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Even if many urban developments these days are in 
fact interchangeable and global development compa-
nies throughout the world are realizing increasingly 
banal, transposable projects, even if terrifyingly uni-
form and monotonous cityscapes are being con-
structed, the specific has consistently held its own  
in various ways. During the course of urbanization 
there is an endless flow of surprising twists and turns: 
the general formulas and rules that posit all sorts of 
ideals and models as best practice have always to be 
applied to specific, concrete contexts and situations; 
the results that are achieved using these formulas  
in different places are correspondingly different. The 
“ideal city,” much beloved of architects and social re-
formers, that is supposed to provide a bright future 
for all human beings, or the city that is supposed to 
bring the greatest profits for its global investors — all 
these ultimately break down, in the current of generic 
operations, into specific situations and configura-
tions. The task is therefore to discover the specific 
“laws of motion” that apply to different urban areas 
and to understand how they develop on the basis of 
their specific spatial and historical conditions.

City and Urbanization
What is urbanization? There are many theories and 
concepts trying to define and to grasp urbanization. 
It is often equated to population growth in cities.  
Yet this is a very narrow view, in that it only takes  
account of a single criterion — the number of inhabi-
tants — and concentrates exclusively on urban centers 
and agglomerations. This purely statistical definition 
has countless implications, which are rarely dis-
cussed, and it reduces the city to a black box. Every-
thing that happens outside this black box, anything 
nonurban, is not even taken into consideration. This 
approach not only reinforces a simplistic view of the 
world, it also tends back toward the position of the 
generic — that there is “city” and “noncity” — and all 
the distinctions within the urban are ignored.6 Ac-
cordingly, there is a need for a more differentiated 
concept of urbanization, which, rather than concen-
trating on statistical definitions, the morphology of 
settlements, and urban forms, views the urban as  
a multidimensional process — a process that also in-
cludes the economic and social aspects of daily life. 

The geographer and urban theorist David Harvey 
regards urbanization, in the context of political econ-
omy, as the process of the production of the built en-
vironment, that is to say, the construction of housing, 
production plants, and infrastructure with all the  
attendant social implications. As this process unfolds 
it is not only the conditions of space economy that 

1. The Question of the Specific
The core thesis of this book is that every city is distin-
guished by certain characteristics, which underpin 
the production and reproduction of its own specifi
city and, hence, the uniqueness of its material and  
social existence. This thesis only reveals its full signif-
icance and explosiveness in the context of globaliza-
tion, the global extension of networks of production 
and consumption, the convergence of living condi-
tions and daily life on a global scale, and the ensuing 
spread of urban areas over large parts of the planet. 

As the studies in this book demonstrate, even  
under the influence of globalization, urban areas de-
velop very different structures and dynamics; conse-
quently, they also generate a great variety of urban 
forms. Accordingly, the term “city” refers in this con-
text not to a clearly defined and bounded settlement 
space, but to all sorts of areas that are affected and 
determined by urbanization processes. Thus, we 
treat in this book also examples as the Canary Is-
lands, the Nile Valley or the extended Naples Region: 
we understand them all as specific forms of urban-
ized territories. 

The process of globalization does not mean that 
urban spaces are generally becoming ever more  
homogeneous — on the contrary, it is marked by con-
tradictory processes of homogenization and differen-
tiation, for the materialization of general tendencies 
in concrete contexts consistently leads to specifically 
individual urban situations and configurations. These 
observations tie directly into our project Switzer-
land — An Urban Portrait, in which we were already 
confronted with the question of the specific: we 
found out that the differences in various regions in 
Switzerland have become more marked in recent 
years rather than less so.1

The case studies presented in the present publica-
tion, which have been investigated over the years  
at Studio Basel, further illustrate our argument. We 
have deliberately avoided selecting spectacular ex-
amples. On the contrary, following Jennifer Robin-
son’s proposition, our aim has been to analyze our 
case studies as “ordinary cities,” that is to say, neither 
to regard them as exotic or extraordinary, but rather 
as equally important case studies that all provide 
valuable information and insights.2 It has explicitly 
not been our intention to undertake a comparative 
study; rather, the goal was to contrast our examples 
and in doing so to learn more about their specific 
characteristics. In turn these examples allow us to 
fathom the depth of the possible and to stake out the 
full extent of different developments. This also re-
quires us not just to consider familiar forms of urban-

