who was a lovely chap and intellectually very interesting, 

was also the most disorganised man I have ever met in my life! … and he made our lives 

absolutely impossible. He would receive articles, put them in a drawer, forget to pass them 

on to us, and when the authors complained because they had received no reply, he would 

say it was the editorial board that had lost them. We would prepare issues… which didn’t 

come out on the intended date, owing to the fluctuating finances of Anthropos. It was 

maddening. With the result that, little by little, a number of members left, because it was 

simply exhausting. But we would have loved to carry on. Indeed, when Raymond Ledrut 

relaunched the journal in the late 1970s with a new publisher, he suggested I rejoin the 

editorial board, an invitation I gladly accepted; I only left in the mid-1990s because I had 

my hands full organising the launch of the new journal Sociétés Contemporaines with Alain 

Degenne. I think that the initial failure of Espaces et sociétés, particularly with regard to its 

international ambition, was also one of the driving forces behind the launch of the 

International Journal of Urban and Regional Research (IJURR). 

 

Before we discuss this pivotal moment in the development of contemporary urban 

studies on a global scale, could you tell us a little more about the links that French 

urban sociologists – and in particular those who identified as Marxists – maintained 

at the time with political parties? Was there a sustained dialogue with the left-leaning 

elements of the political sphere? 

At the time, the Socialist Party wasn’t really a left-wing party, perhaps not really a party at 

all. During the second half of the 1960s, it was still dealing with the fallout following the 

collapse of the SFIO (French Section of the Workers’ International)… The only party I was 
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https://www.eup.fr/fileadmin/redaction/EUP/Documents/Presentation_EUP/50_ANS_EUP-PANNEAUX-2_Michel_Coquery-750x1800mm-10mm_Fp.pdf
https://shs.cairn.info/revue-espaces-et-societes-2020-1-page-25?lang=fr
https://shs.cairn.info/journal-societes-contemporaines?lang=en&tab=apercu
https://fr.wikipedia.org/wiki/Alain_Degenne
https://fr.wikipedia.org/wiki/Alain_Degenne
https://www.ijurr.org/
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involved with at the time was the PCF. It had begun its shift towards Eurocommunism, 

particularly with the 1966 meeting of the party’s Central Committee in Argenteuil, which 

went some way towards giving concrete form to the idea of opening up discussions. But this 

did not immediately translate into the PCF taking an interest in what was happening within 

this Marxist city-oriented research community. Initially, the PCF set up a study group on 

urban issues within the Centre for Marxist Studies and Research (CERM), which was a 

forum for theoretical reflection linked to the party, but not a political body. This was rather 

an interesting time, with many different people participating in the study group, including 

some who were not actually Communists. There were very lively debates on ground rent 

and on urban policy. And this was one of the key stages in the maturing of this community. 

But the link with the Communist Party itself and its main bodies was subsequently 

established through the Economic section of the Central Committee, which included the 

economists who were developing what was then known as the theory of state monopoly 

capitalism – a theory which, of course, also inspired our thinking on the capitalist state in 

the city. Philippe Herzog was, in my view, the most interesting member of that team because 

of his thoughts on planning, along with Patrice Grevet, whose book Besoins populaires et 

financement public (“The Needs of the People and Public Funding”) had implications for 

urban issues. I can’t quite remember exactly how it came about, but there came a point when 

they invited us to collaborate with them. It was perhaps François Ascher, an economist by 

training, who first set that process in motion. 

In any event, throughout the first half of the 1970s, there was a growing mobilisation. Of 

course, this really only involved colleagues from our network of researchers and lecturer-

researchers who were members of the Communist Party – primarily François Ascher, Jean-

Louis Cohen, Christian Topalov, Susanna Magri, Francis Godard, myself, and, to a slightly 

lesser extent, Jean Lojkine. Lojkine was a staunch Communist and remained a member of 

the party even after the neo-Stalinist shift of the late 1970s – but, curiously, he was not very 

involved during this phase. I can’t quite remember why. But anyway, all of this eventually 

led, in 1976, to the creation of a Quality of Life and Urban Planning section, which 

formalised the PCF’s commitment to these issues. I must also highlight the significance of 

the conference “Pour un urbanisme…” (“For an Urban Planning…”), organised in Grenoble 

by the PCF in 1974, which brought together a large number of researchers, local elected 

representatives, urban planning professionals, and activists. The proceedings were 

published by La Nouvelle Critique under the same title. 

 

Let’s now return, if you don’t mind, to 1970, and the role the Varna congress played 

in the internationalisation of urban sociology and research on the city. Could you tell 

us what your experience of it was? 

During the 1960s, urban sociologists working in France had few links with colleagues 

abroad, and those that did exist were primarily personal (and did not necessarily extend to 

the whole of our networks). Christian Topalov, for example, had some international links, 

as did Manuel Castells with Spain, Latin America, the USA, and Susanna Magri, being 

Italian, had links with Italian Marxist intellectuals working on urban issues. But this wasn’t 

very structured. The year 1970 would therefore herald a substantial change in this regard. 

In the summer of that year, in Varna, Bulgaria, the 7th World Congress of Sociology (the 

https://gabrielperi.fr/initiatives/le-cerm-centre-dʼetudes-et-de-recherches-marxistes-1959-1979/
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https://books.google.fr/books/about/Besoins_populaires_et_financement_public.html?id=v8FMAAAAMAAJ&redir_esc=y
https://books.google.fr/books/about/Besoins_populaires_et_financement_public.html?id=v8FMAAAAMAAJ&redir_esc=y
https://forumviesmobiles.org/en/dictionary/852/ascher-francois
https://fr.wikipedia.org/wiki/Jean-Louis_Cohen
https://fr.wikipedia.org/wiki/Jean-Louis_Cohen
https://books.openedition.org/pur/171987?lang=en
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discipline’s largest international scientific conference, organised every four years by the 

International Sociological Association) took place, and, in France, the Interministerial 

Delegation for Regional Planning and Development (DATAR) took an interest in this 

congress, whose main theme, showcased in the programme, was prediction and social 

planning. They therefore decided to fund a mission to Varna for a French sociologist, and 

this funding was allocated to the CSU. Within the CSU, I was the only candidate for the 

mission. No one else was interested… and I think this was for two reasons: first, I think I 

was the only one in the team who was truly fluent in English at the time; and, second, I think 

that, for the family reasons I outlined earlier, I had a particular openness to precisely this 

kind of more international academic discussion, whereas this was less the case for my 

colleagues. So, as soon as I arrived at the CSU, I was able to take advantage of this 

opportunity to attend my first sociology conference, even though I was barely a sociologist 

at the time. 

I took part, in accordance with the programme, in the sessions dealing with urban issues: 

within the ISA there was an “Urban Sociology” research committee, which tended to focus 

on community studies – that is to say, the waning influence of the Chicago School’s 

Middletown approach and things of that sort. This was the network that Ruth Glass was part 

of… but, above all, my strongest (and most negative) memories are of the American 

sociologists who were involved in that scene and who, I felt, were the ones calling the shots. 

