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Spatializing poverty: media representations and perceptions of poverty in Lille, France  

 

Abstract 

 

This article draws together literature on the geographies of poverty and Bourdieu’s concept of 

symbolic power, investigating the relationship between a rhetoric on poverty portrayed by 

media and its spatialization within the urban fabric of the French city of the Lille metropolis, 

an area in which a large amount of people have -both historically and currently- experienced 

economic difficulties. Using qualitative methodology, we analyse articles written at the 

national and local scale after a major policy speech on poverty held in 2018 by the French 

president, Emmanuel Macron, and integrate the results with semi-structured interviews to 

inhabitants of the metropolitan area. Results showed that the political and mediatic discourse 

on poverty reflects neoliberal ideologies prevailing in the modern capitalist system, 

(re)producing asymmetrical relations between social actors. In addition to this, our core 

purpose is to showcase the ways in which such effects influence the production and negotiation 

of physical and mental spaces, effectively “spatializing poverty” within the metropolitan city 

texture.   

 

Keywords: geographies of poverty; poverty; exclusion; Lille; symbolic power. 
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1. Introduction 

 

On the 13th of September 2018, the President of France, Emmanuel Macron unveiled an 8 

billion euros national strategy to reduce poverty and counter widespread criticism that he has 

been a “President of the rich” (Agnew, 2018). The governmental plan received extensive press 

coverage from mainstream media outlets. It focused on early childhood and training young 

people, with the goal of creating 300 nurseries by 2020 to help mothers return to work. 

According to INSEE, the country’s national statistics agency, France has 8.8 million people 

living in poverty, which is equivalent to 14 per cent of the population; one-third of them are 

children. The programme instilled doubt in many (see Birchem & Lucas, 2018; Ficek & 

Godeluk, 2018), as it did not clarify the amount invested to implement these measures or how 

it would be managed in relation to the ambitious measures planned. 

From the mid-1980s, poverty-reducing social policies such as the minimum income allowance 

(RMI), and the active solidarity income (RSA) were introduced (Viguier, 2020; Paugam, 2008). 

Since then, despite government efforts, France has experienced a dramatic increase in 

inequalities within large cities (vie-publique.fr, 2023). We draw on Bourdieu’s concept of 

symbolic power (Bourdieu, 1991), which he also defined as “symbolic violence” or “symbolic 

domination”, to express the idea of tacit, almost unconscious modes of cultural domination 

occurring within the social habits maintained over conscious subjects. In addition to this, we 

utilized literature on the relational geographies of poverty (de Gialdino, 2006; Lawson, 2012; 

Wacquant, 2007; 2013) to contribute to the idea that the monopoly of both physical and 

symbolic violence enforced by the government through national and local media discourses on 

poverty actively generates spaces of poverty and vulnerable populations. The aim of the article 

is to demonstrate, through an ethnographic case study, how the chain process of delivering 

ideas and ideologies about poverty and the poor at the national level along with its media 

interpretation and representation, and its reception by citizens, is informed by symbolic power 

that crystalises in spaces of poverty that are simultaneously generative of, generated by, and 

reproduced through discourse.  

In academic work on poverty, the concept is mostly explored within its economic and social 

ramifications. However, our analysis reveals a spatial dimension. In the relational geographies 

of poverty, the notion of space as a closed system has been called into question, leading to the 

consideration of poverty as a socio-spatial process (Crane et al., 2020), and recognising its 

multifaceted nature (Elwood et al., 2017; Piven, 2018). To bridge the distance between media 
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discourse and space, we employ the concept of symbolic power, which illustrates how mediatic 

representations contribute to the creation and maintenance of distinct classes. By framing 

discourses and representations of poverty as tools through which dominant classes legitimize 

their power at the expense of more vulnerable groups, institutions in power ‘Other’ these groups 

and naturalize such views within society. In analyzing both discourses and representations, we 

combine critical discourse analysis of national and local press articles with thematic analysis 

of semi-structured interviews conducted by the first author with citizens living in the Lille 

metropolitan area. Moreover, this article addresses the dynamics underlying the creation of 

stereotypes and stigma (Accorssi & Scarparo, 2019; Mannoni, 2022), as well as the influence 

of discourse and representations on the marginalization of both people and places (Said, 1978; 

Crossley, 2017), through the concept of advanced marginality (Wacquant, 2007).  

Our case study considers the Lille metropolitan area, located in the Hauts-de-France region, 

where nearly 9.4% of the population lives in the ‘halo of poverty’ (LilleActu, 2021). Academic 

work on poverty in France tends to focus on cases such as the Parisian banlieues. However, the 

Lille case is interesting because the spatial configuration of the city is an outlier compared to 

other ghettoes and banlieues in France; its poorer areas are located in the city centre, while the 

wealthy neighbourhoods in the periphery. Unlike Paris, the urban plan of Lille has not 

developed concentrically around the downtown area. Its current structure is the result of the 

annexation, from the 19th century onwards, of nearby rich villages and towns to the older, more 

central Vieux Lille and Lille centre – known today as the historic centre of the city. These 

annexations have created a texture in which poorer areas are situated in the centre, while the 

outskirts of the city are wealthier (Dumont, 2012). 

Our analysis is divided in two phases: in the first phase, we look at how Macron’s and the 

government’s official discourse on poverty is picked up, represented, and spread by media at 

different scales (national and local). In doing so, we look at how such official discourses are 

shaped and “translated” by media to give specific representations of poverty and impoverished 

people. In the second phase, we focus on the interviews collected, looking at how such 

representation trickle down to those who read this news, and how this shapes the residents’ 

perceptions on poverty and impoverished people. We have divided the analysis in two 

movements to mirror the process of information acquisition from media and interpretation by 

the citizens of Lille. It is within this discursive, generative process that symbolic power become 

visible, revealing the pervasiveness of the neoliberal system within both cultural and physical 

spaces. 
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2.  A relational approach to poverty 

 
Early scholarly work on poverty has primarily focused on economic criteria (Booth, 1889; 

Hunter, 1904; Rowntree, 1901) or the normative, policy-oriented capability approach 

(Nussbaum, 2007). This emphasis on isolated aspects of poverty has obscured its historical root 

causes (Lawson, 2012; Mosse, 2010), contributing to a pervasive distortion in cultural and 

political systems that justify and reproduce class difference (de Gialdino, 2006), consistent with 

the value of capitalist societies (Milbourne, 2010). In these early instances, poverty is analyzed 

through methodological individualism, which positions impoverished people outside social 

relations, and depicts them as deficient, immoral, or corrupt, typically relegating them outside 

of “normal” spaces (Lawson, 2012). When poverty is framed as a feature of place, 

impoverished areas are represented as isolated, disconnected and inherently lacking. 

