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The Rights to the
Suburb

On November 24, 2014, people around the world witnessed
the dramatic unfolding of social unrest in Ferguson,
Missouri. In the aftermath of a grand jury’s decision not to
indict Darren Wilson, the police officer who shot and killed
Michael Brown on August 9, 2014, citizens of Ferguson took
to the streets to protest that decision, to demonstrate their
frustration at a system of law enforcement that
disproportionately incarcerates, punishes, and kills black
people, and their anger at decades of discrimination and
oppression.! What did viewers watching from outside of
Ferguson see that night when they looked at the images of
protest and rioting? They did not see familiar images of
urban rioting from the 1960s; this protest erupted in an
inner-ring suburb.

Representations of the suburb during the riot—widely

available through television, social media, and the Internet—
posed visual challenges: poorly illuminated night scenes were

rendered hazier when seen through a cloud of tear gas or the
smoke from a burning car; photographers and television
camera operators moved rapidly through the streets creating
photos and live-action images of protesters running,
struggling to breathe as clouds of tear gas overwhelmed
them, or walking with their hands in the air; police appeared
in formation, dressed in riot gear. The discernable glimpses
of Ferguson revealed streets lined with low-rise buildings,
the kind of buildings commonly found in less affluent
suburbs nationwide; strip malls with convenience stores,
fast-food outlets, a beauty supply store, small restaurants,
and retail shops preceded by parking lots. If they looked
carefully, viewers could observe streets designed to carry
both two and four lanes of automobile traffic, lined with
uninviting sidewalks largely devoid of pedestrian amenities
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such as canopy trees, benches, or aestheticizing vegetation;
they could see a landscape designed for quick and efficient
automobile movement; they could see a community that was
not primarily designed for the pedestrian or for public
gathering, but that was suddenly filled with people taking
over the streets.

How were the streets of Ferguson claimed that night? How is
it possible to take back a suburb more generally? How, in
particular, should we understand the intersection of form,
space, and unrest in Ferguson?? And what urban theories
might we turn to in order to know the suburb as a site of
protest? Given these shifting and multiple definitions of
suburbia, and the complexities of a place like Ferguson and
the events that unfolded there, we need a specific theoretical
analytic that obtains for the U.S. suburb, especially as it
relates to uprisings/unrest and the spaces of those
communities that are outside the home itself. As we struggle
to make sense of the nonsensical murder of Michael Brown,
how are we to understand the impact of space in the violence
that unfolded in that first-ring suburb located on the edge of
St. Louis and the riots of November 24th? How might we
understand the space of the suburban gated community in
Sanford, Florida, where Trayvon Martin was shot and killed?
The incidents in Ferguson are historically and socially
complex, situated within the deep history of segregation,
structural racism, and state-sanctioned violence that have
plagued St. Louis and other US cities for decades.® But the
majority of Americans now reside in suburbia, and we must
think about how space impacts opportunities for struggles
for justice.

My own interest in this topic developed from my previous
study of Levittown, Pennsylvania, where a well-known riot
occurred in 1957 after the first black family, Daisy and
William Myers and their children, moved into a house in that
development. Hundreds gathered outside their suburban
ranch house for weeks protesting the arrival of the first black
family into what was then an all-white community (and still
remains predominantly white).” But numerous, less well-
known disturbances on both a large and small scale also
occurred there, such as the Gasoline Riots of the 1970s,
staged at an intersection in the central business district
known as “Five Points,” and smaller disturbances such as
those mounted by housewives protesting food prices at the
local grocery store.® These moments of strife in Levittown
and in similar suburbs across the nation require
consideration of the ways political protest is enacted in
postwar communities located on urban peripheries where
the traditional spaces of unrest—the urban plaza, the broad



public streets of downtowns—do not exist, and where there
is a general absence of public gathering spaces (or the right
to gather in seemingly public spaces).® These few examples
also demonstrate that although many instances of suburban
unrest have been driven by the tensions that arise from
segregation and spatialized structural racism, as is the case
in Ferguson, some, like the 1970s Gasoline Riots, have also
developed from the activities of middle- and working-class
whites who saw suburban spaces as completely natural—
perhaps even as inevitable—sites for their various forms of
activism.

My question is not whether social and civil unrest happens in
the suburbs; suburban disturbances are neither rare nor
geographically isolated.” Rather, in this essay, I aim to
contribute to the search for a theoretical framework that will
help scholars of suburbia, and those who study social unrest,
base their work in a meaningful analytic for understanding
riots and large-scale disturbances that take place in settings
not necessarily understood to be traditionally “urban,”
thereby validating their meaning and giving credence to
their value in the fight for justice.