At the meetings of this research committee, there was a mix of established members of that 

network, young Marxist urban sociologists (British scholars including Chris Pickvance and 

Michael Harloe; Manuel Castells and myself on the French side; Enzo Mingione from Italy; 

and so on), and a third group of people from various Eastern European countries (mainly 

Hungary, Czechoslovakia, and Poland) who were delighted to meet people from the West 

and escape the straitjacket of the institutional Marxism that dominated in their own 

countries. Some were more open-minded than others… particularly the Czech academic Jiří 

Musil, who was also, I believe, the most sociological of the group. He was really quite close 

to our group of young Western Marxists. I don’t recall Iván Szelényi being present at that 

congress, but he became part of the story later on… 

So there was a wave of criticism in Varna; that is to say, the young Western Marxists, faced 

with the established urban sociologists who ran this research committee, tried to highlight 

the value of their more critical research agenda: more critical of the state, more critical of 

the political economy of the city, and so on. And we were met with a flat refusal, particularly 

from our American colleagues, who, moreover, had adopted a strategy to defend the 

institutional privileges they had acquired and had no intention of sharing power within the 

committee. 

That’s when we got together and said to ourselves: since we can’t do it with them, we’ll do 

it without them. The younger researchers who recognised that they shared the same 

orientation, seeing that they held broadly similar views and that these were not accepted by 

the others, came together. I can’t remember exactly who took the initiative or what the 

chemistry was like, but we put forward a proposal to the ISA – since we couldn’t set up a 

research committee straight away – to create a working group. And that working group was 

the first step towards RC21. 

 

https://www.isa-sociology.org/en
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https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Middletown_studies
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But where were you all? In a conference hall? Having lunch? Was it in the middle of 

the day, late at night? What happened, exactly? Did some people already know each 

other beforehand? 

There were a lot of discussions. Maybe on the beach, or during the meals, I don’t remember. 

We all agreed that we had hit a brick wall, and wondered what to do. We also realised that 

we had a lot in common intellectually and scientifically, plenty of things we could do 

together, and that this wasn’t the place to do them. 

For me, it was the first time I had met everyone. And for them, I think it was the first time 

they had met each other too… But bonds were formed very quickly, particularly between 

the French and British academics, thanks in no small part to Chris Pickvance, who spoke 

French and who shortly afterwards published a collection of translations of several articles 

by young French urban sociologists. The book was very successful in England. And from 

that point on, French researchers who wanted to go to the UK were very often invited there 

for conferences, so these ties grew stronger. Michael Harloe, Chris Paris, Doreen Massey 

and others were, at the time, during the 1970s, researchers at the Centre for Environmental 

Studies, which was an organisation similar to the department where I had worked at the 

French ministry of public works, and which, as fate would have it, was the first victim of 

Margaret Thatcher’s rise to power. One of Thatcher’s very first political decisions was to 

close the Centre for Environmental Studies. 

 

Very Trumpian-before-his-time – or, rather, we can see here who inspired him… 

So, during the week-long conference in Varna, there was time to meet up with people and 

have discussions. On the question of pre-existing personal connections and institutional 

workings, perhaps Enzo knows a little more about that than I do, because he was already 

involved in the ISA’s governing bodies. Whereas I was a complete novice in that regard. I 

was involved intellectually and personally, but I did not yet hold any formal responsibility 

at that time. 

An interesting, and even somewhat curious, point, therefore, is that the future RC21 

emerged from an alliance between young Marxist urban sociologists and anti-Marxist 

technocrats from Eastern European countries, or at least those opposed to the official 

Marxism they faced within the Soviet bloc. And this somewhat bizarre alliance worked. I 

imagine that our brand of Marxism – which involved taking Marx’s critical analyses of 

capitalism and applying them to social-science research methods, thereby enhancing them, 

transforming them, extending them, and so forth, to account for our new historical realities 

and for the transformations of our cities, with their conflicts and social movements – was 

more palatable to them than the dogmatic Marxism recited by the priests of Stalinism in so-

called socialist countries where social movements were suppressed. 

We converged through a certain critique of the traditionalist approach to community studies, 

but also because we were interested in issues of urban policy, planning, and so on. (Even if 

we did not necessarily share the same interpretations of things!) The first chair of this 

working group was a Pole named Janusz Ziółlkowski. 

The next step, as I recall, was a conference of the working group, which was not yet an ISA 

research committee. This took place in late 1973 or early 1974, in Grenoble, a few months 

before the 8th World Congress in Toronto. The main organiser was Pierre Kukawka, a 

https://www.routledge.com/Urban-Sociology-Critical-Essays/Pickvance/p/book/9780415851893?srsltid=AfmBOopqBvff4tj7aM9FERGCNvmB3i11fkd72FheGRcooi-RiPIS5Zcq
https://www.routledge.com/Urban-Sociology-Critical-Essays/Pickvance/p/book/9780415851893?srsltid=AfmBOopqBvff4tj7aM9FERGCNvmB3i11fkd72FheGRcooi-RiPIS5Zcq
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https://www.ijurr.org/article/when-we-were-almost-modern-theory-methods-and-politics-in-the-centre-for-environmental-studies-1966-1975/
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https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Janusz_Ziółkowski
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Janusz_Ziółkowski
https://www.isa-sociology.org/en/conferences/world-congress/toronto-1974
https://www.isa-sociology.org/en/conferences/world-congress/toronto-1974
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political sociologist at the Institut d’Études Politiques de Grenoble, who may well have also 

attended the Varna congress three years earlier. In any case, he was part of this milieu, as he 

was a member of the team at CERAT (Centre for Studies and Research on Regional 

Planning), which had just published a collective work titled Institution communale et 

pouvoir politique (“Municipal Institutions and Political Power”), the theoretical framework 

of which was quite inspired by Poulantzas. Pierre was in the non-Parisian teams that formed 

part of the network of new French Marxist urban sociology and, by extension, the nascent 

RC21. The Grenoble team was quite large. There was also a team in Rennes, and another in 

Saint-Étienne, called CRÉSAL (Loire Centre for Applied Sociological Studies and 

Research), with Jacques Ion among others. So, Pierre organised this meeting, which 

facilitated a wide-ranging discussion on the political and research agendas of what would 

later become RC21. 

There must have been around a hundred participants. It was a successful meeting. And a 

few months later, at the ISA congress in Toronto, the working group officially became an 

ISA research committee. And it did so precisely on the basis of what had been discussed at 

that conference in Grenoble, which was attended by several members from Eastern 

European countries and at which Ray Pahl played a politically significant role. He was a 

little older and was already a more established academic than most of us. However, our 

colleagues from Eastern Europe were very sensitive to academic seniority, as their sense of 

hierarchy was still quite strong, and the fact that Ray agreed to become the new chair of the 

working group, and subsequently the first president of RC21, made it easier for them to 

accept the more explicit focus on Marxist and critical urban sociology. 

Ironically, Ruth Glass was present at that conference in Grenoble. I don’t know why she 

decided to come. It would be interesting to find out… another question to put to Enzo. Why 

did she want to be involved in setting up this research committee, when subsequently, within 

the ISA, she didn’t really attend it and instead stuck to “hers”? We could also have put this 

question to Licia Valladares. Licia, who, at the time, just like Enzo, was Ruth Glass’s 

assistant in London at her Centre for Urban Studies, had accompanied her to Grenoble for 

that conference. But all I know is that Ruth Glass wouldn’t stop ranting: every time Manuel 

spoke, she practically insulted him! 

