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Edward Welch’s Making Space in Post-War France provides an invaluable introduction to one of 
the most important dimensions of France’s post-war transformation, the terms by which the 
state sought to order and control the country’s physical space, a project central to the grand 
narrative of post-war modernisation. What Welch shows in this wide-ranging study is how 
space became so central to state planning of all kinds from the late 1950s onwards. The desire 
to control the territoire du hexagone is a project already present in the debates about post-war 
reconstruction; it was a vision held out by progressive figures like Claudius-Petit in the 1950s 
but it was above all from 1958 that it became central to Gaullist plans for transforming France. 
A project founded on the power of the French state to shape society and its physical 
configuration, it is as profoundly and conceptually different from British notions of Town and 
Country Planning and Regional Policy as British economic policies of the 1940s and 50s were 
from the succession of National Plans carried out by Jean Monnet and his successors.   

Of course, there are already well-established accounts of regional planning in France. Pierre 
Merlin’s L’aménagement du territoire (2002) provides a textbook account of what was achieved, 
by whom and by when.[1] But Welch’s study is refreshingly different. It addresses the same 
spatial development of post-war France, a subject that sits at the intersection of geography and 
urban planning, but sets it firmly in an analysis of the larger French project of modernisation. 
It goes beyond Merlin’s account of legislation, of the who, when, what of spatial planning, to 
examine how those responsible imagined their task and struggled to deliver it.  It then ranges 
wider still to explore in film, photography, diaries, and novels the way in which the project 
came to be understood and experienced by both the winners and losers that modernisation 
created.  

The book opens with the Gaullist determination to accelerate the modernisation of the country. 
Central to this ambition was the need for a strategic approach to the planning of space, a task 
that could no longer be entrusted to the communes, the traditional agents of town planning. 
Responsibility was instead to be vested in the state’s grand technocrats. Key figures like Paul 
Delouvrier, Olivier Guichard, and Pierre Massé were now called upon not just to determine 
how the national territory was to be developed but to frame this as a vision of the future, 
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recognition that strategic planning necessarily addressed both time and space: in Guichard’s 
words, “l’aménagement ne vit pas dans l’époque presente; il doit toujours la dévancer” (p. 21).   
 
Essential to developing this strategic vision was Prospective thinking, an approach that 
brought together representatives of state, academia, and industry. Championed by Gaston 
Berger and the Centre international de prospective, the Prospective vision was supposedly 
more radical than mere prévision based on little more than extrapolating the past. Prospective 
planning, what Welch calls “a startling alchemy of administration, divination and imagination” 
(p. 34), sought to anticipate the future and thus to shape the present by working back from 
some future date: Delouvrier’s Schéma Directeur for the Paris Region of 1965 was elaborated 
back from 2000. By thus minimising likely future risks, the “collective adventure” of 
prospective planning could promise a benign future (p. 39). It had also, however, to 
demonstrate the legitimacy of its projections by substantiating its claims to ideological 
neutrality. Balancing administrative “efficiency” with the “primacy of politics” in the search for 
the future good of all (p. 24), it sought to reconcile the rational decision making of the 
technocratic elite with the moral expectations of democratic society.  
 
The critics of this state project of modernisation like Lefebvre and Foucault--whatever the 
differences between them--saw Prospective planning as being far from value free. Forming an 
alliance between the state and capital to plan the national territory was (to Lefebvre) to expect 
“violence exercised on space,” from which perhaps only the unregulated and un-modernised 
spaces of the “everyday” might offer a measure of refuge (p. 41). Welch uses two very different 
examples to illustrate how the potential uses of the state’s powers were read at the time. The 
first is Godard’s Deux ou trois choses que je sais d’elle, constructed, suggests Welch, using the 
“hermeneutics of suspicion” (p. 52) to track the collaboration between state and capital as 
revealed in the construction of the new périphérique, the guarantor of speed and mobility for a 
modern Paris, and the dysfunctional suburban grand ensembles, represented by La Courneuve, 
whose residents lived with impossible expectations of the mass consumption promised by 
capitalism. Very different is Welch’s second example, Paris Match’s flattering presentation of 
the planners’ vision--and it is essentially a male vision--of Paris in year 2000. Match, a 
publication whose values were closely aligned with those of the government, cast the planners 
as figures, like generals, possessing the necessary courage (and arrogance?) to direct the charge 
towards the future of efficiency, mobility, and speed suggested by its illustrations of giant office 
buildings with helicopters darting between them.  
 
If planning was a measure of state’s power, it was also about scripting a future of growth and 
opportunity. Spatial planning needed to control the destructive forces of capital to create a 
dynamic and productive setting for the future. Central to this was the construction of France’s 
new infrastructure, the necessary channels for future growth and mobility. A vivid illustration 
of their importance in building for the future was the contrast between the old-fashioned 
PADOG approach to planning the Paris region and Delouvrier’s “Prospectively inspired” 
Schéma Directeur of 1965 (p. 37) with its vision of the two grand axes shaping the future growth 
of the region through to the millennium. 
 