change, for experience and consciousness also be-
come urbanized.7 Therefore, in a wider sense, urban-
ization can also be understood as a comprehensive 
transformation of society. The French philosopher 
Henri Lefebvre has described this as a “total phe-
nomenon.” He defines urbanization as the totality  
of changes that a society undergoes as it evolves  
from its agrarian beginnings to its urban present. He 
makes a direct connection between urbanization and 
the process of industrialization. In his view, the other 
side of the coin of industrialization is urbanization. 
Industrialization is used here in its most general 
sense: it refers not only to industrial manufacturing, 
factories, and infrastructure but also to the wider in-
dustrial organization of the whole of society. This 
also includes the various economic, social, and cul-
tural networks that permeate and span urban space, 
the interconnections and structures that determine 
urban life, and the changes in daily life that come 
with industrialization. Lefebvre famously concluded 
that this process tends toward the complete urbaniza-
tion of society and hence the urbanization of the en-
tire planet.8 

For thousands of years cities could only grow if 
there was a sufficiently large agricultural surplus to 
feed the city’s inhabitants. The development of a city 
was thus crucially dependent on the agricultural pro-
ductivity of its environs. This is one of the main rea-
sons why most cities were little more than towns up 
until the industrial revolution, rarely having in excess 
of twenty to thirty thousand inhabitants. There were 
of course larger cities, but these were very much the 
exception.9 This only changed during the industrial 
revolution, when cities started to grow on a large 
scale, and when urbanization, as we know it today, 
first started to take hold. Industrialization also 
changed rural regions in a wide variety of ways and, 
in the long term, led to a comprehensive industrial 
reorganization of society. This in turn led to a fun
damental change in the opposition of town and coun-
try: cities were no longer islands in an ocean of land,  
isolated settlements that could only develop given fa-
vorable natural, economic, political, and social con-
ditions — urbanization became a generalized process. 
Despite coming up against all kinds of obstacles and 
varying widely from region to region, as a tendency it 
affected the entire territory.

Urbanization can therefore also be understood as 
a process of abstraction — a given natural space is 
transformed into a social space, and hence also into a 
technologically determined abstract space dominat-
ed by industrialization — a “second nature.”10 At the 
same time, however, this urban space is a concrete, 

ism but also to turn our attention to the very diverse 
urban forms that are generated across the world. 

Neither the Particular nor the Generic 
The specific should not be confused with the particu-
lar. The search for the particular has so far produced 
large numbers of case studies, each of which focuses 
on a single city or urban region with the aim of defin-
ing its uniqueness in order to portray it as an individ-
ual unit, so to speak. They usually present the city in 
question as a very particular example and attempt to 
account for its uniqueness by citing a wide range of 
different factors — the city’s location, the landscape, 
the climate, its historical development, the impact of 
various events and decisions. The concept of an “in-
trinsic logic of cities”, which emerged some years ago, 
tends in the same direction and understands the in-
vestigation of different forms of urban socialization as 
a worthwhile field of study.3 However, for all the in-
sights that investigations of that kind might produce, 
in this book we have set ourselves a very different 
aim. Our focus is on embedding the question of  
specificity in the wider context and on exploring its 
constitutive meaning for urbanization; we want to 
identify how specificity is produced and reproduced, 
what role it plays in the production of urban spaces, 
and how it influences the planetary trajectory of ur-
banization. 

The problematic of specificity is seen with particu-
lar clarity in the counterposition, whose supporters 
take the view that globalization is making conditions 
throughout the world ever more similar, and that 
consequently urban areas increasingly resemble one 
another. This is not a new position. Ever since the 
early days of Modernism this notion has been repeat-
ed — with varying degrees of optimism or pessimism —  
on the basis of the argument that the historic particu-
larities of cities were being destroyed by the mael-
strom of modernization and worldwide capitalism. 
However, economic forces of global capitalism are 
intrinsically unequal and therefore, by necessity, also 
produce and reproduce unequal developments.4

Also today many people claim that globalization is 
homogenizing patterns of living across the world, be-
cause the same models and procedures are taking 
hold everywhere; they claim that urban forms are  
adjusting to a single, global standard and that differ-
ences are progressively being ironed out. These 
claims go hand in hand with the notion that cities are 
becoming increasingly generic, interchangeable, and 
that the particularities of individual places are disap-
pearing. Rem Koolhaas’s resounding battle cry of the 
generic city is still heard loud and clear.5 
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physical reality: it has its own specific characteristics. 
Urbanization is a process during which general social 
developments are, so to speak, projected onto a terri-
tory; in other words, it also involves materialization 
in an actual place and in an actual period of time.  
In so doing urbanization comes up against concrete 
conditions — the land with its particular characteristics, 
specific social and economic constellations — which it 
reshapes and transforms.