 

Oh, right… so Ruth Glass was that kind of person?! 

Not openly, but behind his back, yes. What was her catchphrase? … She didn’t say 

“bullshit”, because that’s a little more American than British, but something equivalent. As 

far as I can remember, Manuel was setting out the theoretical frameworks for analysing 

capitalist urbanisation that he had been developing with Francis Godard for the case of 

Dunkirk, which they published in their book Monopolville. That annoyed Ruth Glass a lot… 

Even though it was a very good conference. And quite an international one, too: there were 

delegates from Italy, France, the UK… Were there any Americans? I can’t remember. And 

there were also participants from Eastern European countries. That event truly marked the 

birth of RC21. It was a very multilingual conference; I remember that Chris Pickvance and 

I stepped in to provide summary interpreting [in French and English], while other colleagues 

did the same with Italian. 

After the initial uprising in Varna, there was therefore this somewhat seminal moment in 
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Grenoble, which also laid the foundations for other things, since, as I recall, that was where 

we began to discuss in earnest the launch of a new international journal, which would 

eventually come to fruition in the form of the IJURR. The initial idea emerged in 1973, and 

the first issue would be published in 1977. 

 

What about the practical conditions that made all this possible: at that time, was it 

easy to travel from one side of the Iron Curtain to the other to attend sociology 

conferences? 

For Varna, yes, because it was the World Congress, so the host country was obliged to grant 

visas to sociologists from all countries. For Grenoble, I think it was a bit more difficult, 

depending on the internal political situation in each of the so-called socialist countries of 

the time. There were fluctuations: there were periods of détente and periods of cooler 

relations – but, in any event, links with sociologists from the East were maintained and even 

gradually strengthened, particularly with those from Hungary and Czechoslovakia. In the 

case of the Hungarians, these links were with Szelényi, before he was forced to emigrate; 

we had to petition for his release from prison and for him to be allowed to emigrate. But 

there were also other young sociologists who were more or less his students, or people close 

to him, who continued to be active within the network. And then, through that network, we 

also forged links with critical sociologists in the USSR, in particular with Ovsei Shkaratan, 

who remained active for a long time, and then with another very nice chap called Oleg 

Yanitsky. They were the two organisers of the first RC21 conference in the Soviet Union. 

From the second half of the 1970s onwards, the network also expanded considerably in the 

United States. The first time I went to the US was during that period, for one of our 

conferences – I can’t remember exactly which year it was… – that was organised at 

Columbia University by Peter Marcuse. 

 

Is it fair to say that, at this time, colleagues from Latin America (and more generally 

from what we would now call the Global South) were conspicuously absent? Did the 

early years of RC21 mainly bring together people from Western Europe, the Soviet 

bloc, and the USA? 

Yes, that’s true. Manuel, who was then in the 6th section of the École Pratique des Hautes 

Études (EPHE) in Paris, which in 1975 became the École des Hautes Études en Sciences 

Sociales (EHESS), was, to my knowledge, the only member of the network who had links 

with Latin America, partly as a result of his time spent in Chile. I don’t recall there being 

any South American participants in Grenoble, but we were beginning to forge some links 

with the United States. Licia Valladares was present, as I mentioned, but she was there as 

Ruth Glass’s assistant. She had only just finished her PhD thesis and did not yet have a 

teaching and research post in Brazil, which would have enabled her to represent and expand 

the network there. 

But colleagues from Latin America did join us relatively quickly, a few years later. They 

really came into their own at the 10th World Congress of Sociology, held in Mexico City in 

1982. Indeed, at this congress, as at subsequent ones (and this is an RC21 tradition that 

continues to the present day, I believe), local – i.e. Mexican – urban sociologists were 

invited to help draw up the research committee’s programme. That’s how people like Martha 
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Schteingart and others joined us and subsequently became part of the network. 

That said, and here I’m jumping the gun a little… as I gradually got to know the Latin 

American networks a lot better, it seemed to me that the connection between RC21 and these 

networks never really became established in the way it ought to have been. The connection 

does exist, of course: there are always Latin Americans taking part in RC21 events. But 

there are very strong, very active, sustainable networks that meet frequently, and so on, in 

Latin America, and RC21 does not draw on as many of these resources as it could. There is 

potential here that has remained untapped. And this is despite real efforts on the part of 

Licia, for example, as well as Eduardo Marques. But these efforts bore fruit to only a limited 

extent. In my view, this is something that would be worth revisiting in the future. Perhaps 

the recent RC21 conference in Chile, where there were many urban sociologists deeply 

invested in South American networks, will have helped strengthen and develop these links? 

 

When you set up RC21, and subsequently the IJURR, what was the underlying 

scientific project? Was the primary aim to create a forum for exchange? To increase 

opportunities for comparative analysis and international collaboration? To better 

structure the field (or sub-field) on a global scale in order to facilitate debate and the 

development of broader theoretical frameworks? 

What brought us together, above all, was the feeling that we shared a common research 

agenda: a critical urban sociology of social structures and inequalities in the city, but also a 

critique of capitalist urban policies and their ambiguities, as well as the capitalist production 

of the city and its challenges, and more generally the relationship between the changing 

structure of the capitalist economy and changes in the way urban areas are organised – with 

a particular focus on urban social movements. 

This research agenda was set out in the first issues of the IJURR and in the themes of the 

RC21 conferences, and I believe that, from this perspective, at least for a time, it was fairly 

successful. RC21 was therefore more than just a platform for exchange and discussion: it 

was a means of promoting a certain type of research that we felt was necessary and which 

didn’t fit in with other forums or potential publication outlets. It naturally had an 

international – and indeed multilingual – dimension from the outset, since the original 

agreement was driven primarily by a Franco-British partnership, and so we had decided that 

the journal would be published in both French and English. 

That continued into the 1980s, but over time there were fewer and fewer articles in French. 

There was then also pressure from the publisher to produce the journal entirely in English, 

and because there were not enough contributions in French and not many French 

subscribers, I wasn’t able to make a sufficiently strong case for maintaining the bilingual 

approach; French was too much of a minority language. 

 

During those early years, what was RC21 and the IJURR’s relationship to the diversity 

of academic disciplines concerned with cities, spaces and territories? 

In France at that time, I was involved in the Espaces et sociétés project, which was highly 

multidisciplinary. When RC21 was first established, in Grenoble and post-Grenoble, and 

when the IJURR was launched, it was also quite multidisciplinary: at its core were sociology 

and political science (or political sociology), economics, and geography; anthropology was 
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not very prominent in practice, even though we were open to its approaches; urban planning 

and design were slightly more present. This multidisciplinary openness was emphasised and 

nurtured from the very start, as RC21 has always been a somewhat unique ISA research 

committee, in that it has happily welcomed members who were not sociologists. 

Subsequently, over the decades, the balance between the disciplines represented has shifted. 

That is quite clear. It reflects the changing emphasis placed on different disciplines within 

urban studies in various countries. I feel that, today, geography carries significantly more 

weight than before, and that this is linked to the fact that, in the UK and the US, urban 

sociology is in decline while geographers are adopting a more radical approach to urban 

studies (which is less true in France). 

 

One last question, if you’ll indulge us, on the practical and logistical aspects of creating 

RC21: for the benefit of younger readers, could you remind us how – in the 

pre-Internet era – you would go about setting up an international network, 

disseminating information through it, and organising a conference for 100 people, such 

as the one held in Grenoble? 

