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1. INTRODUCTION 

Talking about exclusion usually conjures up powerful images: walls, physical 

barriers, police checks, or visible devices of segregation. However, in many areas marked 

by luxury—and especially in Monte Carlo—exclusion takes much softer, almost 

imperceptible forms. These are soft borders: they do not present themselves like that, but 

they regulate who enters or not, who belongs or not, and who can just observe from 

outside. These borders are not made by stone or metal; they are noticed in prices, 

atmospheres, implicit codes, selective capacity limits, and discreet signage. 

Monte Carlo, like few other places in Europe, allows us to study how these subtle 

infrastructures are integrated into an urban landscape that claims beauty as its argument, 

while concealing—or softening—the power relations inscribed in it. The Principality thus 

constitutes a laboratory for what Harvey (2013) has described as “the capitalist production 

of space”: a polished environment where every detail articulates a precise, though not 

always obvious, social hierarchy. 

Following Lefebvre (1991), space is a social construction, a complex product where 

symbols, practices, and strategies are condensed. In Monte Carlo, this spatial production 

includes mechanisms of exclusion that do not explicitly prohibit, but discourage, distance, 

and select. They do so through seemingly innocuous decisions: prices, materials, lighting, 

capacity limits, informal requirements, expected behaviors, and even the way a hallway 

narrows or a staircase is lit. 

This essay explores four of the most visible—and at the same time most invisible—

mechanisms of these soft boundaries: 

1. prices as devices of exclusion; 

2. selective capacity limits; 

3. implicit social codes; 

4. discreet signage that delimits spaces. 
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All this, in the specific context of Monte Carlo and under the critical lens of the most 

relevant authors in urban sociology, geography of power, and luxury studies. 

2. PRICES AS MECHANISMS OF EXCLUSION: THE INVISIBLE 

ECONOMIC BOUNDARY 

Price is perhaps the most obvious and at the same time the most subtle form of 

exclusion. It does not need physical barriers or security personnel. It requires no 

explanation. It functions as an automatic filter: those who cannot pay do not enter, and 

those who do enter demonstrate that they belong to the group. 

Kapferer (2012) argues that in the luxury sector, price does a function of social 

differentiation. 

The price of a coffee in the terrace of the Hôtel de Paris is not intended to reflect its 

real value, but to reinforce the symbolic boundary of the place. It is not a question of 

deterring all visitors, but of establishing a natural selection: those who pay become, even 

if only for a few minutes, part of the scene. Those who do not pay observe from the 

periphery. The price acts as an economic threshold and, at the same time, as a social 

marker. 

Sharon Zukin (1995) calls this “symbolic gentrification”: processes in which 

consumption defines the cultural accessibility of a space. Monte Carlo takes this logic to 

the extreme: the entire city functions as a gallery of differentiated consumption. The price 

does not exclude violently; it excludes with the naturalness of the “obvious.” 

But even more interesting is how price shapes behavior. As Sennett (1977) points out, 

luxury environments produce forms of bodily self-control. Those who pay high prices 

tend to modulate their pace, their tone of voice, and their presence. It is a form of habitus 

(Bourdieu, 1984) that adheres to the body to avoid standing out in hyper-coded spaces. 

And so, price not only selects: it disciplines. 

3. SELECTIVE CAPACITY: CONTROLLING ACCESS THROUGH 

INVISIBLE LIMITS 

Capacity limits—seemingly neutral—are a key tool of soft exclusion. They are 

not presented as discrimination, but as management: “the establishment is full,” “the 

terrace is reserved,” “access is limited for security reasons.” These are softened 

formulations that, without mentioning class or status, produce social segmentation. 
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Michel Foucault (1977) showed that power often acts in the form of technical 

regulation: distributing bodies, ordering circulation, and defining who can be where and 

for how long. In Monte Carlo, capacity limits are rarely an objective fact: they are a 

malleable tool that luxury establishments use as an additional filter. 

Beach clubs that report limited availability in the height of summer; restaurants 

where “there are no tables available,” even though there are clearly empty ones; and 

casino access regulated under ambiguous criteria. None of this is presented as deliberate 

exclusion, even though it functions exactly as such. 

Selectivity operates especially in semi-public spaces: lobbies, terraces, corridors 

of the Metropole, and entrances to the Hermitage. Although open, not anyone can use 

these spaces. There is an implicit limit: the appropriate social density.  