On Cities and Suburbs

The term “suburb” is broad and encompassing. It includes
multiple kinds of locales situated on the peripheries of urban
space. If it once implied the postwar bedroom communities
occupied largely by working- and middle-class whites (think
Levittown), the term can now conjure a range of spaces
located on urban peripheries including, for example,
transnational suburbs that are now home to immigrants
from South Asia, Southeast Asia, South America, and many
points around the globe.® Twenty-first-century suburbia in
the United States, as we now understand it, is a complex and
dynamic set of residential and mixed-use spaces that defy
easy categorization. I use the term here to refer largely to
residential zones with small- to medium-sized commercial
districts that are located on urban peripheries with relatively
low population densities.

The term also encompasses places like Ferguson, Missouri,
that have relatively small populations and that may or may
not be incorporated into the city limits of a larger
metropolitan region. Such spaces cannot be presumed to be
occupied primarily by whites, nor can they be presumed
affluent or even necessarily middle-class. Ferguson is an
inner-ring suburb situated just over ten miles from
downtown St. Louis and approximately five miles from the



St. Louis International Airport. Today, just over 21,000
people reside in Ferguson; 22 percent of them have income
levels that fall below the federal poverty line. According to
the 2010 U.S. Census, 67.4 percent of Ferguson’s population
is African-American.® Only three of the 53 officers on the
Ferguson police force are Black. Although Ferguson initially
expanded between 1940 and 1970 as whites fled the inner
city, its population declined again after 1970 when whites
moved to more distant suburbs, and Ferguson’s black
population increased to two-thirds of the total by 2010.
Across the United States, inner-ring suburbs like Ferguson
have become economically distressed as more affluent and
largely white residents sought either inner-city lifestyles in
upscale, gentrified downtown areas or suburban estates
situated at a greater distance from the incorporated areas of
the city.' However, the discourse of white flight and
demographic shifts must not obscure a harsh and by now
well-known reality: Ferguson, like many other similar
communities nationwide, is a place forged by the racist
housing policies of the federal government, and by racist
housing practices reinforced by federal, state, and local
lending agencies, mortgage insurers, real estate boards and
agents, and a US building industry that has turned its back
on problems of fair housing for more than a century."” The
majority of Ferguson residents may own their own homes,
but the average value of their homes falls well below the
national average.'?

Just as Ferguson reflects the changing nature of today’s
suburbs, the unrest and protests that have emerged there
force us to rethink suburban unrest and the roles that space
plays in the rights to public space.’® Often, North American
suburbanization and the “suburban ideal of open space” are
cited as key factors in the erosion of such public spaces, since
the creation of open but privatized spaces has served to
separate people rather than to create opportunities for social
contact.' But for many urban theorists, revolution depends
on the idea of a gathering space, and a space that can be
activated politically by the public; suburban spaces are thus
seen to be politically neutered. For instance, in Rebel Cities,
David Harvey’s distillation of contemporary urban rights
theories, Harvey suggests that suburban space cannot hold
the potential for social revolution because it does not
accommodate the spaces or conditions for what he calls
“political action and revolt.” “Perhaps,” he wrote, “after all,
[Henri] Lefebvre was right, more than forty years ago, to
insist that the revolution in our times has to be urban—or
nothing... The urban obviously functions ... as an important
site of political action and revolt. The actual site



characteristics are important, and the physical and social re-
engineering and territorial organization of these sites is a
weapon in political struggles.”’®

Harvey’s denial of the suburb aside, I believe that Henri
Lefebvre’s theories of urban space, urban revolution (which
he used to refer to a multiplicity of meanings that extended
beyond revolutions in urban space to include the long
transformation to an urbanized society), and the rights to
the city do open new ways to think about suburbs. Of course,
the North American suburb and the French banlieue are not
equivalent. Banlieues were meant to house industries and
people excluded from the city from at least the time of
Georges-Eugene Haussmann; in the post-Colonial period,
Parisian suburbs came to house workers from former
colonies, and they have come to be marked as culturally,
economically, and religiously distinct from urban spaces. In
the United States, in contrast, only recently have suburbs
come to be seen as racially and culturally diverse spaces.'®

Despite the fact that they are both historically and
geographically specific, Lefebvre’s writings, especially The
Right to the City (1968), are a natural starting place for
anyone seeking to understand the relationship between
space, activism, and social justice in the United States.”
What, precisely, did Lefebvre try to convey (if anything)
about suburban space and the rights to claim what I will call
“public space”—at least apparently or ostensibly public
space—rather than strictly urban space? Do Lefebvre’s
theories of the production of space and the right to the city
translate to historical considerations of suburban space in
the United States? As North American suburbs come to be
seen not only as zones of prosperity, but also as zones of
disinvestment, it is worth turning to Lefebvre’s writings for
an analysis of the potential for change in such spaces.