By telephone, via letters… it was indeed a much more rudimentary and far more 

complicated process than it is today. In this particular case, Pierre Kukawka was fortunate 

enough to be a tenured researcher within his CNRS laboratory and at the Institut d’Études 

Politiques de Grenoble. He therefore had access to resources and institutional support. I 

think this partly explains why things happened in Grenoble rather than elsewhere. We would 

need to interview Pierre to get the answer to that question. We spoke recently, and he told 

me he had kept the conference archives, the list of participants and so on. 

There is one aspect I have not yet touched upon, and it is an important one: to properly 

describe this emerging field, one of the things to bear in mind is the institutional precarity 

of many of the participants in those early days. This was particularly true in France, where 

a large proportion of the young researchers in the new Marxist urban sociology were what 

were known at the time as “hors-statut”, that is to say, people who worked in research teams 

that were entirely or mostly funded by contracts with the ministry of public works, the 

General Delegation for Scientific and Technical Research (DGRST), and various other 

bodies. Only a small minority held institutional posts as researchers or lecturer-researchers 

with civil-servant status. Among the people I have previously mentioned: Manuel was an 

assistant professor at the EHESS, Jean Lojkine held a CNRS post, and perhaps Alain 

Cottereau did too… but most of the others were contract researchers, including all the 

members of the CSU. 

In France, we therefore played a very active part in the major trade-union struggle of the 

mid-1970s, which was one of the few successful union battles, as it eventually led to the 

incorporation of a large proportion of these hors-statut researchers – including those from 

the CSU – into the CNRS. The fact was that we were in an increasingly difficult situation, 

in that we had reached a point where it was physically impossible to carry out any real 

research on a contract basis. This is because, in research, you can never accurately predict 

the time frame required for investigations, writing-up, and so on. It is simply not possible if 

you wish to conduct actual research, rather than just standardised studies. Timings became 

increasingly out of sync, to the point that we found ourselves forced to draft the proposal 

https://www.siv.archives-nationales.culture.gouv.fr/siv/rechercheconsultation/consultation/ir/consultationIR.action?irId=FRAN_IR_016255
https://www.siv.archives-nationales.culture.gouv.fr/siv/rechercheconsultation/consultation/ir/consultationIR.action?irId=FRAN_IR_016255
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for the next contract even before we had begun the research that the future contract was 

supposed to follow on from; it was an absurd exercise. The CSU was saved by its 

incorporation into the CNRS. Had we carried on like that for another year or two, the CSU 

would have disappeared: it would either have collapsed or become something entirely 

different. 

The decision to implement the plan to incorporate hors-statut personnel into the CNRS was 

taken, I believe, in 1976; in 1977, we had to submit applications setting out a research 

project and providing evidence that our work had been funded from public research grants 

(the so-called “research allocation” of the French state budget), and then we were officially 

integrated with effect from 1 January 1978, although administrative ratification came later. 

As a result, I spent the first six months of the year on unemployment benefit, because there 

were no longer the funds to pay salaries, and I had to repay the dole money afterwards, when 

the CNRS finally paid me retroactively. It was a precarious situation, and there were many 

other teams – especially the regional teams I mentioned earlier – who went through similar 

experiences. 

So that was when I joined the CNRS. I was 34 years old. And, of course, that made things 

easier afterwards, particularly when it came to organising conferences and so on. Once you 

are on a permanent contract, you can free up a bit more time, and being part of CNRS and 

university structures gives you access to greater resources for running networks, organising 

conferences, and inviting colleagues from abroad. 

 

Could you describe in a little more detail the changes to RC21 that took place between 

1974 and 1986, the year in which you became its president? 

RC21 continued to thrive, I would say: from conference to conference, it expanded; it gained 

more and more members from more and more different countries. And, in parallel, the 

IJURR saw its readership grow, eventually becoming a highly profitable and much-

appreciated journal within the milieu. In 1986, I did indeed become president, but in a way 

it was a non-event for the committee at the ISA congress held that year in New Delhi, 

because we had adopted a rotation rule right from the start. We had decided from the outset 

– partly based on our experience of a whole series of ISA research committees which were, 

in effect, “Mr So-and-So’s committee” (and it usually was “Mr So-and-So” rather than 

“Ms So-and-So”…), with the same person remaining at the head of the committee for 30 

years… So, we had pointedly decided that we were a genuine collective and that we would 

therefore ensure that the presidency rotated. Generally speaking, there was a president, a 

secretary, and one or more vice-presidents, so as to involve other members in the running 

of the organisation, and to ensure a smooth handover when the time came. And so, I 

succeeded Enzo. There was Ray Pahl’s term, then Manuel’s, then Enzo’s, and then mine, 

followed by Chris Pickvance, and so on… The group was predominantly male to begin with; 

more women gradually joined, and several went on to become presidents: Marisol Garcia, 

Kuniko Fujita, and Talja Blokland. 

When it comes to RC21’s work, the way the committee’s research agenda has changed and 

developed reflects the involvement of researchers from Eastern Europe, Latin America and 

Asia, with an increasing diversity of urban experiences being studied; it has also reflected 

policy shifts in these countries, collective consumption and the growth of welfare states, 

https://www.isa-sociology.org/en/conferences/world-congress/new-delhi-1986
https://www.rc21.org/en/interviews-with-the-rc21-pioneers-marisol-garcia/
https://taljablokland.com/
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neoliberalism, financialisation, and privatisation. The expansion of the network to include 

an increasing number of countries has also given rise to collaborations on a variety of 

themes, which were not formally initiated by RC21 but were nevertheless greatly facilitated 

by the mutual connections within the network. 

With regard to my personal experiences of RC21, my first international collaborations took 

the form of exchanges rather than truly comparative projects – although the comparative 

aspect did in fact emerge quite early on… first with Thomas Maloutas, who came to France 

to do his PhD and found that my work on segregation and public facilities in Paris offered 

useful parallels with his own research on Athens. He defended his thesis in 1982, and we 

have continued to talk, work together, and exchange ideas ever since. A similar situation 

arose with Jesús Leal: he, too, drew inspiration from my work, and I subsequently went to 

visit him in Madrid. It was very much an informal collaboration at first, but which ultimately 

led to publications and parallel research projects. 

At the same time, despite integration into the CNRS, there was nevertheless a period of 

uncertainty for urban research in France from the late 1970s to the early 1980s. While on 

the one hand there was the positive aspect of the CNRS consolidating our status, on the 

other there was also a relative disintegration of the French network, because some of the 

researchers within it sought to enhance their legitimacy within the academic world by 

distancing themselves from urban sociology, which was still somewhat associated with the 

stigma of being outside the official academic system. They were thus seeking to gain greater 

legitimacy by changing their research focus. 

Finally, during this same period, there was a funding crisis. The end of the [Valéry] Giscard 

[d’Estaing] era in France [1974–1981] was truly a time bordering on witch-hunt territory, 

with research funding being cut across any fields that were identified as bringing together 

researchers who were a little too critical. I recall a friend who was an ENA graduate5 and 

was working in a ministerial cabinet team at the time – or at any rate was in charge of a 

research programme – who told me of an explicit order from a member of the Giscard 

government’s cabinet to draw up blacklists in order to identify researchers who were critical 

of the state and the ruling majority. It was a rather difficult period. 