Radical geographers have reframed this perspective by illustrating how the spatialization of 

poverty is inextricably related to capital accumulation and the contradictions of uneven 

development (Peet, 2020). In contemporary capitalist and globalized societies, space has 

undergone major adaptive changes: the dismantling and deconstruction of spatial barriers 

through the establishment of transnational corridors, alongside the fragmentation of national 

borders, has reinforced capitalist power resulting in the production of “insecurity, and 

ephemeral uneven development within a highly unified global space economy of capital flows” 

(Harvey, 1989, p.286). Geographical phenomena such as mobility and decentralization have 

weakened organized labour, which traditionally concentrates in mass production factories 

located in developing countries. This shift has benefited the reaffirmation of a hierarchical 

system, and underscored material and discursive struggles surrounding poverty (Lawson, 2012). 

These insights from radical geographies laid the groundwork of relational poverty studies, 

which gained traction in the early 2000s. This perspective emphasizes “how poverty is 

produced in the inseparable interplay of institutional rules and practices; processes of meaning-

making […]; class/race subjectivities and identities; economic restructuring; and postcolonial 

governance” (Elwood et al., 2017, p.746). Within this approach, impoverishment is 

reconceptualized as a critical socio-spatial process, acknowledging that social relations have 

impinged on specific formations within histories, social classes as well as territories, which 

inform unequal distribution of labour, resources, and possibilities (Massey, 1994). As Foucault 

(1980, p.149) explains: 
The use of spatial terms seems to have the air of anti-history. If one started to talk in terms of 

space that meant that one was hostile to time. It meant, as the fools say, that one "denied 
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history" .... They didn't understand that [these spatial terms] ... meant the throwing into relief 

of processes - historical ones, needless to say - of power. 

Moreover, as Crane et al. (2020) point out, a relational approach re-politicizes poverty, in the 

sense that it contributes to the creation of new understandings of politics of poverty that 

counterbalance pervasive neocolonial practices (De Genova & Roy, 2020), and produces a 

counter-narrative to the liberal, capitalistic and Western-centred vision of the matter that 

conveys a disqualifying image of people living in poverty.  This neutralizes discourses that aim 

at representing poverty as apolitical by promoting opportunities for a selected minority 

considered “deserving”, using a logic of inclusion to eliminate outliers and non-aligning ways 

of life (Crane, 2020). Investigating poverty relationally fosters the development of poverty 

politics that disrupts dominant discourses and governance while creating alternative 

frameworks. By re-politicizing poverty (Crane et al., 2020) through a recognition of the 

political nature of the process of construction and reception of poverty discourses, the 

neoliberal roots of such narratives are unmasked, facilitating creative political imaginaries and 

experiences of commoning to challenge capitalist systems and lethal liberalism (Crane et al., 

2020; see also Sheppard et al., 2020). Ultimately, a relational approach to poverty sheds light 

on the shortcomings of capitalist processes that generate impoverishment, allowing for a deeper 

understanding of how socio-spatial expressions of space are produced and reproduced in 

specific space-times, rather than concentrating on merely categorizing space – as it is the case 

with ghettos and banlieues.  

 

3. The symbolic power of media representations 

 

A relational approach highlights not only the spatial dimensions of poverty but proves valuable 

in investigating the ways in which institutional discourses regarding poverty are legitimized 

and naturalized by media via specific representations of impoverished people and places. The 

concept of symbolic power, as articulated by Bourdieu (1991) clarifies the dynamics that 

underlie the construction of social hierarchies, wherein dominant classes create and legitimize 

social systems that sustain societal and cultural order. Symbolic power, also defined by 

Bourdieu (1990) as “symbolic violence” or “symbolic domination” is 

a power of creating things with words. It is only if it is true, that is, adequate to things, that a 

description can create things. In this sense, symbolic power is a power of consecration or 

revelation, a power to conceal or reveal things which are already there. (p.138) 
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The recipients of messages imbued with symbolic power are complicit in the process of its 

enactment (Bourdieu, 1991). By endorsing a particular narrative, individuals engage in a form 

of compliance that enables the exercise of power by those who craft such discourses. The 

efficacy of words is contingent upon the authority of the speaker (symbolic capital), which in 

turn relies and depends on the social recognition afforded by society to the speaker (Bourdieu, 

1991). Authority serves to establish consensus on discourse among group members, positioning 

the speaker as a legitimate representative of the group, and allowing collective agreement 

among its members (Bourdieu, 1991). Simultaneously, this recognition is often rooted in a 

misrecognition of the violence inherent in such discourse, as recipients tacitly legitimize it, 

often without consciously acknowledging its power. Thus, the relationship between those who 

wield power and those who acquiesce to it lies at the heart of symbolic power (Bourdieu, 1991). 

Bourdieu’s emphasis on the symbolic rather than the physical arises from the premise that all 

physical expressions of power, violence, and domination possess a symbolic dimension; he 

argues that the monopolization of this symbolic layer is a precondition for the exercise of 

physical power and violence (Burawoy, 2019). 

Symbolic power, manifesting as a form of violence, can be (and usually is) perpetuated by 

media that disseminate discourses and representations recognized as dominant by both 

dominant and subaltern classes. Such representations exert a profound influence when imposed 

upon entire groups, as they have the capacity to transform social bonds (Bourdieu, 1991; 

Guareschi, 2000; Lugo-Ocando, 2019; Mannoni, 2022) and to legitimize the establishment of 

hierarchical structures and the worldview of policymakers (Bourdieu, 1991). Bourdieu 

contends that this mechanism of mass control extends beyond the ideological frameworks 

defined by Marxism, as well as beyond processes of legitimization: symbolic power not only 

rationalizes and directs social life but actively generates it (Burawoy, 2019). 