Lefebvre and the Suburb

Lefebvre produced the majority of his writings on the right
to the city from the mid-to-late 1960s through the early
1970s. But his work, like that of many other theorists, is not
necessarily temporally bound to the moment of its
production. The medieval village and the city of the future
informed his analysis, as did the rapidly shifting urban fabric
he observed around him in France and abroad. A particularly
strong influence were the grands ensembles (mass housing
estates) and the villes nouvelles (new towns) that began to
define suburban development outside of Paris during the
postwar “thirty glorious years” of economic growth after the



Second World War. Lefebvre was ideologically opposed to the
state-led urbanism and “suburbanism” in Postwar France.'®

Lefebvre’s notion of the right to the city was undoubtedly
impacted by suburban development. In 1963 in the Sarcelles
housing project, which came to be a symbol of poorly
designed and maintained public housing projects in France,
much as Pruitt-Igoe did in the United States, tenants
protested against the developer, “targeting the lack of urban
facilities, insufficient public transportation, their long hours
of commute,” and the overall monotony of their daily social
experience.'® From this, Lefebvre concluded “the
appropriation of space cannot be thought of as limited to an
individual home or private apartment but must address the
urban scale.”?? In the following years, Lefebvre taught at
Nanterre—the “suburban” university town northwest of
Paris where many of the May 1968 uprisings began—from
1965 to 1973. In Nanterre, he was made keenly aware of the
differences between those privileged enough to live in the
center of Paris “and those deprived of the rights to that city,”
as Liukasz Stanek has noted. The dialectical relationship
between Paris and Nanterre, between city and suburb,
inclusion and exclusion, as Stanek further argues, made
Nanterre the place for uprising.?' Lefebvre published three of
his most important books, The Right to the City (1968),
Urban Revolution (1970), and Space and Politics (1972)
while he was teaching in Nanterre. He may not have labeled
the suburb a space with revolutionary potential, but French
suburbs were fruitful sites for his work as an urban theorist,
as was true for many on the left in France at this time.*?

But if the suburb/banlieue/new town and its U.S.
counterpart were on his mind, Lefebvre never wrote The
Right to the Suburb, and his vocabulary is generally
constructed with reference to the city, which was clearly his
own intellectual (if not always his geographical) center. It is
worth noting that there is no entry for “suburbia” or
“suburb” in the index for the 1991 Nicholson-Smith
translation of The Production of Space. We find “agro-
pastoral space,” “bastides,” “centre/periphery,” “city/town,”
“company towns,” “latifundia,” “agro-pastoral space,”
“periphery,” “second nature,” “streets,” and “town.”
Lefebvre references “cities and their territorial
dependencies,” but he never uses the term “suburb” in that
publication.?® Notably, the term appears in Lefebvre’s 1970
essay, “Reflections on the Politics of Space,” as an elegy for
lost nature. “One grieves,” he wrote, “for simple and
wholesome pleasures: one remembers the era before
suburbanization when the fle-de-France still offered an
admirable landscape to appreciative sightseers.”?* For
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Lefebvre, suburban space is declensionist space then, fallen
away from both the ideals of the urban and the natural. It
could also be an archetypical heterotopia, a place that,
according to Neil Smith, Lefebvre imagined as a site for
“renegade commercial exchange, politically and
geographically independent from the early political city,” but
still without potential for renegade social uprising or
political activism.*®

What did Lefebvre mean then, when he used the terms
“urban” and “city”? Peter Marcuse has come to regard the
word “urban” in Lefebvre’s writings as “shorthand for the
societal as congealed in cities today, and to denote the point
at which the rubber of the personal hits the ground of the
societal, the intersection of everyday life with the socially
created systemic world about it. In Lefebvre’s hands, it is a
normative concept, incorporating the positively desirable
organization of space and time.”?® According to Marcuse,

Lefebvre is quite clear on this: It is not the right to
the existing city that is demanded, but the right to a
future city, indeed not necessarily a city in the
conventional sense at all, but a place in an urban
society in which the hierarchical distinction between
the city and the country has disappeared... The
urban is only a synecdoche and a metaphor...
Lefebvre himself wrote (1967: 45, 158), “[ The right
to the city] can only be formulated as a transformed
and renewed right to urban life ... thus from this
point on I will no longer refer to the city but to the
urban.”?’

Marcuse’s important interpretation indicates that Lefebvre
used the term “city” as a metonym for anything having to do
with daily life lived in non-rural spaces. But according to
Christian Schmid, Lefebvre’s concern focused on the rights
to a “specific urban quality ... [with] access to the resources
of the city for all segments of the population, and the
possibility of experimenting with and realizing alternative
ways of life.”?® This interpretation then, centers on
Lefebvre’s interest in the idea of an abstract promise of the
social benefits of urban public life, one that he would have
seen systematically denied, to those living in state-led
developments outside of urban space.