Things picked up again, of course, with [François] Mitterrand’s election and the arrival of a 

left-wing government. But this brought with it a new kind of challenge, one that was 

interesting and specific to that era: a new urban research agenda had emerged in France, 

linked to left-wing policies and, in particular, to policies aimed at combating “ghettos”. We 

therefore found ourselves dealing with research questions inspired in part by the French 

left’s urban policy and the new situation it was creating in the country, while internationally 

the dominant trend was, on the contrary, one of reaction, in particular to the policy agendas 

of Thatcher, Reagan, and their followers. We were therefore somewhat out of step in certain 

respects, even though in others there were points of convergence; studying the difficulties 

encountered in social housing estates highlighted the need to take account of the ethnic and 

racial dimensions of segregation caused by the inequalities and discrimination affecting 

immigrants. 

 

5 Translator’s note: the École Nationale d’Administration (ENA) was an elite school founded in 1945 to recruit 

and train France’s most senior civil servants. It was replaced in 2022 by the Institut National du Service Public 

(INSP). 

https://www.geo.hua.gr/en/staff-member/maloutas-thomas/
https://produccioncientifica.ucm.es/investigadores/164416/detalle
https://produccioncientifica.ucm.es/investigadores/164416/detalle
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Did this mismatch have any impact on the participation of French urban sociologists 

in international networks? 

Yes, to some extent. Ties were strengthened at this time, for example, with Italy, where 

colleagues such as Enzo and others – and later Yuri Kazepov, for instance – were more 

receptive to the line of thinking, initiated by Esping-Andersen, on the internal contradictions 

of welfare capitalism and its various forms, whereas British and American colleagues were 

focused solely on the neoliberal agenda and its effects, on privatisation, and so forth. So, 

with this latter group, there was a period of partial disconnection. 

More generally, among my French colleagues, there was initially a collective enthusiasm 

for RC21, with a number of them deciding to get involved. But then, quite quickly – from 

the 1970s and 1980s onwards, in fact – partly as a result of the difficulties I have just 

mentioned, but also because of a certain reticence regarding internationalisation and because 

of linguistic difficulties faced by a certain number of colleagues, there was a withdrawal 

and, ultimately, fairly low participation by French academics in the network’s activities and 

at world urban sociology congresses. 

In parallel, parts of the French urban sociology networks began to organise themselves 

within the International Association of French-Speaking Sociologists (AISLF), in what 

amounted to a refusal to engage in dialogue with English-speaking scholars. It should be 

noted that the English-speaking community is not limited to Americans and Britons; if one 

wishes to engage in discussion with Chinese or Japanese academics, this generally takes 

place in English. 

I believe there was a section of French sociology that remained, deep down, convinced that 

the heart of sociology lay in France, from Durkheim to Bourdieu…  Fortunately, this has 

changed for the younger generations of sociologists, who are more comfortable using 

English and other languages, and are more curious about what is happening elsewhere. 

 

Would you say that this can be explained by certain traits of the colleagues in 

question? And, if so, what traits in particular? 

Well, to get to the bottom of that question, we would really need to study the individuals 

themselves. I think, though, that it’s linked in particular to the construction of positions of 

institutional power, as well as to a sense of comfort within certain networks where it’s easier 

to control things, and also to the way recruitment works in France… As soon as you look 

more closely at recruitment, especially for assistant professor posts in Section 19 

(sociology),6 it’s truly a caricature: today, the number of foreign colleagues recruited in 

sociology by French universities is absolutely marginal. This is less true of the CNRS, and 

even less true of Sciences Po. Overall, though, this disconnect between the French academic 

labour market in the social sciences and the international job market does not really help to 

show the value of investing in networks such as RC21. 

 

 

 

6 Translator’s note: recruitment to public universities in France is overseen by the Conseil National des 

Universités (CNU; National Council of Universities), which is divided into numbered sections for different 

disciplines. 

https://www.soz.univie.ac.at/forschung/forschungsteams/team-kazepov/detailansicht/user/kazepovy76/inum/1125/backpid/96119/
https://www.aislf.org/
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And within RC21, has having to deal with the different national political contexts you 

have mentioned also led the committee to reflect collectively on the best ways for 

research to inform and guide urban policy? 

Yes, but in a rather inter-individual and ad hoc way. There hasn’t been any highly structured 

collective reflection on this, no doubt because the circumstances differed significantly from 

one country to another, and even from one period to another. 

 

And so, to return to your own experiences of international collaborations, or at least 

those that made a particular impression on you… 

What emerged subsequently, from the 1990s onwards, was the organisation of international 

research projects made possible by funding bodies that specifically prioritised 

internationalisation, particularly – but not exclusively – at European level. 

For example, I was in a network on the theme of global cities, which was initially supported 

by US funding, and which subsequently received funding from the CNRS, followed by 

Japanese funding. The lead organiser was my friend John Mollenkopf. The idea was to 

revisit the question of the global city, building on the debate sparked by Saskia Sassen’s 

seminal work, The Global City, by comparing New York, London, Tokyo, and Paris, and 

examining in greater depth and detail not only the economic structure of these metropolises 

but also their social structure, governance and so on – areas where, in our view, Saskia’s 

approach had been overly simplistic, or even mistaken on certain points, such as her notion 

of sociospatial dualisation and the disappearance of the middle classes. The comparative 

seminars we held in the four cities, with an excellent group of colleagues – including Chris 

Hamnett, Ian Gordon, Susan Fainstein, Toshio Kamo, Takashi Machimura, and Véronique 

de Rudder – were extremely enlightening. 

At European level, and thanks more specifically to some EU funding, one of the most 

memorable experiences for me was that of the Research and Training Network UrbEurope, 

in the early 2000s, which was coordinated primarily by Enzo Mingione with the aim of 

providing funds for a series of international workshops for PhD students, as well as for their 

increased participation in conferences – and, in the process, also enabling the rapid 

integration of a new generation into RC21. 

Similarly, for nearly 12 years, from the late 1990s onwards, I led a working group and a 

series of comparative discussions on segregation in European cities, drawing heavily on a 

network of friends and colleagues, most of whom were members of RC21: Chris Hamnett 

in the UK, Hartmut Häussermann in Germany, Jesús Leal in Spain and Thomas Maloutas 

in Greece, whom I have already mentioned… There were no Italians, because their work 

did not have a direct focus on segregation at the time. There were, however, some Danes, 

including Hans Thor Andersen, because we were keen to include a case study of a 

Scandinavian welfare state. It was a brilliant experience: we would meet every six months 

or every year, in one of our cities; we organised it with very limited financial resources – I 

received funding from the French research ministry at the start, but when that ran out we 

carried on by each of us taking turns to arrange invitations using the resources of our 

respective research units. Unfortunately, we never managed to finish writing the book [we 

had planned]… but we have all published numerous articles drawing on these discussions – 

and, above all, it was an experience of intense scientific debate, a high-quality collaboration 

https://www.gc.cuny.edu/people/john-mollenkopf
https://www.gc.cuny.edu/people/john-mollenkopf
https://sociology.columbia.edu/content/saskia-sassen
https://www.kcl.ac.uk/people/chris-hamnett
https://www.kcl.ac.uk/people/chris-hamnett
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ian_R._Gordon
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Susan_Fainstein
https://machimura.sakura.ne.jp/Englishtop.html
https://www.urmis.fr/de-rudder-veronique/
https://www.urmis.fr/de-rudder-veronique/
https://de.wikipedia.org/wiki/Hartmut_Häußermann
https://vbn.aau.dk/en/persons/hansthor
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that was hugely rewarding for everyone. In a way, it was the opposite experience to that of 

many other EU-funded networks, where the pre-definition of activities and, above all, of 

“deliverables” means that the time available for in-depth scientific exchange rapidly 

dwindles. What’s more, Thomas Maloutas arranged another opportunity for us to meet 

again, in Athens in November 2025 – but sadly this time without Hartmut, who died in 2011. 