In poverty studies, the generative aspect of symbolic power is frequently obscured by a rhetoric 

conveyed by neoliberal institutions and national governments which depict poor people either 

as irresponsible and scroungers who live off social aids, or as sympathetic victims resigned to 

generational deprivation (Baker Collins et al., 2019). These imaginaries, reproduced by media 

outlets, reinforce the dichotomy deserving/undeserving poor, effectively positing these 

individuals as outliers, separated from the broader society (Autès, 2002; Rose & Baumgartner, 

2013). This process obfuscates the structural, underlying causes of poverty (Lugo-Ocando, 

2019). Social and media representations of poverty play a major role in the construction of 

space, which is both symbolically produced and reproduced (Crossley, 2017). According to 

Bourdieu’s underutilized materialistic framing of symbolic power, discourses on poverty are 
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grounded in their territorial potential. Thus, it transcends ideology and rhetoric, to encompass 

categories and modes of perception that are generated by the state and inscribed into space. 

Social hierarchies become inscribed in spatial configurations and naturalized within societal 

worldviews, engendering a generalized obedience from both broader society and those 

marginalized, without recourse to coercion (Bourdieu, 2014). Through the repetitive 

production and reproduction of discourses and practices which naturalize the unequal 

distribution of power, individual experiencing economic and social disadvantage often are 

subject of violence in the sense that they internalize their marginalization as a personal failure 

(Garrett, 2018; Connolly & Healy, 2004), rather than a structural failure of capitalist societies.  

Social representations, which inform and confirm perceptions of poverty, usually form intricate 

networks in which historical, social, and cultural contexts as well as prejudices and stereotypes 

are intertwined (Mannoni, 2022). The effectiveness of stereotypes lies in their extreme 

simplicity: individuals tend to rely on them because of their fixed and unchanging nature 

(Mannoni, 2022). When locations are recounted through the lens of external media, a distorted 

(if not fictitious) image of reality can become the predominant one, shaping the collective 

understanding of those who do not directly live and experience such places. These 

representations are not merely falsehoods devoid of consequences but are generated by and in 

turn generate configurations of power (Said, 1978, p.3). Media and political portrayals of places 

where poverty is concentrated – “ghettos”, “inner-cities”, “banlieue”, etc. – are usually 

represented not just through physical markers, but through a preconceived set of values and 

potential behaviours of its inhabitants. Indeed, there is a reciprocal relationship in which it is 

believed that people living in poverty are inevitably confined to particular places, and vice 

versa; this belief limits their capacity for change – both at a material and symbolical level, 

through policy and discourse (Crossley, 2017). These spaces become marginalized not solely 

due to their geographical location but because of the moral and cultural attributes ascribed to 

them, which renders them culturally peripherical (Shields, 1991). Although poverty is 

experienced in diverse forms in different places and by different groups, both academic 

researchers and media representations tend to focus primarily on inner-city phenomena, thus 

reinforcing the negative stereotypes and representations that already exist within society 

(Baeten, 2004).  

As a result, a new form of marginality has emerged, “advanced marginality” (Wacquant, 2007). 

This concept refers to isolated and undesirable urban territories that are stigmatized both by 

outsiders as well as inhabitants due to the presence of individuals facing severe socio-economic 
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hardships. This type of marginality, which characterizes many 21st century cities of Europe 

and North America 

…generates forms of poverty that are neither residual, nor cyclical or transitional, but inscribed 

in the future of contemporary societies insofar as they are fed by the ongoing fragmentation of 

the wage labour relationship, the functional disconnection of dispossessed neighbourhoods 

from the national and global economies, and the reconfiguration of the welfare state in the 

polarizing city. (Wacquant, 2007, p. 66)  

The stigma lingering in these areas, compounded by the stereotypes associated with poverty, 

supports the creation of a homogenous category of residents within marginal places. By 

portraying these areas as derelict, media and political discourse not only deepen the social 

divide between different classes, but also fosters mutual distrust between neighbours, eroding 

community cohesion (Smith, 1987; Warr, 2005; Wacquant, 2007). A defining feature of 

neighbourhoods marked by “advanced marginality” is, paradoxically, dissolution of place. 

Once rich in shared emotions and meanings, these places are stripped of the sense of familiarity 

and security they would have once offered to their inhabitants. Unlike earlier forms of urban 

poverty that encouraged class consolidation, advanced marginality produces class 

decomposition, as contemporary societies increasingly experience economic instability and 

fragmentation (Wacquant, 2007).  

 

4. Methodology 

 

The data for this study were collected by the first author using participant observation, semi-

structured interviews, and a selection of press articles. Between November 2021 and June 2022, 

I (the first author) volunteered for ATD Fourth World, an international non-governmental 

organization dedicated to combating poverty. During this period, I attended several sessions of 

the People’s University, a forum where people from different social backgrounds share their 

points of view and knowledge on various poverty-related topics. My involvement in these 

meetings in these meetings and other activities organized by the NGO enabled me to establish 

contact with some of the interviewees, and gain knowledge on the context and the stakeholders 

involved. The two different sets of data were collected (press articles, and semi-structured 

interviews) mirror the structure of the article, which looks at the “trickling down” of discourse 

on representations of poverty from an institutional discourse to media outlets, and then from 

media outlets to residents. 
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The interviews sample included 12 participants from the middle and upper-middle class, with 

half of the interviewees working or volunteering for ATD Fourth World. This choice was made 

to have an “expert group” of residents, which was knowledgeable about poverty-related issues 

in the city. In fact, through the interviews with people from the NGO, I could get more insights 

on the matter in Lille in general, since ATD Fourth World works in close contacts with people 

living in poverty in the metropolitan area of Lille. The other half of the interviewees is 

composed by residents not directly involved in fighting against poverty. I interviewed both 

women and men, aged 20 and above, and all were from the metropolitan area of Lille. With the 

exception of one interview conducted via Skype, the interviews were held face to face. In 

selecting interviewees, the first author initially considered interviewing individuals who were 

directly experiencing social and economic hardships, alongside those external to the issue. This 

approach was informed by the recognition that academic studies, much like media 

representations of poverty, tend to overlook the perspectives of those experiencing economic 

difficulties (with notable exceptions of Shildrick & MacDonald, 2013; ADU Lille Métropole, 

2018). However, for the purpose of this article, which aims to examine the relationship between 

media coverage of social and economic exclusion and the perceptions held by residents of the 

metropolitan area of Lille on these issues and the individual affected by them, we ultimately 

reconsidered our focus.  