Lefebvre in Ferguson



Viewed through the lens of Ferguson, what we should see in
the discourse of suburban rights is a struggle for the right to
the centrality of material resources, to the centrality of
economic, political, and social life. It is a struggle against
marginalization and oppression that is both physically
manifested in the spaces of Ferguson and materially/socially
manifested in the lives of its citizens.?® The terms “city,”
“suburb,” and “countryside” then may be seen less as
important definitional or spatial distinctions. Instead, what
matters, and what we can draw from Lefebvre’s work, is the
consideration of urbanization as a social process, the
“urban” as space presumed to include freedoms and
privileges that are in demand and necessary for social and
economic justice. In Lefebvre’s writings, the city is better
understood as “a historical category that is disappearing as
urbanization progresses ... it is a level or order of social
reality,” and a “concrete utopia” full of promise.*° As Schmid
points out, Lefebvre himself moved away from “rights to the
city” discourse later in his career and toward “the right to
space.”?’

As a zone excluded from centrality, Ferguson is a space of
increased susceptibility to the enactment of neo-liberalism,
with its attendant intensification of surveillance/policing,
and of economic predation. Its socioeconomic marginality is
rendered legible by the visibly less prosperous spaces that
result from uneven development and growth politics.*? It is a
place, like many others in the United States and around the
world, where the social contract has collapsed in favor of the
accumulation of extreme wealth, power, and privilege in the
hands of a relative few residing elsewhere. Ferguson is, to
use another of David Harvey’s formulations, a site formed
through accumulation by dispossession.*® This framework is
helpful for considering again the struggle for what Harvey
would refer to as “the commons,” and that for this essay we
might profitably consider as public space.

Yet, one of the prevalent gaps that exist in the Marxist
frameworks that undergird much urban geographical theory,
and that may help explain the challenges of applying
Lefebvre’s writings to the events that unfolded in Ferguson
is this: The writings of Marxist geographers have tended to
privilege a rather abstract discourse that renders opaque or
invisible the harsh realities embedded in the daily lived
experience of individuals suffering within a system of racial
oppression. The language of Marxist scholarship does little
to address the discrimination, hostility, and violence faced by
people of color in the United States no matter where they
reside. There are exceptions, but in the literature that
focuses on the right to the city, race is frequently one among



a range of abstract factors, such as (in a list formulated, for
example, by Peter Marcuse) “the right to hold guns, anti-tax
measures, homophobia ... anti-immigration sentiment,
religious fundamentalism, family values...,” etc.® This gap
in Marxist theory is now somewhat commonly noted,
especially by scholars of ethnic studies and critical race
studies.

To understand Ferguson and similar locations then, we
might profitably consider the questions and perspectives of
scholars of Black Marxism. As Frank Wilderson III has
written, “...the Black subject reveals Marxism’s inability to
think White supremacy as the base and, in so doing, calls
into question Marxism’s claim to elaborate a comprehensive,
or in the words of Antonio Gramsci, ‘decisive antagonism.’
Wilderson calls this Marxism’s ‘conceptual anxiety’—the
fact that, as he sees it, Gramscian Marxism ‘sows the seeds of
freedom for Whites only.’”*° Black Marxism shows us that
traditional Marxist formulations cannot see that “State
violence against the Black body ... is not contingent, it is
structural and, above all, gratuitous.”*® Michael Brown’s
death was part of this system of structural, gratuitous state
violence against the Black body. The riots in Ferguson were
thus an expression of rage, of grief, of frustration, and of a
struggle for the right to centrality, a struggle for the right to
justice. In order to make sense of Lefebvre in this context
then, we have to regard the right to the city as the right to
sow the seeds of freedom for people of color, wherever they
live. Asserting this may seem to render the spatial as so
broad as to become insignificant. To the contrary, I want to
place emphasis on “wherever they live” to indicate not a
sense of placelessness, but a prompt to further explore the
possible scope and breadth of Lefebvrian theory.

Lefebvre did not consider suburbs with anywhere near the
antipathy for or disinterest in those spaces that is
demonstrated by some other critics and theorists. Instead,
might we not acknowledge the impact of a powerful bias
among cultural geographers and theorists to privilege the
urban in their studies and particularly in their creation of
theoretical frameworks for analyzing space? If Lefebvre’s
publications frustrate a desire to formulate a theory that
would help us understand suburban space and revolution, it
may have less to do with the reality of the past, and more to
do with modes of writing and historicizing that have
rendered obscure the greatly varied dynamics of suburban
space and culture. And now, especially now, as black people
take to the streets across the United States and around the
world, in major city centers, in small towns, and in various
suburban spaces, we need to understand the dynamics of the



fight for justice as it happens across time and space. We need
to understand it now, so that we can imagine a different
future—a future and a now in which Black Lives Matter.
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