This is an example of the things made possible by the existence of a network such as RC21: 

one of its most positive features is the way it has enabled the creation and nurturing, over 

decades, of strong bonds built on intellectual rapport and scientific exchange, but which 

have also gradually evolved into relationships of deep friendship. This has, of course, been 

accompanied by dynamics that mutually reinforce friendship, trust, and the social oversight 

of professional practices. It is nevertheless striking to note that – more than 50 years on – 

the founding members, such as Enzo Mingione, Chris Pickvance (who is no longer with us), 

Michael Harloe and myself, have remained friends since the very start. And the same is true 

of John Mollenkopf, Susan and Norman Fainstein, and John Logan, who have been part of 

the committee almost from the outset. It truly is a great strength and asset, and what is 

remarkable – I believe – is that this notion of friendship is also passed on and perpetuated 

by and across successive generations. And I think this is a good indicator of the quality of a 

network, which in turn also says a lot about the organisational and relational model we have 

sought to adopt – alongside a model of democratic governance, too, characterised by a desire 

to always involve younger colleagues and avoid anyone being sidelined by individuals who 

might seek to entrench themselves in positions of institutional power. Because we shouldn’t 

forget that, in many intellectual networks, this is not actually how things work: the highly 

individualised nature of careers and the strong incentives that can lead to inter-individual 

competition – linked to a shortage of posts, a lack of funding, and so forth – often act as an 

obstacle to the long-term construction of genuinely collective and friendly dynamics. 

Finally, of course, there are the collaborations I have established in Brazil. My first contact 

with Brazil dates back to 1979. I was invited by colleagues at the USP, the University of 

São Paulo. It was Celso Lamparelli who came to see me at the CSU, perhaps on the advice 

of Chombart de Lauwe – he was from an older generation, linked to left-wing Christian 

circles, including the networks of Father [Louis-Joseph] Lebret, who had promoted 

Marxism and empirical urban research in Brazil. He and his team were trying to develop 

critical thinking on public facilities and urban policies. It was the end of the military 

dictatorship and there was an institute where they were beginning to enjoy a degree of 

freedom. I had a strong affinity for Brazil because of the music: I was a great fan of bossa 

nova. So I accepted the invitation, and that is how I began to develop links there (and it was 

thanks to Celso that I was able to attend a João Gilberto concert in São Paulo, a rare 

privilege). 

These ties with Brazil grew stronger from 1985 onwards, when I was invited to Rio by Licia 

Valladares to give a few lectures at IUPERJ (University Research Institute of Rio de Janeiro) 

as part of a CAPES–COFECUB7 agreement for which she was responsible, alongside 

 

7 Translator’s note: CAPES: Coordenação de Aperfeiçoamento de Pessoal de Nível Superior (Coordination 

for the Improvement of Higher-Education Personnel, a Brazilian federal agency). COFECUB: Comité 

Français d’Évaluation de la Coopération Universitaire et Scientifique avec le Brésil (French Committee for 

the Evaluation of Academic and Scientific Cooperation with Brazil). 

https://www.conncoll.edu/directories/emeritus-faculty/norman-fainstein/
https://www.escavador.com/sobre/2148966/celso-monteiro-lamparelli
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Louis-Joseph_Lebret
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Raymond Ledrut, her former PhD thesis supervisor at the University of Toulouse. Following 

this visit, we established a broader partnership between IUPERJ and the CSU through the 

CNRS–CNPq8 cooperation programme, which facilitated reciprocal visits by a number of 

researchers from both institutions. 

Licia was already an active member of RC21 at that time, and, through this cooperation, we 

worked together to organise an RC21 conference in Rio in 1988, which was a significant 

moment for the committee, as it was an event for which Licia had extensively mobilised 

Latin American and Brazilian networks for meetings with French, American, and British 

colleagues, among others. It was one of RC21’s most international and memorable regional 

conferences during that period. A record of it remains in a collection of papers we published 

in Portuguese, titled Reestructuração urbana: Tendências e desafios (“Urban 

Redevelopment: Trends and Challenges”). 

Following this conference, I became involved in a comparative research project on 

segregation in the Paris and Rio de Janeiro metropolitan areas with a Brazilian colleague 

who had shown a keen interest in the research approach I had presented there regarding the 

case of Paris. The idea was to adapt the detailed social and occupational categories 

developed by INSEE (the French national statistics office) to the case of Rio, and to use 

statistical methods of typological analysis to produce an analysis of Rio’s sociospatial 

structure that could be accurately compared with the Parisian case, whereas many 

international comparative analyses of segregation remain vague due to the combination of 

too heterogeneous categories and methods. For several years, the programme made good 

progress, and we published an initial article that had quite a significant impact, which was 

based on the paper we had presented at RC21 during the ISA conference in Montreal in 

1998. And then, all of a sudden, my colleague, whom I believed to be a sincere friend, 

decided that he no longer needed me and that he could unilaterally take credit for the work 

we had done together, in order to set up, on his own, a project analysing the sociospatial 

structure of Brazilian metropolitan areas using the categories we had constructed together 

and the statistical methods I had shared with his team. He signalled this decision by 

publishing, without me, an article in a Brazilian journal that drew on our joint work while 

completely omitting my contribution. I wrote a counter-article, “Antropofagia Acadêmica, 

Categorização Social e Dualização Urbana” (“Academic Anthropophagy, Social 

Categorisation and Urban Dualisation”), which I sent to the journal in order to exercise my 

right of reply, but it was rejected. I wrote to the CNRS and the CNPQ to report the facts and 

denounce the cooperation agreement I had with this colleague. The CNRS supported me in 

principle. The head of social sciences at the CNPq refused to comment, though, claiming 

that it was merely an interpersonal conflict – a response echoed by several Brazilian 

colleagues who did not wish to fall out with the culprit, whom they considered too powerful 

locally. It just goes to show that international cooperation is not always plain sailing. Up 

until then, I had mostly observed cases of researchers from the “North” misusing the work 

of researchers from the “South”… 

 

8 Translator’s note: the Brazilian equivalent of the CNRS is the Conselho Nacional de Desenvolvimento 

Científico e Tecnológico (National Council for Scientific and Technological Development), often referred to 

by the abbreviation CNPq, derived from its pre-1971 name, Conselho Nacional de Pesquisa (National 

Research Council). 