From a general point of view urbanization can 
therefore be seen as a comprehensive transformation 
of a certain territory. At the same time, it is also evi-
dent that urban territories form as layers: each suc-
cessive wave of urbanization encounters the results 
of earlier phases of urbanization and transforms 
them anew. However, this is not to say that the traces 
of earlier phases completely disappear. Urbanization 
is thus not — like a footprint in the sand — the direct ex-
pression of a general, social development. The land, 
the territory, is never empty or primal; it is always al-
ready occupied, in one way or another: it bears the 
marks of earlier processes and is embedded in wider 
contexts and dispositives. Urbanization is dependent 
on specific local and historical conditions and there-
fore does not proceed evenly across the board. Every 
urban area has its own features and follows a particu-
lar path of development. One round of urban devel-
opment creates the conditions for the next round and 
this in turn determines significant aspects of subse-
quent developments.

In view of all this, we have to revisit the question 
of how certain abstract processes unfold in a given 
territory: how are the processes of urbanization insti-
gated and which factors influence the specific results 
that are reproduced, again and again, over time? This 
can only be answered by examining the deep struc-
tures of urbanization and by revealing the hidden 
“laws of motion” that affect the urbanization of a par-
ticular place and ultimately lead to the generation of  
a specific urban space.

A Dynamic Definition of the Urban
How might “the urban” be defined in an urbanized 
world? When we were trying to fathom the urban 
condition of Switzerland for Switzerland — An Urban 
Portrait, we came up with a set of three concepts: net-
works — borders — differences. These three concepts 
are all derived from Lefebvre’s theory of the produc-
tion of space, and they refer to three specific mo-
ments in this production process.11 

An urban space is primarily a space of material  
interaction, of exchange, of meetings, of encounters. 
It is permeated by all kinds of networks, which make 

the urban condition of a particular area or to investi-
gate specific forms of urbanization, but to arrive at a 
broader understanding of the fundamental prerequi-
sites of urban development and to focus on the pro-
cesses that instigate and shape urbanization. Howev-
er, this does not mean that we are abandoning those 
concepts: on the contrary, we will return to each of 
these three central concepts in a wider context and 
redefine them on a general level.

Territory — Power — Difference 
What are the processes that cause urban areas to de-
velop in different ways? If we want to understand the 
phenomenon of specificity we have to scrutinize the 
mechanisms and structures that lay behind the pro-
cess of urbanization and we have to explore some  
of the core issues in spatial development. We have  
to understand how general tendencies and abstract 
processes materialize, how they become a physical  
reality, consolidate, and inscribe themselves onto a 
territory. What specific conditions and constellations 
determine these processes? What possibilities and 
prospects arise from them? It is our intention to ex-
amine the specific conditions of urbanization in the 
context of three concepts: territory, power, and dif-
ference. In so doing we are opening up three perspec-
tives, three modes of access, three windows onto the 
process of urbanization and its consequences. 

Firstly, we examine territory as the specific, mate-
rial basis for urbanization and trace the transforma-
tion of nature to a second nature, an urban space,  
an urbanized territory, created by society. What do 
we mean by this second nature? It creates connec-
tions and points of orientation by dint of the forma-
tion of centers and peripheries and the production of 
a system of overlapping networks. The fundamental 
contradiction that is the hallmark of the urbanization 
of an area is the conjunction of fixity and motion. The 
production of the built environment, with its material 
structures, creates new possibilities of communica-
tion, interaction, and cooperation — yet at the same 
time these structures fix the material characteristics 
of the territory on a long-term basis, they hinder or 
preclude many alternative possibilities of develop-
ment and thus also determine the broad outlines of 
any future development. 