Regarding the ten press articles analysed, we selected a range of media outlets that reflect 

different editorial perspectives and ideological orientations– left-wing, right-wing, and 

religious viewpoints – that were cited during the interviews: La Croix (Birchem N (2021). 

Pauvreté : un bilan du gouvernement en demi-teinte ; Birchem N and Lucas E (2018). Les cinq 

principales mesures du plan pauvreté d’Emmanuel Macron.), Les Échos (Ficek I and Godeluck 

S (2018). Macron entame son virage social avec le plan pauvreté ; Godeluck S (2022). 

Emmanuel Macron aura énormément dépensé contre la pauvreté), Le Monde and L’Humanité 

for the national press (Boiron Z, Delaporte I, Mouloud L and Ruscio L (2018). Inégalités. Le 

faux nez du plan pauvreté d’Emmanuel Macron, Le Monde ; Madeline (2021). Les revenus, 

jauge imparfaite de la précarité, Le Monde ; Malingre V and Rey-Lefebvre I (2018). Un plan 

pauvreté pour rééquilibrer le quinquennat de Macron, L’Humanité ; Le Du F (2022). Le RSA 

sous condition, nouvelle arme antisociale de Macron, L’Humanité), and La Voix du Nord for 

the local and regional press (Plan pauvreté : briser la fatalité, 2018 ; Renoul B (2021). Un quart 

de la population de Roubaix dépend désormais du Secours populaire.) 

The selection of these specific outlets was also influenced by the accessibility of the articles. 

The press articles were analyzed using the dialectical-relational approach of Critical Discourse 
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Studies (CDS), an inter-disciplinary field that explores the interconnections amongst language, 

ideology, power, and social structures (Catalano & Waugh, 2020; Wodak & Meyer, 2016). 

Specifically, we applied Fairclough’s approach, which emphasizes that all elements of a 

specific context are dialectically related: different, but not discrete, fully separate, and each 

internalizes the others without being reducible to them (Fairclough, 2001). Moreover, discourse 

generates social practices, and recontextualises them through representation. This choice of 

data analysis was made to highlight in the data those instances related to the use -consciously 

expressed or not- of symbolic power media representations, by focusing on “the particular 

significance of semiosis, and of dialectical relations between semiosis and other social elements, 

in the social processes” (Fairclough, 2015, p.90). Following Fairclough’s method, the analysis 

of the articles was structured in three stages, which are the “description of text, interpretation 

of the relationship between text and interaction, and explanation of the relationship between 

interaction and social context” (Fairclough, 1989, p. 109). For the interviews, instead, we 

employed thematic analysis, which facilitated the identification of key themes and topics 

emerging from the conversations (Braun & Clarke, 2006). Thematic analysis worked best with 

the open-ended, board questions I administered to my interviewees, and allowed me to 

categorize recurring patterns and confront them with the analysis of the data collected using 

CDS.  

 

5. Representing Poverty in Lille 

 

The analysis of the press articles collected, and the interviews conducted with the inhabitants 

of Lille aim at understanding the image that politicians, media and associations convey about 

poverty, as well as the ways in which poverty is both spatialized and perceived by the residents 

of the Lille metropolitan area. In our analysis, we first look at media representations of poverty 

and of those experiencing it, looking at how the anti-poverty rhetoric underlying the measures 

implemented within the French national strategy generates spaces of poverty within the city of 

Lille. In a second part of the analysis, we focus on how these representations are apprehended, 

interpreted and conveyed by Lille’s citizens. 

 

5.1    The mediatic coverage of political discourses and its impact on the city 

 

In past French academic scholarship, the issue of poverty has seldom demonstrated how 

discourses and rhetoric actively contribute to creating poverty spaces within the texture of a 
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city (with the exception of Sélimanovski, 2019). However, Macron’s measures (as well as most 

other international measures on poverty) focus on specific sites: the media materials considered 

in all cases reference such sites as “slums”, “ZEP”, “the streets” and “priority neighbourhoods”. 

In line with Sélimanovski’s (2019) analysis of the link between public policies and the 

geographical dimension of poverty, the measures of the anti-poverty plan announced in 

September 2018 by Emmanuel Macron utilize a strategy in which attention is switched back 

and forth from specific spatial areas and cultural and moral attributes, turning, when convenient, 

a social matter in a geographical one. For example, in his 2018 discourse, Macron says that 

“[social] fatality means that the poorest are always housed close to the poorest. When a family 

leaves a difficult neighbourhood, another even poorer family replaces it, like a form of 

encircling reproduction from which there is no escape”. He recognizes that this social 

reproduction of poverty in France is concentrated in particular areas. This quote highlights how 

Macron's speech actively links poverty to specific geographical spaces—urban "priority 

neighborhoods", as well as certain rural areas. By situating poverty in these territories, he 

suggests that it is not just a broad social issue but one closely tied to particular places, 

reinforcing the geographical dimension of poverty. Shifting the focus to the geographical 

environment, the French government thus avoided any attempt to explain structural causes of 

poverty (such as economic inequality, labor market conditions, or austerity policies). Another 

example of this strategy is the measure aimed at providing free breakfasts for children in 

priority educational areas mentioned by La Croix (Birchem & Lucas, 2018) and L’Humanité 

(Boiron et al., 2018). This political expedient was challenged by an article in L’Humanité 

(Boiron et al., 2018) where the constant reference to specific places of poverty was criticized 

for not fully addressing the structural issues of poverty, but enacting a simplistic shift between 

a category of people and certain specific spaces: 

Three quarters of poor people don’t live in priority neighbourhoods, criticized Louis Maurin, 

president of the Inequalities Observatory. By proposing measures for neighbourhoods, only a 

tenth of the population will be affected… In France, the issue of poverty does not lie in 

breakfasts, but in the presence of single-parent families subject to precarious contracts and low 

wages.  

A further proof of this distribution of poverty is presented by a recent study on Lille 

metropolitan area showing that “2 out of 3 people living in poverty live outside urban 

neighborhoods. The presence of poverty extends beyond the urban policy neighbourhoods. Of 

the 563,000 people living in poverty in the study area, 370,000 live outside urban policy areas, 
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i.e. 66%.” (Agence de développement et d’urbanisme de Lille Métropole. (2018). Pauvreté : 

évolutions sociales du territoire et trajectoires individuelles.).  