https://urbandatabrasil.fflch.usp.br/sites/urbandatabrasil.fflch.usp.br/files/2021-10/Licia%20Valladares%20e%20Edmond%20Preteceille%20-%20Reestrutura%C3%A7%C3%A3o%20urbana%2C%20tend%C3%AAncias%20e%20desafios.pdf
https://hal-sciencespo.archives-ouvertes.fr/hal-03575998/document
https://hal-sciencespo.archives-ouvertes.fr/hal-03575998/document
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I haven’t had many negative experiences of this sort in my career as a researcher, but on this 

occasion I really did kick myself. A few years later, however, I bounced back, thanks to 

Adalberto Cardoso, one of the professors and researchers at IUPERJ – now part of the IESP 

(Institute of Social and Political Studies) within UERJ (Rio de Janeiro State University) – 

with whom I had formed a friendship. Adalberto, who had followed my misadventures, was 

a specialist in the sociology of work rather than urban sociology, but was very interested in 

the approach of using detailed social and occupational categories. We picked up the project 

where I had left off, refining the adaptation of social and occupational categories to the 

Brazilian context thanks to improved access to detailed data from the Brazilian census from 

the 2000s onwards and Adalberto’s in-depth knowledge of Brazilian occupational 

categories. Over the years, we have published a number of articles comparing the 

sociospatial structures of the metropolitan areas of Paris, Rio and São Paulo, as well as an 

article and subsequently a book on the middle classes in Brazil, and we still plan to write an 

article on the cross-analysis of class segregation and ethnic and racial segregation in the two 

major Brazilian metropolitan areas, a project that has been stalled as of September 2025 

owing to the fact that the results of the Brazilian census – which should have been carried 

out in 2020 but was sabotaged and delayed by Bolsonaro, then restarted with great difficulty 

by Lula’s current government – have not yet been published. 

 

Do you feel that this significant involvement in international networks – beyond, of 

course, the intellectual adventure of which it is an integral part – has facilitated your 

academic career in France? Was it something that was regarded positively? 

That’s a good question. In my case, it had a negative impact, at least to a certain extent. Over 

time, my international involvement snowballed, and for a long time – as I mentioned – I 

found myself out of step with many of my French colleagues, who were either not very 

involved in this kind of work, or only became so much later. In fact, it was really the next 

generation that took the lead – people like Patrick Le Galès, who, when I first met him, was 

at Oxford and already had an international profile. Consequently, I encouraged him to join 

the network, which eventually led to him succeeding Michael Harloe as editor of IJURR. 

The same was true of Marco Oberti, who had similar aptitudes and connections, but on the 

Italian side: he had spent time there, he had already written about Italy, but had fewer links 

with the English-speaking world. So I encouraged him to develop his career in that direction, 

and helped him reach the decision to spend a year in Chicago. And for him, that proved to 

be a very important step. From that generation onwards, internationalisation has become the 

norm, almost a given, for many of my colleagues. In the previous generation, that was far 

less the case. 

As for me, well, from the standpoint of my CNRS career, internationalisation had negative 

effects – so much so that, somewhere in my archives, I have kept a copy of a CNRS 

committee assessment report… it was quite funny, because it was a year when the CNRS 

leadership team had, in fact, highlighted internationalisation as one of the positive criteria 

against which to assess its researchers… and I was assessed by a geographer, whose name 

I shall withhold out of courtesy, who essentially gave me a negative assessment, saying that 

I had indeed done a lot of things and published a great deal during the period in question, 

but unfortunately far too much of it abroad within international networks. She concluded by 

https://iesp.uerj.br/en/pesquisador/adalberto-moreira-cardoso/
https://www.sciencespo.fr/centre-etudes-europeennes/en/directory/legales-patrick/
https://www.sciencespo.fr/cris/en/directory/oberti-marco/
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highlighting, as a crucial positive factor, that I had recently recommitted myself to teaching 

in France. Overall, it was emphatically negative. And the committee must have agreed with 

her, as I did not receive a promotion that year. Obviously, the fact that I had developed a 

scientific culture and international exchanges, and had published in different languages, and 

so forth, played a positive role in many other ways. But initially, at least, this was not viewed 

positively in terms of career progression. 

My experience at Sciences Po Paris was much more positive over time. When I started 

teaching there, alongside Patrick Le Galès and Marco Oberti, in the late 1990s, the reading 

list for our course was broadly open to international literature, and it was possible to set 

students texts in English. When I changed research labs in the early 2000s to join the OSC 

(Sociological Observatory of Change, which later became the CRIS, Centre for Research 

on Social Inequalities), a number of colleagues – Marco, for example, as well as Agnès 

van Zanten and Hugues Lagrange – had an international culture and outlook. And 

Sciences Po as a whole had embraced the transformation led by Richard Descoings in order 

to move towards a model of an internationalised research university. We were able to invite 

numerous foreign colleagues and develop cooperation agreements and student exchange 

agreements with a number of universities in the US, Italy, and Brazil. Patrick Le Galès and 

I had the support of Sciences Po to organise an international RC21 conference there in 2005, 

on the theme of “Cities as social fabric: fragmentation and integration”. 

 

And how would you describe the way your relationship with politics changed over this 

period? 

I have already outlined to some extent my involvement during the Eurocommunist period, 

first within the Economic section and later in the Living Environment section of the PCF’s 

Central Committee. This involvement reached an interesting impasse at a certain moment 

in time. A number of the ideas on the city and urban policy that we were developing for the 

Communist Party leadership were naturally likely to be transposed for inclusion in the 

PCF’s municipal policy guidelines. However, at a certain point, we – more specifically, I – 

hit a brick wall on two or three issues I wanted to explore: matters such as intermunicipal 

cooperation or ways of engaging with urban planning processes, for instance. 

For my part, I argued that we had everything to gain from adopting an ambitious vision that 

would extend municipal action to intermunicipal initiatives, in an urban context where 

municipal boundaries – particularly in the Paris region – were completely ill-suited to the 

scale of action required. And that is where things came to a complete standstill. I tried to 

understand the nature of this impasse and, in fact, it was quite simple. It stemmed from the 

fact that the PCF’s system of municipal power was sacrosanct, largely because it served as 

a means of indirectly funding the Communist Party. Thus, the power held by PCF mayors 

was power that could not be challenged, even when they adopted positions that were not the 

ones you might hope for when tackling certain issues on a different scale. There was no 

question of destabilising this system. I had this confirmed to me on several occasions and 

in various ways. 

This particular adventure came to an end in 1978, when the PCF leadership, believing that 

the Socialist Party was gaining more electorally than the PCF from their Union of the Left 

alliance, decided to break away from it, end Eurocommunism and return to ouvriérisme 

https://www.sciencespo.fr/cris/en/directory/vanzanten-agnes/
https://www.sciencespo.fr/cris/en/directory/vanzanten-agnes/
https://www.sciencespo.fr/cris/en/directory/lagrange-hugues/
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Richard_Descoings
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(“workerism”). The final nail in the coffin came in 1979, when Georges Marchais, the 

secretary general, speaking from Moscow, endorsed the Soviet military intervention in 

Afghanistan while simultaneously declaring the overall positive record of the Soviet Union. 

This return to Stalinist orthodoxy prompted a large number of members to leave the French 

Communist Party. 

 

Was it at this time that you handed in your party membership card? 