Secondly, we explore the way in which power is 
inscribed into the territory and how urbanization is 
controlled and steered. A central part in these pro-
cesses is played by the rules and procedures that reg-
ulate the production of the built environment and  
the use of the land and thus also determine what will 
be localized in which part of the territory. These rules 

internal and external connections and whose reach 
can be anything from local to global, depending on 
their function: networks for trade, production, capi-
tal, communication, migration, and so on. Urban 
space can therefore initially be understood in terms 
of the networks that pervade and determine it. Every 
urban area has its own characteristic set of networks 
that has formed during the course of its historical  
development. These networks of interaction give an 
indication of the material side of an urban space: they 
relate to a spatial praxis and, as such, to a perceivable 
aspect of space. 

The material realm of interaction and of networks 
is neither continuous nor boundless; on the contrary, 
it is discontinuous, contained, and structured. Urban 
areas are intersected by all kinds of borders, which cut 
territories out of the continuous flow of networks of 
interaction. A rural area embarks on a process of ur-
banization at the moment when its borders lose their 
status as dividers between discrete units by virtue of 
the fact that they now bring together and connect dif-
ferent elements. Urbanization thus may turn borders 
from a mode of containment, closure, and stillness 
into zones of exchange where cross-border move-
ments prevail and differences are coming together.

It is only through the exchange of differences that 
an urban situation is created. The city is therefore a 
place of differences. It is a differential space, in which 
differences come to light and interact. Separations 
and space-time distances are replaced by oppositions, 
contrasts, superimpositions, and the juxtaposition of 
disparate realities. The city can be defined as a place 
where differences know, recognize, and explore one 
another, affirm or negate one another. It is only the 
interplay of differences that releases the energies that 
allow the city to continuously reinvent itself. 

The three concepts — networks, borders, and dif-
ferences — describe the occupation and urban trans-
formation of a territory, and they accordingly lend 
themselves to the definition of different forms of  
urbanization and to the development of a typology of 
urban realms. This in turn opens up a new relational 
and dynamic understanding of the urban. It shows 
that urbanism and urbanity do not automatically  
ensue from a process of urbanization. Urbanization 
creates the conditions for the production of urban  
situations, but these ultimately only arise from the  
interplay of a wide range of actions and diverse ac-
tors. Concrete, enacted urbanity is the result of con-
stant negotiation and thus generates a multiplicity of 
possibilities and potentials.

In the present publication we explore these three 
aspects in a wider context. Our aim is not to define 

and procedures arise from specific constellations of 
social forces, which generate and develop specific 
forms of territorial regulation. These forms of regula-
tion can be formal and informal in the sense that the 
rules of play, according to which the territory is orga-
nized and the process of urbanization is steered, are 
never unequivocal: they are constantly in a contra-
dictory balance between explicit and implicit, tradi-
tional and modern, legal and illegal procedures.

Thirdly, we investigate the consequences of urban-
ization, which creates urban differences by initiating  
interaction — and hence relationships — between the 
particularities of people and places. We trace these 
differences and examine how they develop in urban 
space. A central aspect that emerged in our research 
is the dialectics of open and closed, and hence the 
question of whether an urban culture evolves that is 
open to its own differences, or whether urban devel-
opment leads to processes of closure and segregation. 
Whatever the case, certain patterns of social, eco-
nomic, and cultural differentiation arise in every ur-
ban area that can be seen as a decisive part of the 
specificity of this area. 

The concepts territory, power, and difference are  
intended as approximations. They are deliberately 
general in character, since the aim is that they should 
provide a way of describing the various aspects of  
urbanization and the production of territory. The  
notion of specificity is discussed in the introduction 
to this book by Jacques Herzog, and an explanation 
of the concepts is given in the overview text by Mar-
cel Meili and in the chapter by Jacques Herzog and 
Pierre de Meuron. The following text complements 
these contributions and places the notion of specific-
ity in a wider theoretical framework. It takes the anal-
yses of cities and urban areas presented here as an 
opportunity for a theoretical discussion of the funda-
mental, often invisible, and little-understood deter-
minants of urbanization.12 

2. Territory and Second Nature
The starting point for our observations of the specific 
is the surface of the earth as the material basis for  
all human activities. We move around on the surface 
of the earth, with all its various characteristics — its  
topography, its vegetation, its ground cover — and our 
movements are embedded in a material structure 
that was originally formed solely by natural forces, 
such as relief energy, wind, water, or volcanic activity. 
However, the very first societies already made their 
mark on this surface with trails, signs, paths, and 
clearings. Cultivation and settlements led to the first 
significant transformation of territory. Thousands of 
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years later this transformation was vastly accelerated 
by the process of urbanization and took on an entire-
ly new quality. 