This shift is in line with Bourdieu’s (1991) symbolic power, as the shift acts as a political 

expedient to conceal reality, showing a complex, multifaceted issue as a merely economic one, 

producing an abstract representation of poverty. This abstraction, which expresses the violence 

of non-recognition in a softer, invisible way, is also part of the symbolic domination of cultural 

flows, as it is “everywhere and nowhere” (Bourdieu and Eagleton 1995, p. 270), and thus more 

difficult to resist. 

If poverty is illustrated as a figure and as a phenomenon regarding solely specific places, the 

important element for individuals becomes not being placed in those spaces, and not thinking 

of how to structurally end such inequalities. This approach legitimizes the use of “thinkable 

poverty politics”, borrowing Crane et. al (2020) definition, namely projects conceived by 

Western forces who wield their white supremacist capitalist power, that convey a disqualifying 

image of people experiencing poverty and the places inhabited by them, thus contributing to 

the production of poverty itself. 

When in 2018 Emmanuel Macron declared the intention to “eradicate extreme poverty” over 

one generation, implying a spatial element in poverty itself that could be materially “grasped” 

and eradicated (from a certain place or set of places), again flattening the complex issue within 

the superficial limits of rhetoric. Agnès Buzyn, the then-Minister of Solidarity and Health, 

promptly lowered everyone’s expectations claiming that it was impossible to eradicate poverty 

and that, instead, the executive could significantly reduce and respond faster for those who face 

difficulties (Ficek & Godeluk, 2018), moving the focus from an implicit spatial issue to a 

cultural one. In a similar vein, the newspaper L’Humanité (Boiron et al., 2018) criticized 

Macron’s words, declaring that the announcement was little more than a mise-en-scène needed 

to conceal the unchanging or worsening effects of previous measures. Indeed, over the last five 

years, crucial policies implemented by the government de-facto decreased housing benefits, 

increased the generalized social contribution (CSG), and reduced subsidies jobs. Moreover, the 

wealth tax was abolished, a reform favouring rich people as it saves them five billion euros per 

year (Boiron et al., 2018). To conceal the structural causes and inevitability of the failure of 

these measures, the justification of government and media switched from the spatial to the 

cultural.  

The media discourse emanating from Macron’s speech predominantly centered on specific 

segments of the population -such as women, children and the elderly-, framing them as 

particularly vulnerable. These groups are often instrumentalized in the narrative to depict 
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poverty as a consequence of fate. In contrast, other groups facing socio-economic hardships, 

such as undocumented immigrants are only briefly mentioned in a handful of the press articles 

collected.  

In the regional newspaper La Voix du Nord, undocumented migrants are barely mentioned as 

part of the population living in poverty: “The profile of beneficiaries [of Secours populaire] is 

unchanged: single-parent families - most often single women with children - large families, the 

working poor, the destitute, undocumented migrants, pensioners, etc.” (Renoul B, 2021. Un 

quart de la population de Roubaix dépend désormais du Secours populaire. La Voix Du Nord). 

Albeit not in depth, Les Echos dwells slightly on the question of undocumented migrants, 

namely through an interview to Julien Damon, sociologist and Sciences Po professor. 

According to Damon, undocumented migrants constitute the main area for action to combat 

poverty as they are “the poorest of all”. Damon affirms that “[Undocumented migrants] They 

must be regularized or escorted back to the border. The subject has not been dealt with, because 

it is so frightening. But geopolitical instability should encourage us not to turn a blind eye face.” 

(Godeluck S, 2022. Emmanuel Macron aura énormément dépensé contre la pauvreté. Les 

Echos).   

The marginalization of undocumented immigrants through discursive erasure, both in the 

media and in political discourse, suggest a hierarchy of poverty. In this context, the symbolic 

power described by Bourdieu (1991) is evident, as multiple asymmetrical hierarchies are both 

created and collapsed upon one another. By presenting a partial and selective representation of 

poverty and its effects, the press undermines public understanding of the issue, producing 

narratives that ultimately contribute to the exclusion of certain categories of people from the 

broader societal conversation. Moreover, by focusing on certain categories, it creates a 

hierarchy amongst those who are deemed “poor” or impoverished, deeming some of them 

groups as acceptable, worthy of sympathy, and others as illegal, bearers and criminals, thus 

radically unacceptable and for whom help cannot be handed. 

The way newspapers communicated public policies and reported on poverty on the launch of 

the anti-poverty plan in 2018 differs from 2021 and 2022, when an intermediate assessment 

was carried out. In 2018, politicians’ viewpoint was significantly present in the press articles 

collected, from the President’s to the Ministers’, relying on their statements to analyse the 

policies following the plan announcement (Birchem & Lucas, 2018; Malingre & Rey-Lefebvre, 

2018; Ficek & Godeluk, 2018). In 2021 and 2022, great importance had been given to the voice 

of third sector organizations involved in the fight against poverty and exclusion for the analysis 

of the situation – including Alerte, the Secours Populaire and ATD Fourth World France. In an 
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article from La Voix du Nord (Renoul, 2021) two members of the non-profit organization 

Secours Populaire are interviewed to illustrate the situation of poverty in the city of Roubaix, 

within the Lille metropolitan area. The framing they provide builds on the situations of some 

people who turn to this association for help: 

There are terrible situations, with incontinent people who can no longer to buy nappies. They 

wash them and put them back on,’ says Fabrice Belin [general secretary of the Secours 

populaire committee in Roubaix]. And because poverty is not food, Secours populaire is also 

overwhelmed by requests to use its for help with administrative procedures. Problem access to 

the law or housing, the list of needs of these poor families. Nora Chiheb [manager of the Secours 

populaire distribution site in Roubaix] the example of this family of six, living in a 15 m² studio 

flat. ‘They rent this accommodation for 500 euros a month’, she explains. For all these ‘invisible’ 

the health crisis is far, very far from over. (“Un quart des Roubaisiens dépend désormais du 

Secours Populaire”, La Voix du Nord).  

What emerges from most articles is an underrepresentation of people experiencing poverty, by 

letting others recount the stories of people living in disadvantage, prioritizing the point of view 

of the knowing subject (an NGO activist, a non-poor resident, a member of governmental 

institutions) over the first-hand experience of the known subject, the disadvantaged person 

herself (de Gialdino, 2006). Usually, their situations are described in a sympathetic tone, but is 

narrated as an individual case, missing a thorough explanation of the underlying causes. 