I had already handed it in before this episode. Paraphrasing the formula that Marchais used 

to justify the exclusion of members criticizing the official line, I considered that the party 

“had put itself outside of me”. After that, I no longer had any political involvement in the 

party-political sense – but without renouncing my previous engagements or my political 

positions. This touches on several issues you wished to address, including an interesting 

initial question on the relationship between political engagement and sociology – that is to 

say, scientific engagement. 

My view, even today, is that there is a positive link between the two, insofar as a critical 

political awareness leads one to reflect on a number of issues which then usefully inform 

the research agenda. So it is positive in terms of generating research questions: not because 

politics dictates the questions, but because it encourages researchers to explore certain lines 

of inquiry. For example, I continued to take an interest in segregation and inequalities 

between social classes in the city during periods when it was fashionable to say that social 

classes were a thing of the past, and when there was much less focus on inequalities, and so 

on. 

From the standpoint of research questions and, more broadly, the construction of research 

agendas, I therefore believe that this is useful, very much so; I would even say necessary. 

Accordingly, in a democratic society, it would be useful if the bodies responsible for shaping 

policy and funding agendas – for research as well as other domains – were to bring together 

not only technocrats and government departments, but also trade unions, representatives of 

associations and neighbourhoods, and so forth. This is not currently the case. That much is 

clear. 

But, on the other hand, when it comes to formulating precise research questions and 

producing results, I advocate – and believe it is necessary to affirm – the absolute autonomy 

of academic research, as well as the need for methodological diligence and theoretical rigour 

independent of any political stance. And I have always seen things this way. I do, after all, 

belong to a generation that first became interested in sociology in the midst of France’s 

postwar boom decades, the “Trente Glorieuses”, at a time when the Communist Party’s 

official policy was based on the theory of the absolute impoverishment of the proletariat, 

whereas one needed only to look at the statistics to see that workers’ living standards were 

improving. 

This stance on the formulation of questions, and the vital autonomy of scientific work, is 

what underpins some of my criticisms of recent developments within RC21 and certain 

publications by the IJURR, where I find that there is now a tendency to prioritise a radical 

stance at the expense of rigour in the development of findings. I say this all the more so 

because I have served as a reviewer for articles on which I submitted an evaluation along 

these lines, and I was stunned to compare my assessment with the utterly effusive one from 
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the other reviewer, who was clearly in complete agreement with the author’s radical stance 

but had not the slightest interest in whether the demonstration was sound and valid or not. 

As for my relationship with politics as a citizen, I can say that I have remained very 

involved, even though I now have a more distant relationship with political practice, having 

failed to find a party that matches my vision of things. I have not fundamentally changed 

my political views; indeed, I believe that my conviction of the need to replace capitalism 

with a new, more egalitarian and more democratic system has grown stronger with the 

increasing dominance of financialised capitalism and the predatory greed it displays towards 

human activities and nature. This conviction has been reinforced by concerns that were less 

prominent in my early political engagements. 

One of the things I learnt during the debates of the Eurocommunist period, and through a 

critical analysis of the Soviet experience, is that while a break with capitalism is necessary, 

a better and more democratic society can only result from this if the means of achieving 

such a break are democratic, beginning with the practices of political organisations. This 

conviction has grown stronger over time and through critical observation of the practices of 

left-wing organisations, and for me this is a point of clear-cut disagreement with [Jean-Luc] 

Mélenchon and La France Insoumise today. 

Another political issue that has also taken on a growing importance is that of the 

environment, global warming, and biodiversity. I first became interested in these questions 

in the early 1970s through the work of the PCF’s Living Environment section, and in my 

discussions with Catherine Claude when she was writing her book Voyage et aventures en 

écologie (“Travel and Adventures in Ecology”). It has become a major concern for me, and 

one that politics needs to join up with the question of social issues, which is no easy task. 

Feminist struggles have convinced me of the need to fight against male domination and 

patriarchy. Protests against racism, as well as the findings of social-science research, have 

strengthened my conviction that the struggle for equality and against ethnic and racial 

discrimination, and against the legacy of colonialism, must be a key focus of social change. 

Finally, my own research has led me to take an interest in the growing role of the middle 

classes in our societies, and to consider that an alliance between the middle classes and the 

working classes is now the essential lever for the profound social transformation I so 

fervently hope to see. 

I have also evolved in my sociological culture, coming to accept – or at least being more 

receptive to – the fact that, in sociology, it is heuristic and useful for research agendas to be 

informed by questions other than those that galvanised me in the 1970s. It’s fairly natural: 

as I have broadened my sociological outlook over the decades, I have taken pleasure in and 

been enriched – even as a critical Marxist urban sociologist – by reading works that had 

nothing to do with that initial approach, but which have nevertheless brought a great deal to 

me intellectually, in that they were informed by other ways of constructing one’s 

understanding. 

 

Could you give us an example – one of many, no doubt – that made a particular 

impression on you? 

Well, for instance, one of the most enjoyable and enriching exchanges for me in recent years 

has been my friendship with Howard Becker, which came about thanks to Licia Valladares. 

https://maitron.fr/claude-catherine-nee-guillaud-jeanne-epouse-piermont-dite/
https://www.britannica.com/biography/Howard-S-Becker
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I had read and greatly enjoyed his books, such as Art Worlds, before I met him; his sociology 

was informed by questions quite different from my own, although he had always been a 

man of the left and quite critical of the establishment, including the research establishment 

in the United States. Meeting him in person was an opportunity to discover a fascinating 

sociologist and a delightful person. Whenever Howie – that was his nickname – and Dianne 

Hagaman, his partner, came to spend the autumn in Paris, they would come to ours for 

dinner. We would discuss politics and sociology, but there was always at least an hour of the 

conversation devoted to jazz. Howie had been a professional jazz pianist while studying 

sociology, and continued to listen to and play jazz for his own enjoyment – and I have been 

a jazz enthusiast since I was 16; I keep up with the latest developments and listen to it very 

regularly, in clubs and at concerts, on the radio, on CDs, via streaming… We would have 

long discussions about musicians, developments in jazz, and jazz venues. We didn’t always 

see eye to eye on certain aspects, but it was always fascinating. I don’t know if you’ve read 

his book called Do you know…?. It’s a study into the development of a common repertoire 

among jazz musicians who are required to play regularly for a wide variety of events and 

occasions, at parties, in clubs, and so on. And this was largely based on his own experience. 

The book analyses and explains how musicians who don’t know each other well – or indeed 

at all – come to play in front of audiences they don’t know well, and how they manage to 

perform together using a shared repertoire; and how this repertoire is built up through 

different experiences with different musicians. I had some minor disagreements regarding 

the racial dimension in the construction of this repertoire… But the way in which Howie, 

together with his co-author, structured this study is, in my view, absolutely brilliant. It is a 

form of sociology that is not at all political in its initial questions, yet at the same time is 

highly stimulating and prompts reflection on dimensions that are useful even for critical 

urban sociology. Unfortunately, neither Licia nor Howie are still with us today… 

 

(Initial interview conducted in Paris on September 26th, 2023) 

https://archive.org/details/artworlds0000beck
https://diannehagaman.com/
https://diannehagaman.com/
https://press.uchicago.edu/ucp/books/book/chicago/D/bo6823453.html
https://press.uchicago.edu/ucp/books/book/chicago/D/bo6823453.html
https://press.uchicago.edu/ucp/books/book/chicago/D/bo6823453.html