This allows us to deduce a different definition of 
urbanization: urbanization is the production of a sec-
ond, urban nature. The history of urbanization is a 
history of socially produced abstraction, turning nat-
ural space into abstract space. During this process  
nature is fundamentally changed and transformed 
into something new: a second, socially produced, as 
it were, artificial nature. This is one of the central 
propositions set out by Lefebvre with regard to the 
history of the production of space.13

Urban space thus has an initial basis: the physical 
space formed by nature. And it is on this basis that  
a society produces its social space with its own fea-
tures; it inscribes itself into the land, into the terrain. 
The social relations of that society are consequently 
localized: all social activities are allocated their own 
place on the surface of the earth. The ensuing texture 
of that social space provides a concrete setting not 
only for abstract social relationships, but also for a 
spatial praxis, a usage, that is determined by that 
same texture. Thus, over the centuries, a second na-
ture arises, a world created by human hand.14

A Definition of the Territory
In this context the concept of the territory takes on a 
very distinct meaning: territory can initially be under-
stood as the socially produced basis for all human  
activity. In a sense it forms the material foundations 
for activities and interactions.

With this definition we are pursuing a fundamen-
tally different course to many other approaches to 
the territory. There is a broad spectrum of under-
standings of territory and these are found in a wide 
diversity of disciplines, ranging from philosophy and 
biology, political science and geography to architec-
ture and spatial planning. Despite the widespread use 
of this term, as yet there is no fully developed theory 
of the territory and there are no more than a few sys-
tematic overviews that investigate the notion of terri-
tory either as a concept or in terms of its history.15  
In the present context it is not possible to explore  
all the various meanings that the concept of territory 
has taken on hitherto and to trace their historical 
lines of development. Instead we will concentrate on 
the aspects that are of importance to this analytical 
framework.

It is possible to extract from the manifold genealo-
gies of the concept of territory in social sciences and 
architecture two basic interpretations that are still of 
major importance today. One interpretation, which 

the urbanistic project of a locally determined urban-
ization.21 

In this context it should be said that the relation-
ship of the concepts space and territory create some 
theoretical difficulties and misunderstandings. Lefeb-
vre, for instance, rarely used the term territory and 
consequently developed a theory of the social pro-
duction of space. In contrast, in Raffestin’s writings 
there are lengthy passages where he uses the term 
space only in conjunction with nature, as opposed to 
territory, which he understands as a socially deter-
mined and defined space. However, in a later com-
mentary Raffestin rather tellingly all but equates the 
two terms.22 One’s preference for either one term or 
the other is ultimately a matter of the applied theoret-
ical approach and the related social theory implicit in 
that approach.23 As opposed to the very general term 
space, the term territory is particularly suited to the 
needs of an urbanistic analysis, which has a special 
focus on the concrete, material conditions of urban-
ization and a special interest in the political and social 
processes of negotiation concerning land use.

Urbanization and the Production  
of Second Nature
Urbanization can thus initially be seen as the physical 
transformation of a territory. Its historical basis de-
pends on the natural conditions that create very  
different starting points for urbanization. As society 
engages with these natural forces a second nature 
comes into being, which finally is accepted as a given 
and seen almost as a natural precondition of human 
activities — despite always having been determined  
by concrete social relations that have materialized 
during the course of this process of transformation 
and that have been incorporated into urban space.