According to a report on the mediatization of poverty and exclusion in the French press (Autès, 

2002), stories of people living in poverty are usually narrated following the same script. 

Poverty is described as a problem arising after a tragic event that cannot be controlled, turning 

the “protagonist” of the story into a victim. People experiencing poverty first-hand are not 

interviewed and given the chance to outline their own situation; instead, they remain 

anonymous, and their stories are narrated by third sector organisations that are praised for their 

work, effectively silencing disadvantaged groups’ voices (Autès, 2002). A similar narrative 

pattern is present in another article from La Voix du Nord (“Plan pauvreté: briser la fatalité”, 

2018) – published the day before Emmanuel Macron’s speech. The journalist opens the article 

by describing poverty as a phenomenon that could be reduced by government policies and not 

as a result of them. The journalist affirms that “The actions taken by all governments for several 

years to reduce poverty have not succeeded poverty have not succeeded stem the tide of people 

knocking on the door of the the door of the Secours populaire du Nord in Lille.” (“Plan 

pauvreté: briser la fatalité” [A plan against poverty to reverse destiny], 2018). From the 

beginning, attention was drawn on a definite type of beneficiaries: single mothers with children 



 15 

and elderly people. In the article, the protagonist, Stéphanie, is described as a forty-four years 

old single-mom with three children, who has been unemployed for eighteen years. The article 

closes with a comment from Stéphanie, underlining her strength: “A poor person is someone 

who has no place to live, who receives less than I do. Sometimes it's hard, but I don't put myself 

down. I'm not a fighter, but I try to hold on for the children.”. Already evident from the headline, 

this article aims at depicting people living in poverty as victims of fate and not of an unfair 

system. It is to this end that Stéphanie is chosen as being representative of poverty: playing on 

gender stereotypes, the article represents her as “weak” and the hardship she faces further 

aggravate her fragility making her a victim of her situation. Often, media narratives portray 

poverty using the perspective of categories of people deemed vulnerable in popular discourse, 

such as women and children.  

 

5.2     Lille’s citizens’ perceptions on poverty and exclusion 

 

In this second part of the analysis, we continue the discussion on spatialization of poverty 

through the use of Bourdieu’s symbolic power, by looking at how media narratives are 

interpreted by Lille’s citizens.  

When asked about poverty at a local and national level, most participants could provide 

articulated answers, regardless of their prior knowledge on this topic. Meanwhile, questions 

about the definition and the evaluation of exclusion in France and in Lille sometimes remained 

unanswered. The members of the ATD Fourth World organization, who are informed on 

exclusion, gave more detailed answers, as they already had a “vocabulary of poverty” due to 

their interest in the issue. The majority of the other interviewees provided useful insight in a 

more mundane language, offering straightforward answers about exclusion at a national and 

local levels. The difference between the two scales of analysis lies in the perspective of Lille’s 

citizens and their connection with space. My interviewees articulate more clearly detached 

answers that relate to the broader French context, arguably because of the physical and 

emotional distance lying between the interviewees and the idea of “exclusion in France”, where 

the country is perceived as a more abstract entity than one’s own backyard. On the contrary, 

understandings of exclusion in Lille were influenced by a sense of proximity and belonging. 

Places are filled with emotions and values (Sibley, 1995) and contribute to the creation of social 

phenomena and social relations (Massey, 1994). As people attach feelings, values, and a 

complex world of subjectivities to what they perceive as their own place, a detached and neutral 

assessment of the local frame was difficult to achieve. In addition to this, several interviewees 
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who are not in touch with people living in poverty claimed that evaluating exclusion is tough 

without experiencing it. The lack of a critical stance at the local scale from many interviewees 

could be partly explained through the conflation of the discourse on poverty and the one of 

exclusion in the mediatic and political discourse. This would fit with Bourdieu’s (1991) 

symbolic power of the elites and the dominant class, as the political discourse conveyed 

through media focuses mainly on inclusion through work and economic enfranchisement, 

hiding to some extent the relational issues linked to poverty. Nicholas, a citizen of Lille, 

remarks on the shift between spatial and moral characteristics of poverty when he states that: 

To me, poverty in the general sense means to be financially poor and well, because of that, they 

[people living in poverty] are culturally poor, poor to open to others. Well, it’s someone who 

doesn’t know much of what goes on outside their house, someone who is close-minded and 

doesn’t open up. Well, it’s someone poor to me, someone shallow. (Nicholas, 23 years old) 

Many interviewees defined it as the result of a feeling of indifference towards people living in 

disadvantage due to both the fear of becoming poor and a natural inclination to avoid the 

difference. 

[…] I think it’s a problem in that people don’t understand each other anymore ‘cause people no 

longer understand each other, ‘cause they don’t know what the other person lives, so the other 

becomes a stranger and usually we’re afraid of strangers, well, the human being is afraid of 

what he doesn’t know. Then, I think it creates a quite serious social problem. (Nicholas, 23) 

In line with Lister’s (2004) work on poverty, Nicholas’ statement foregrounds how the process 

of Othering relies on the need to distance oneself from someone who is deemed different. 

Moreover, through the line drawn between them and those excluded, a hierarchy is created in 

that the person marginalized is depicted as dangerous, someone to be afraid of. However, some 

of my interviewees also underlined the deleterious consequences of the loss of a social bond 

between the individuals of these two different groups on people facing socio-economic 

hardship and how it entails exclusion. 

When asked about the definition of poverty, Antoine (23 years old) stated that 
sometimes it’s also about cultural poverty. People with no perspectives and interest in seeing 

interesting things, their only hobbies are watching the tv and hanging about outside…that’s all. 

[…] they don’t really have the possibility to have a cultural wealth, poverty is not only about 

financial resources, I think there’s also a cultural poverty. […] Often, I see a connection 

[between economic and cultural poverty] because these people have other concerns than culture 

in their lives. If they don’t have enough to eat, if they struggle to buy school supplies or anything 

else, if they have great financial issues, going to the museum or buying books will definitely 

not be their priority. They will just relax. 
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This conviction about the lifestyle of people experiencing poverty is in line with Cummins’ 

(2018) analysis on the neoliberal system, in that impoverishment is not perceived as a socio-

economic matter but as a behavioural one, which turns poverty into a cultural marker of identity. 