What this might mean on the ground is illustrated by Welch’s discussion of the building of 
Cergy-Pontoise, the first of France’s New Towns which promised an escape both from the 
chaos of the interwar banlieue and the failings of the grands ensembles. It embodied the new 
modernity willed by the state and also--in a world increasingly shaped by market forces--it 
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sought to attract the middle-classes by creating a setting for the enjoyment of consumption. 
Rohmer’s film of its early years, Enfance d’une ville (1975), shows its planners, such as Bernard 
Hirsch, acting like the agents of some colonial power, free to expropriate land and impose their 
vision on the local population. What Rohmer also conveys is the construction of Cergy as a 
locus of political encounter between residents and state shaping the new urban landscape and 
the way that it came to be inhabited. Contemporary publications recorded people’s responses: 
many of the comments in Cergy Magazine and even Hachette’s Guide Bleu were broadly 
sympathetic. Others were more hesitant: the diaries of Annie Ernaux document a slow shift in 
her feelings for the town. From initial alienation in the 1970s, her stance had moved by the 90s 
to adaptation and acceptance of Cergy’s modern cadre-de-vie as a setting for everyday life. 
 
No less important is Welch’s exploration of ways in which aménagement would re-fashion not 
just urban France but its landscapes. In 1965, for example, Groupe 1985, collaborating with 
Pierre Massé on the Vth National Plan, published Réflexions pour 1985, a confident vision of 
France as it might be in the mid 1980s. Though much of the emphasis was on technical 
questions of infrastructure, the group’s presumption was that looking forward would ensure 
that society would be sufficiently adaptable to preserve its freedoms and democracy. The new 
cadre de vie might threaten some with alienation from an increasingly prevalent modernity, but 
such threats would be offset by the benefits for the majority prepared to seize the promise of 
the future: rationally, prospectively, people would be freer, fitter, and happier than ever before.  
 
By 1985 what had happened? Welch uses film’s depiction of the manufactured landscapes of 
modernity to explore what was actually delivered. For those, like the characters in Rohmer’s 
L'ami de mon amie (1987) who embrace the new and its constraints, the landscapes of Cergy 
with nature and water firmly controlled, offer the setting for the kind of future promised by 
Massé and Groupe 1985 and pictured so alluringly in Paris Match. For others the promised 
modernity was somehow incomplete or “arrested” (p. 119) but had nevertheless become an 
inescapable part of the background to everyday life. In films like Blier’s Buffet Froid (1979) or 
Besson’s Subway (1985), we are presented with the new infrastructure, the RER, as an 
environment of speed and regulation, but one tinged, too, with threat and one inimical to 
human exchange.  
 
In the spaces of modernity, to defy regulation was to accept banishment to another realm, the 
lot of those who actively resisted was less forgiving. Their fate is rendered in films like Varda’s 
Sans toit ni loi (1985) which follows the vagabond Mona roaming around the south of France 
refusing an accommodation with modernity and troubling those who live by its rules. Crucially, 
despite the advances of modernisation, there still existed for those at odds with progress, spaces 
beyond the control of the state, unregulated, uncultivated, abandoned land, deserts, or the sea. 
In Beineix’s 37.2 degrés le matin (1986), the protagonists fleeing modernity take refuge in the 
wide spaces of the Cévennes, a fantasy space outside the realms of modernity where, no longer 
bound to the wheel of progress, they can find the freedom to become themselves.  
 
DATAR’s mission photographique, launched in 1983 to record images of France’s changing space, 
was further evidence of what was happening in the name of modernisation. Far from being a 
celebration of France’s new landscapes, the assembled images showed a future at odds with 
Prospective thinking. They showcase the marvels of technology like hydroelectric power, but 
they also reveal its fragility and its transience. Photographs of the collapse of steelmaking in 
Lorraine or the abandoned mines of the Nord called into question the validity of earlier 
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Prospective visions and showed how capital, careless of the impact of forces like de-
industrialisation, might break from the control of the state. Other images were a reminder of 
the violence done to landscapes by state and capital. For those living in the small farms swept 
aside to accommodate the line of a motorway the technocrats’ progress was experienced not as 
liberation but as violence, as loss, not progress. 
 
The motorway, with its ability to deliver speed and mobility, stands as the exemplar of the new 
infrastructure. The ever-expanding motorway network, constructed at pace between the 1960s 
and 80s, was hailed not only as granting access to the spaces of the hexagone, but, generally, as 
the key to delivering national economic progress. Its potential was suggested in the state’s 
promotional film, Les liasons moins dangereuses, starring Guichard, just appointed Minister at 
Équipement, speeding down the motorway at the wheel of his DS. The infrastructure of 
modernity, motorways, airports, automated hotels, autoroute service stations, and other non-
lieux of modern France provide the spaces of “super-modernity” (p. 147) through which those 
like the CEOs of cutting-edge companies, at home in the world foretold, can travel blandly, 
seamlessly, unsoiled by contact with the old, everyday world with its frictions and its variety. 
But even the modernity of infrastructure could be resisted. Cortázar and Dunlop’s Les 
autonautes de la cosmoroute (1983) describes a couple travelling slowly down the motorway from 
Paris to Marseille, allowing them time to cross the unreal boundaries enclosing the motorway 
and escape into the freedom of the slower landscapes alongside. 
 