Every urban space thus has a history that has its 
roots in nature and the conditions that originally pre-
vailed there. Nature, in that situation, is nothing other 
than the raw material that has been transformed  
into a social product by the process of urbanization. 
During this process produced space detaches itself 
from natural space; nature is at once destroyed and 
recreated as a second nature, as a produced urban 
space that contains within it specific new characteris-
tics. In the process of social transformation this space 
loses everything that was once natural about it. This 
natural aspect, its pure, original state, will never re-
turn.24 However, the natural space does not disappear 
without a trace. It is still present in the background 
and can suddenly reemerge in the foreground. The 
forces of nature are never entirely contained; they 
can always unexpectedly break through again, as  

above all prevails in the English-speaking world in 
political sciences and in political geography, places 
the question of the power of the state and of sover-
eignty center stage. Broadly speaking, in this inter-
pretation territory is regarded as a political entity: ei-
ther as the outcome of a strategy of territorialism16 or, 
by contrast, as a defined, demarcated space, as “a 
portion of the earth’s surface under the control of a 
group of people.”17 In essence this position regards 
territory as an area, on which a social and / or political 
institution — in the classical sense, a state — exerts pow-
er and control. Territory is here conceived of as an 
abstract surface, it equates to the extent of a certain 
authority, it is, so to speak, dematerialized.
A fundamentally different position — that has above 
all emerged in architecture and geography in the 
French- and Italian-speaking worlds — takes the mate-
riality of the territory as its starting point. It is driven 
by the conviction that territory is produced — by hu-
man activity, by work, but also by being imbued with 
symbolic meaning. In one of the classics of architec-
tural theory, the Italian architect Saverio Muratori 
theorizes territory as a product created by civiliza-
tion, which can be analyzed on different levels: as a 
concept, in terms of political economy, ethics, and 
aesthetics.18 

In geography it was Claude Raffestin in Geneva 
who has published the most important theoretical 
work on territory to date, combining Lefebvre’s theo-
ry of space with Foucault’s concepts on power. For 
Raffestin territory is a socially appropriated space; 
the way of appropriation can be either concrete or 
abstract, it can be realized by means of material or 
mental activities. Territory is the outcome of actions; 
it is formed through labor, through the use of energy, 
and the application of information. This also has the  
effect of simultaneously incorporating social condi-
tions and relations — particularly existing power struc-
tures — into the territory.19 

A similar view was taken by architectural historian 
André Corboz, also based in Geneva, who also re-
garded territory as the product of processes of appro-
priation and has put forward the metaphor of the  
territory as palimpsest: through a great variety of so-
cial and economic processes, the land is constantly 
reworked and overwritten with new texts, until it is 
like a tattered piece of old parchment.20 

Largely inspired by Raffestin, Alberto Magnaghi 
and his colleagues developed in Italy in the 1990s a 
“territorial approach” of urban analysis, whereby the 
territory is seen as a neo-ecosystem that draws to-
gether the milieus of nature, the built environment, 
and human beings. This approach also put forward 

Vesuvius, for instance, demonstrates only too vividly: 
its menacing presence constantly affects Naples and 
its urbanized surroundings, which have crept ever 
closer to the volcano over the years. 

However, although the point of departure of an  
urban space is in nature, the responses to the initial 
conditions given by a society are never inevitable or 
natural: there is always a wide spectrum of possibili-
ties with regard to the appropriation of natural forces 
and the transformation of the territory. The given 
conditions may be random, but the way those con
ditions are handled is never random. It is the result of 
historical developments that ultimately lead to the 
formation of an urban space that has its own traits 
and characteristics.

This second nature is thus the outcome of a soci-
ety’s appropriation and transformation of “first na-
ture.” A specific territory is created through human 
interaction with natural forces — from the first efforts 
to cultivate land, through early settlements up to ur-
banization. During this process material structures 
arise that are only made possible by the long-term 
occupation of that territory; they are accompanied by 
particular practices and techniques that can survive 
for a long time. Even the earliest forms of agriculture 
have a marked, often enduring, impact on the territo-
ry. The cultivation of land with the aid of irrigation 
and the clearing of woodlands, leading to the creation 
and formation of very different cultural landscapes, 
bears witness to major technical interventions and, 
also in many cases, to great skill.