An underlying pattern present in most of the interviews collected also relates to the depiction 

of people living in poverty as components of a different social class with their own culture and 

values – including a certain indifference towards culture and the lack of education. Margaux 

(70 years old), who is in contact with people living in great poverty, pointed out an aspect that 

is often neglected: 

I think that what is much less known – and that’s something dreary because as we don’t think 

of it, we don’t look for solutions – it’s everything within the realm of people’s feelings, the 

multiple fears…no, seriously! The further I go, the more I discover how much those fears stop 

people… 

The psychological effect that poverty has on people can only be assessed by providing space 

for people living in socio-economic disadvantage and giving voice to their experiences and 

stories, which unfortunately are rarely heard. The point made by Margaux – and shared by 

some other members of ATD Fourth World interviewed – puts to the fore the partial view that 

wider society has on people living in poverty in that the latter are not recognized as individuals 

with feelings like the rest of society. In accordance with Garrett (2018) and Connolly and Healy 

(2004), what also emerges is how people who are Othered are led to internalize the idea of 

belonging to an inferior group. Unlike Paris, that is often the object of academic studies on 

urban issues in France, the urban plan of the city of Lille has not been developed concentrically 

around the downtown area. Its current structure is the result of the annexation, from the 19th 

century onwards, of nearby villages and towns to the Vieux Lille and Lille center – known 

today as the historic centers of the city. In this instance, as claimed by some of the interviewees, 

Lille’s “banlieues” are not necessarily as poor as the Parisian ones. On the contrary, the 

outskirts of the city are considered to be wealthier areas. However, what emerged from the 

interviews is that a certain symbolical and geographical hierarchy between the downtown and 

the neighbourhoods annexed later on has been preserved in that the latter are presented as poor 

areas – such as Fives, Moulins, Lille Sud, Bois Blanc and Wazemmes – or specific cities like 

Roubaix and Tourcoing.  

For most of the interviewees not belonging to ATD Fourth World, “poor districts” are perceived 

as distant places inhabited mainly by immigrants, drug dealers or just people who hang around 

aimlessly. However, this is associated only to places that were not frequented by my 

interviewees. Indeed, disadvantaged areas that were familiar to them and that they traversed in 
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their daily routines were described more in depth and with nuance. It is the case of Simon (27 

years old) and Nicholas (23 years old), who live in two different areas with a high rate of 

poverty, while not being themselves in a situation of poverty. They both outlined a more varied 

profile of the people inhabiting these places, as the belonging to a place influences the 

perception that people have of it and its dynamics. This is a case of arbitrary inscription of the 

difference in space (Said, 1978), in which a place recognized as a place of belonging by a 

participant is ascribed characteristics and grace that is not given to places with similar 

characteristics but for which the participant feels no sense of belonging. This phenomenon is 

particularly evident in the description that Simon offers of Hellemmes, a municipality on the 

outskirts of Lille where he lives: 

Well, in Hellemmes too there are northern Africans or Chechens, I don’t know, I can’t really 

tell the nationality from their face…but in Hellemmes I think there are more white people and 

older people, moreover in Hellemmes there are a lot of small houses, mining houses that I think 

have been occupied for a long time by the same families that are not so rich. I’m just guessing 

but I think that’s the kind of people you can find. […] Then, I’m talking about the part of 

Hellemmes that I know, ‘cause I know there’s a part of Hellemmes that is called “L’Épine” 

where there are a lot of blocks where there are a lot of immigrants but I never go there so I can’t 

tell you more but it’s always part of Hellemmes, but I don’t know it very much. […] Something 

that I noticed in Hellemmes is that people from the middle class live around the metro stop and, 

as you go further, well, there are the famous…the neighbourhood where I never go to, cause 

actually it’s far. 

Although Simon deems Hellemmes’ population to be poor, his description shows how poverty 

is distributed over the town as wealthier people are still present in the municipality, although 

distant from the social housing of L’Épine.  

 Immigrants are deemed radically different, as they embody a form of racialized 

impoverishment that legitimizes to a certain extent the presence of a distance, physical and 

symbolical, between the migrant and the rest of society (Byrd et al., 2018; De Genova and Roy, 

2020). However, the interviews showed how the attachment or the sense of belonging to a place 

are driven by the emotions aroused (Sibley, 1995). Places with a high poverty rate were 

described as ghost neighbourhoods because of the lack of attractions, dirty streets, and the 

dilapidated buildings, which made these spaces invisible to the wider group of citizens. They 

were mostly described as unattractive and unsafe. This image was conveyed not only by the 

interviewees inhabiting disadvantaged neighbourhoods – like Antoine (23 years old) who does 

not hang around in his district because drug dealers make him feel unsafe, but it was supported 
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also by outsiders. This illustrates the concepts of “advanced marginality” and “dissolution of 

place” formulated by Wacquant (2007; 2009)the lack of safety and familiarity conveyed by 

these neighbourhoods leads to a transition from places once filled with emotions to mere spaces 

(Smith, 1987). 

The urban plan also contributes to this sinister image of disadvantaged neighbourhoods. As a 

matter of fact, according to most of the interviewees not belonging to the ATD Fourth World 

organization, poverty was easily recognizable by the presence of dilapidated social housings 

(HLM), as these apartments are rented to people with a low income. With a touch of irony, 

Simon (27 years old) affirmed that in France they love to build entire neighbourhoods made 

solely of these buildings, as to indicate the concentration of public housing projects in specific 

places. So, in line with Sélimanovski’s (2019) analysis of places of poverty, the interviews 

reveal the shift of poverty from a socio-economic to a spatial issue in that buildings come to 

symbolize poverty and, in this instance, are used as a warning sign: 
Well, for instance, you see… the housing is not renovated, there are a lot of slumlords in this 

kind of neighbourhoods, well, there are towers, you see what I mean? There are fewer in the 

Alma neighbourhood [in Roubaix], but if you go to Lille Sud, Boulevard de Belfort, you’ll find 

towers…well, the housing is not great. So, the housing is not great, then it’s not well-kept… 

well, you know, dirt generates dirt, degradation generates degradation. (Camille, 63 years old) 

Furthermore, some members of ATD Fourth World organisation foregrounded how social 

housings as symbol of poverty are sometimes demolished not to create new, better 

infrastructures to house disadvantaged citizens, but also to make room for other needs. 
[…] people are actually placed in the outskirts. In Loos, for instance, there is a tower block, it’s 

the tallest tower north of Paris. They’re emptying it and instead they’ll build just houses and 

small bars…so, there’s plenty of people who will have to leave that neighbourhood even if 

they’re attached to it, they’ve lived there, they want to stay there. Instead, they’ll be placed 

elsewhere, they’ll be excluded from that area that will become a little bit gentrified. (Agnès, 