In the final chapter, Welch explores the growing fragmentation of the understanding of the 
nation’s space produced by the processes of modernisation. From the mid 1960s onwards, he 
notes the insistence on France as the reduced space of the hexagone, shorn of any reference to its 
colonial past, as evident in texts like Trintignac’s Aménager l’hexagone (1964) as well as in those 
of the 90s like Nora’s Les lieux de mémoire (1997).[2] This editing of the past and its 
contradictions is resisted in Chibane’s film Hexagone (1994) which demands acknowledgement 
of the social difficulties now caused by those from France’s former colonies. The postcolonial, 
multi-ethnic French of the “so-called beur generation” living, marginalised, on the outskirts of 
large cities (p. 153) are an inalienable part of France’s new social and spatial configuration 
created by the spatial practices of modernisation focused in the ZUPs and ZADs of the 1960s.  
 
In the 1980s, as part of the redistributive politique de la ville, the state could still designate 
special zones, concentrating socially progressive policies to address these difficulties. By the 90s 
right-wing governments were branding these same troubled zones as challenges to the state’s 
control of space. In response, Pasqua, minister at both Interior and Strategic Planning in 
Balladur’s right-wing government, demanded the creation of zones de non-droit, where the 
police might be used in military fashion to restore order in what was billed as la bataille de la 
ville. Brutally pictured in Kassovitz’s La Haine (1995), this approach was still in use in dealing 
with the riots of 2005. Gone, suggests Welch, was the old sense of the ZUPs and ZADs as 
spaces of a benign forward-looking modernisation, now replaced by the new zones of the 1990s, 
the Zones urbaines sensibles, in which the state asserted its determination to contain disorder. 
 
No less troubling was the growing challenge to the state’s regulation of the forces of 
capitalism. Gaullist projects of modernisation like Delouvrier’s Schéma Directeur had been 
predicated on the successful alliance between state and capital. By the 90s, the impact of 
neoliberalism with its demands for de-regulation and a smaller state were undermining the old 
alliance. The “delinquency” (p. 174) of capital and its disruptive impact is to be seen in films like 
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Rollin’s Zones (1993) which shows the spatially fragmented nature of so much of the Paris 
Region as seen from the windows of the RER, or in the images assembled for a project called 
France(s) territoire liquide which showed the transient, mutable forms of the “liquid territory” 
created by capital (p. 179), a threat to management of the hexagone as a single and indivisible 
territory. Was not this instability at the very heart of modernisation? The spatial tensions and 
pressures at work in France’s post-war transformation found expression in both the suburban 
disorder of the grands ensembles and in the regulated construction of infrastructure. It was their 
impact that meant that the state’s “making of space” (p. 8) had not delivered by the 1990s the 
rational future envisaged by the Prospectivists in the early 1960s. 
 
The book ends with an illustration of the vicissitudes that can beset even the state’s well-laid 
plans. Isolated in the western Loire, Nantes really did need an airport. By 1974, land for the 
airport had been ZADed, set aside and protected against future speculation. By 2018, the status 
of the site had been transformed by protesters into a zad or “zone to be defended” against what 
were now denounced as the state’s disruptive proposals for modernisation and the state was 
finally forced to abandon its proposals. Occasionally, as at Nantes, protest may deny the state 
the power to regulate space, but Welch concludes that the French state’s determination to 
make space in ways that answer to its dreams and priorities is as strong as ever. 
 
To compress such a wide-ranging account into less than two hundred pages is a formidable 
achievement. Of course, there are omissions: it would be interesting to know more about the 
planning and construction of the TGV network; should we be told more about major projects 
such as DATAR’s mid-1960’s plans for the Languedoc-Roussillon region? Perhaps. They 
would certainly provide yet further evidence of the state’s determination to order and control 
the space of the hexagone. But their absence in no way undermines Welch’s principal purpose 
which is to explore the system of spatial planning that France put in place between the end of 
WWII and the millennium. Accessibly written and imaginatively constructed, this book shows 
how making space, in all its technical, political, cultural and moral complexity, lay at the very 
heart of that grand project, the modernisation of post-war France. 
 
 
NOTES 
 
[1] Pierre Merlin, L’aménagement du territoire (Paris: Presses universitaires de France, 
2002). 
 
[2] Pierre Nora, Les lieux de mémoire (Paris: Gallimard/ Quarto, 1997) and André Trintignac, 
Aménager l’hexagone: villages, villes, régions (Paris: Centurion, 1964). 
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