In this context urbanization can be seen as another 
round of transformation of these landscapes, in which 
the changes are determined by an industrial logic.  
 A central role in this process is played by sociometa-
bolic transformations, that is to say, the extraction, 
treatment, and transportation of materials and energy 
sources, up to and including the industrialization of 
agriculture. Industrialization not only increases out-
put, it also makes very different forms of land use 
possible and creates an entire industrial system. In 
waves of industrialization — the industrial revolution, 
the automobilization of society, the microelectronic 
revolution — ever new claims have been imposed to 
the territory. It has been repeatedly ploughed up  
and reorganized to the point where we have now ar-
rived at the contemporary complex, multilayered, 
and intertwined metropolitan landscapes that bring 
as a consequence the disappearance of the city as  
a contained, fixed, clearly identifiable entity — urban-
ized territories have replaced the once clearly recog-
nizable form of cities. In the present publication the 
Nile Valley and the Canary Islands, but also the  
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urbanization circumambient to Vesuvius and the al-
most complete urbanistic occupation of Hong Kong 
are telling examples of this process.

Networks, Centers, and Peripheries 
The logic of industry is in essence a logic of network-
ing, spanning from ordinary, everyday networks to 
intercontinental trade links. For their part, these net-
works are all based on material underpinnings in the 
form of infrastructure, roads, airports, fiber-optic  
cables, and so on. In this sense trade links only exist 
in social terms insofar as they are projected onto the 
terrain and materialize in concrete, localized transpor-
tation networks, markets, and centers. Each aspect  
of these material foundations underpins a particular 
network and hence a realm that is a product, that can 
be consumed, that serves a process of exchange and 
a use. These material foundations only acquire mean-
ing and finality in and through this space.25

As urbanization progresses a structure thus gradu-
ally comes into being in the territory and, as such,  
establishes connections and points of orientation. 
The territory constitutes the material foundations  
for the networks that span the urban space. These 
networks are always based on a built materiality: 
roads and interconnecting routes, residential areas 
and places of production — the material basis of every 
interaction. These networks and points of orientation 
have their roots in history and inscribe themselves 
into the territory over a long period of time. Trails, 
paths, and so on, take on a more permanent form 
over time. This in turn also creates a material foun
dation, a structure that guides action and that by  
necessity predefines further development. In this 
way processes of interaction become enduring fea-
tures of space; specific urban forms and patterns 
emerge and petrify. These material structures make 
an impact: they lay down the lines along which the 
urban fabric evolves and thus also influence the fur-
ther trajectory of urbanization. And hence they also 
survive as traces or as points of orientation, just like 
the topography into which they inscribed themselves.

These networks create new conditions, and they 
produce the specificities of a location as a result of its 
position in relation to other networks. This also leads 
to a spatial hierarchy: the networks have hubs, where 
there is intense interaction, and outer reaches, which 
thus become peripheries. One of the most important 
aspects of the urban condition is therefore centrality. 
Urban centers can have long histories, as in the case 
of Cairo, Naples, or Beirut, or they can be the out-
come of a colonial foundation, as in the case of Hong 
Kong, Casablanca, and Nairobi. But however they 

ever closer connections between more and more  
areas, thereby also accelerating the exchange of peo-
ple, goods, and information. Harvey has called this 
process “time-space compression”: the time needed 
to cover a certain distance becomes shorter, with the 
result that places move closer to one another and the 
globe shrinks.31 

However, in order to create even closer connec-
tions between places and even more tightly knit global 
networks, it is necessary to produce a material infra-
structure: highways, ports, airports, right down to 
manufacturing plants and office towers. The built en-
vironment is itself immobile and rigid, and it estab-
lishes a spatial structure that is hard to alter. It also 
requires massive, long-term capital investments that 
will yield rewards only over the long duration. And 
this in turn leads to the major problem: sooner or  
later the built environment will come into conflict 
with the dynamics of technological change and the 
demands of future development.32 This also explains 
why urbanization manifests such a high degree of 
path dependency: the built environment cannot be 
changed overnight, or at least not without causing 
massive destruction and devaluation of existing in-
vestments. Thus an urban fabric arises that can often 
barely be fundamentally changed and can only be  
adjusted with considerable efforts.