54 years old) 

The example of Loos’ tower provided by Agnès highlights how power relations intertwine with 

space and change it (Harvey, 1996; Sélimanovski, 2019). The attention is drawn to 

gentrification, the process aided by ways urban policies through which certain areas see new 

infrastructure that satisfy the needs of the dominant class, raising properties’ prices and driving 

away people with lower income who cannot afford to pay rent anymore. The latter, in turn, as 

claimed by Baeten (2004) become victims of the “cultures of policy” as they must come to 

terms with these changes that do not actually accounts for their needs or feelings. Despite the 
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different perceptions of places of poverty and the different definitions given to this issue, the 

entirety of my interviewees agreed on the marked inequality characterizing the city of Lille 

both at an infra-urban scale and at the metropolitan one. 

While Simon (28 years old) claimed that some cities ensure that council housing is near private 

houses as to foster social diversity, the interviews showed it is not the case of the Lille 

metropolitan area. Also, a “fake mix” between upper classes and lower ones in the metropolitan 

area of Lille was decried by some of my interviewees who argued that these two classes do not 

actually interact, even though they live in the same neighbourhood. The same applies to the 

schools of working-class areas, as claimed by Jeanne (50 years old): upper classes opt for 

private schools, and public schools of districts with a high poverty rate are attended only by 

students belonging to lower classes, not contributing to social diversity.  

 

6. Conclusions 

 

This article has investigated how media representations on poverty in the French city of Lille 

have contributed to the dissemination of specific images and representations of poverty, which 

are both generated by and generate poverty spaces. We can observe this generative process by 

not limiting ourselves to an analysis of media, but by interviewing residents of the city – 

residents who for the most part do not live in “poor areas”, but that have opinions and 

perceptions about the area. What is the thread that ties discourse to individual and social 

perceptions in regards to the issue of poverty?   

Our article shows how the images of poverty produced and reproduced by the news contribute 

to challenge or support existing ideas on poverty and have an impact not only on public opinion, 

but also on policymakers (Moore, 2020). Orienting people’s attention to marginal places 

constitutes a political strategy: specific sites become the centre of attention so that the structural 

circumstances that reproduce inequalities and poverty are overlooked. Definitions like “inner-

city”, “ghetto” or “banlieue” contribute to conceal and justify urban policies, as the former are 

depicted as places where social issues concentrate (Baeten, 2004; Sélimanovski, 2019). In fact, 

as the development of urban policies has established a direct connection between places and 

social issues, marginal places have been brought to embody social issues. Hence it is through 

modifications of the urban plan that policymakers believe, or rather, make citizens believe that 

they will address societal challenges (Sélimanovski, 2019). By using the urban territory for 

political scopes, two major deleterious effects can be assessed: poverty ceases to be deemed as 

a problem for wider society and it is naturalized in places where it is concentrated. 
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Neoliberalism has led to a significant rise of inequalities resulting also in a “spatial 

concentration of poverty” (Cummins, 2018, p.66). This is particularly true with regards to 

French urban policies that focus on the requalification of urban neighbourhoods – the current 

“priority neighbourhoods of the city policy” (QPPV) once known as “sensitive urban zones” 

(ZUS) – where tailored measures are implemented. In fact, the city’s policy is not intended for 

the whole territory but for circumscribed areas that meet specific criteria related to the 

inhabitants and their socio-economic situation. This strategy is particularly evident in the 

measures of the anti-poverty plan announced by Macron In 2018, subject of the articles 

analyzed. In fact, major importance is given to priority neighborhoods, especially through free 

breakfasts for children living in these areas. 

The analysis of press articles showed a tendency to describe poverty mainly in relation to the 

economic factor: both the political discourse and the mediatic one, following the Covid 

pandemic, outlined the situation of poverty taking in consideration statistics of the INSEE 

based on a relative poverty line. In so doing, the attention was diverted from the wide range of 

different situations encompassed by poverty in real life to an abstract and theoretical layer. This 

was reflected by the interviewees who took in consideration the economic factor and sought to 

provide an objective definition and assessment of poverty. The oversimplification of the matter 

becomes then a strategic means to conceal the socio-economic causes of poverty from wider 

society, hinting at the use of symbolic power (Bourdieu, 1991) by authorities to shape the 

collective imaginary of poverty and the reinforcement of unequal hierarchies through the 

means of communication. Among people not experiencing poverty this reasoning was 

somewhat validated by their belief that people living in poverty prefer to take part in activities 

that do not require culture or intellectual depth. Indirectly, this marks a distinction in the 

collective imaginaries between acceptable and unacceptable forms of poverty as well as 

deserving and undeserving poor. This belief causes a perceived “othering”, as poor are 

perceived as embodying the deviant forms of poverty both symbolically and spatially.  

In this context, we can observe how poverty is spatialized within the structure of the city, 

enclosing certain spaces as “poor, dilapidated”, and causing a circular process through which, 

by being named poor areas, these fall even deeper into poverty. Great attention is indeed 

directed to places of poverty such as ZEP, banlieues, slums, streets where people experiencing 

poverty live. This diverts the attention from structural dynamics contributing to poverty, 

materializing it within spaces that are usually associated with the presence of public housing 

projects (HLM) rented to people with less economic resources.  
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By creating a somewhat stereotyped image of “places of poverty”, citizens’ understanding of 

the extent of poverty is flattened and simplified. Moreover, as these disadvantaged areas come 

to almost materially embody a sense of poverty, and are recognized by wider society as such, 

their erasure is depicted as a solution, not as a structural failure. The case of Loos’ social 

housings proved that, in addition to further reducing the multifaceted sociopolitical, cultural, 

economic expressions of poverty to a specific spatial area, the policies concerning urban 

planning tend to sideline the inhabitants of public housings (Sélimanovski, 2019). Ultimately, 

through a rhetoric on poverty relying on the neoliberal ideology prevailing in the modern 

capitalist system, “the poor” is excluded first on a symbolical level as they are seen as naturally 

belonging to an inferior status, reinforcing such inequality through difference inscribed in space.  
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