      4.  IMPLICIT SOCIAL CODES: THE FRONTIER OF BEHAVIOR 

The most effective soft borders are not written down: they are learned. They 

operate through codes of behavior that subtly—and sometimes cruelly—indicate who 

“fits in” and who stands out. These are not explicit rules, they are incorporated to regulate 

movement, and gestures. 

Goffman (1959) introduced that all social interaction is a performance. In Monte 

Carlo, luxury intensifies this theatricality. Visitors must adequately play the “role” of the 

legitimate customer: walk slowly, dress discreetly and elegantly, control their emotional 

expressions, and know when to look and when not to. 

These codes are not announced because they do not need it. Their strength lies in 

their naturalization. Those who do not master the social script feel out of place even before 

being formally excluded. That is what distinguishes a soft border from a simple 

regulation. 

Examples abound: 

– the unwritten dress code for crossing the Hermitage lobby, 

– the “proper” way to walk through the Carré d'Or, 

– the type of conversation tolerated on a premium terrace, 

– the expectation of silence in certain areas of the Hôtel de Paris. 
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All of this produces an exclusion that is not humiliating, but it is uncomfortable. 

It does not expel, but neither does it integrate. A border without a barrier, but with force. 

Sennett (1990) observes that, in elite cities, socialization becomes a specialized 

art and Monte Carlo is a paradigmatic example of this phenomenon. 

      4.  DISCREET SIGNAGE: THE SILENT MAP OF EXCLUSION 

Visible signs—prohibition signs, tape, barriers—are incompatible with the 

aesthetics of luxury. That is why Monte Carlo uses a type of signage that is almost 

imperceptible: minimal plaques, abstract symbols, changes in the color of the floor, slight 

variations in light intensity, carpets that indicate private areas without saying so... small 

indications that only insiders interpret correctly. 

Zukin (2010) explains that, in luxury landscapes, control is exercised through 

discreet signage. It allows territories to be delimited without breaking the visual harmony. 

And in doing so, it transforms the space into a map of symbolic boundaries where 

circulation is regulated not by walls, but by subtleties. 

Examples abound in Monte Carlo: 

– the barely perceptible transition between the public and private areas of the Café de 

Paris, 

– the change in carpet that indicates the exclusive area at the Metropole, 

– the different shine of the marble in the private corridors of the Hôtel de Paris, 

– the low railings that suggest a separation without imposing it, 

– the tiny signs in boutiques that differentiate between “display” and “reserve.” 

Each of these elements operates as soft signage: it delimits without confronting. 

And, by doing so, it guides the visitor's movement in an almost choreographed way. 

Lefebvre would remind us here that “space is a tool for action.” Discreet signs—

the softest ones—are often the most effective because they do not generate visible 

resistance. Space speaks without seeming to speak. 
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     5.  MONTE CARLO AS AN ECOSYSTEM OF SOFT BORDERS 

Together, these mechanisms produce a social architecture where luxury is 

experienced, but also defended. Soft borders are not just devices of exclusion; they are 

devices of symbolic self-preservation. They allow Monte Carlo to remain Monte Carlo: a 

territory where beauty and distinction become political infrastructure. 

Harvey would say that this is a pure expression of neoliberal urbanism: spaces are 

produced to maximize the symbolic accumulation of capital. Kapferer would say that 

luxury needs borders to exist: without exclusion, there is no desire. Pine & Gilmore would 

introduce that control of the environment is necessary to guarantee the emotional impact 

of the experience.  

Monte Carlo brings all these logics together in an extremely dense territory. It is 

not a fortified city; it is a curated city, edited to maintain a perfect balance between tourist 

openness and social selectivity. 

     6. CONCLUSION: THE POWER OF BORDERS THAT DO NOT SEEM LIKE   

BORDERS 

Soft borders are, in a way, more effective than hard ones. They do not generate 

conflict. They do not antagonize. They do not compel. Rather, they guide, educate, 

discipline, and select while maintaining the appearance of aesthetic naturalness. 

Monte Carlo is a prime example of this architecture of power. Its prices delimit; 

its capacities filter; its social codes order; its discreet signage organizes without openly 

governing. All of this creates a space where exclusion does not need to be justified 

because it is perceived as part of the landscape. 

Soft borders work precisely because they seem inevitable, almost beautiful. And 

that makes them one of the most sophisticated—and least visible—tools of contemporary 

exclusion. 
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