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Since the 1990s, the urban regeneration policy has been developed in Western Europe to "revitalize" materially, socially and economically the old popular neighbourhoods. In particular, the actions on public spaces are expected to have positive effects on social cohesion. However, if space is a central dimension of social dynamics, its effects are not deterministic. Space induces rather potentialities of action, according to the individual appropriations (Remy, 2015).

The case of the Vieux Molenbeek (Old Molenbeek), a ancient and multicultural neighbourhood in the centre of Brussels, illustrates how this policy can "moves the lines" of the realities on which it is supposed to act: It does not operate on inert spaces but transform the conditions under which individuals daily manage proximity to the Other. 

New spatial forms are produced in this neighbourhood – as in others –, that offer specific resources at some inhabitants to establish the "right distance" (the one that affects neither too much nor too little) with the Other. First, the renovated public spaces are open: "borders" are pierced, margins between private and public spaces are erased, street angles are broken in order to open the view and to favour the traffic between the neighbourhood and the city. Secondly, they are clearer than before. They are generally composed by a big central void, acting as a non-prescriptive space. This “scene” is supposed to be grasped by the crowd to collectively invent the modalities of being-together and to provide opportunities for a happy encounter with the stranger (Jolé, 2013). Around it, are placed benches or other kinds of seats where can take place the urban-spectators. Thirdly, they are reticular in the purpose to promote traffic within the neighbourhood. They are linked one to the other by pedestrian and cycling paths, unified floors and similar urban furniture. 

These renovated public spaces offer skills (prises) to individuals to appropriate them and deal with the Other in it (Joseph, 1995). However, these skills vary according to familiarity with the new codes of urbanity (metropolitan mobility, conviviality, cosmopolitism…) written in these spatial forms. Thus, the new owners of the Vieux Molenbeek that belong to the new middle class fond of urbanity have social dispositions and cultural resources that make them able to grasp these codes. When they settle in these transparent spaces (often with their young children), they can practice a controlled openness to Other according to their own vision of social mix – while others inhabitants regret the absence of clear spatial markers allowing a management by segregation of uses and users. They can participate to the Coveillance as a way to control the distance to the Other. Some of them carry out small installations (planting, bicycle box...) indicating the accepted and tolerated uses. Others remind very legitimately the standards of civil inattention and circulation in such "open to all" public spaces to those who annoy.

Finally, these renovated spaces are very readable for most of the new owners. This intelligibility gives them a practical sense allowing to take advantage in coexistence ‘interactions and so to establish their own lifestyle in the neighbourhood. This case study shows so that the urban regeneration policy contributes to translate macro-social power relations into concrete behaviours of social distance and proximity, by encourage those uses of renovated public spaces shared in a group socially dominant in the neighbourhood.
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Image caption: Place communale de Molenbeek-Saint-Jean
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