Specificity and Urban Territories 
The city, as a second nature, is caught between fixity 
and motion. Every urban development creates new 
possibilities, but at the same time also establishes 
fixed structures, thus limiting the potential for later 
corrections or changes to the course of development. 
There is a tendency for the urban fabric to become 
entrenched, to crystallize, and to fill the entire territo-
ry, as in the case of Venice or the inner city of Paris.33 

Whereas Venice already reached its boundaries in 
the fifteenth century and is now something of a living 
museum, over the course of the centuries Paris has 
extended ever further outward from its center and 
has created a succession of peripheries: first the fau-
bourgs, then, since the nineteenth century, rings of 
banlieues. The last defensive wall in Paris, built by 
Thiers in 1845, crucially contributed to the consoli
dation and petrification of the opposition between 
center and periphery. At a time when in the majority 
of European cities the city walls were demolished in 
order to make way for new city extensions, expand-
ing industrial areas and workers’ housing, the King  
of France, Louis Philippe I, wanted to protect Paris, 
this precious center of French civilization, against all 
possible enemies from the outside. To this day the 

came into existence, these centers are today all points 
of encounter and assembly. As Lefebvre pointed out, 
an urban center may bring many elements together, 
people and things, the fruits of the earth, the prod-
ucts of industry, human works, acts and situations, 
signs and symbols.26 Therefore, the center is anti
nature par excellence: whereas nature disperses, the 
center gathers all sorts of things and people and thus 
creates the basis for the urban condition.
In every urban area centers and peripheries form a 
specific pattern.27 This pattern can exist on any scale. 
On a global scale, there are centers of decision mak-
ing and control of the world economy, whereas on  
a regional scale there are subcenters and urban corri-
dors. Urbanization ultimately leads to a complex and 
multilayered system of hubs and spokes that stake 
out a logistical space.28 However, this also means that 
for every center there are also peripheries — one can-
not exist without the other. The periphery is therefore 
not merely “natural space,” “countryside,” or “non-
city”: it is always a relational space that is defined in 
terms of the center. There are no centers today with-
out multifarious peripheries that supply foodstuffs 
and raw materials, water and energy, that absorb all 
kinds of waste materials, and that serve as places of 
relaxation or of ideological recuperation. This means 
that the seemingly nonurban parts of our planet are 
also subject to urban change. They become places 
that are tied into urban networks and increasingly 
dominated by an industrial logic in a process that can 
be described as “planetary urbanization.”29 

Between Fixity and Motion
All these persistent material patterns develop slowly 
and over a long period of time, sometimes over cen-
turies. Depending on the concrete situation very dif-
ferent imprints in the territory may evolve: some  
patterns are rather extensive, others are more densely 
woven, and the basic principle might be rather mono-
centric or polycentric. Whatever the concrete pattern 
may be, it has a dual character: facilitation and limita-
tion. It facilitates processes of interaction, but it also 
channels them and thus hampers alternative possibil-
ities of development.

David Harvey has grasped this process with his 
concept of the production of the built environment, 
and has shown that these material structures are 
marked by an immanent, fundamental contradiction: 
the dialectics of fixity and motion, the contradiction 
between the dynamics of urbanization and the per-
manence, the persistence, of the spatial structures it 
produces.30 The process of urbanization has the ten-
dency to overcome the spatial barriers and to make 

city of Paris is referred to as Paris intra muros, with 
the result that everything outside its walls is seen as 
periphery. Although the Thiers Wall was removed af-
ter the World War I, it still lingers on as an almost im-
penetrable obstacle, for it has been replaced by a huge 
highway ring road, which has rather significantly 
been named Le périphérique. A stark divide between 
center and periphery has thus arisen and deepened 
over the years. The divide has become even more 
pronounced with the huge expansion of the Paris 
banlieues after World War II. To this day Paris intra 
muros is still the privileged place that concentrates 
most of the important cultural, social, and economic 
centralities of the Paris region — and of France. This 
divide between the center and the periphery is one of 
the most intractable problems Paris has to deal with, 
despite all the efforts undertaken by so many govern-
ments to upgrade the periphery by means of massive 
investments in the infrastructure, in new metropoli-
tan highways, in a whole new network of fast metro-
politan railway connections ( RER ), and even new 
tramlines in the banlieues — and by constructing new 
centers and “new towns” ( villes nouvelles ). This is a 
vivid example of the strong influence of the urban 
fabric of a city as a legacy, which shows a strong  
inertia and has the tendency to constantly reproduce 
itself, thus shaping to a certain extent future urban 
developments. 

In Naples this form of entrenchment and petrifi
cation has taken an almost tragic turn. The city was 
established in a volcanic area, where the natural con-
ditions created an extraordinarily fertile and attrac-
tive landscape, which allowed Naples to become one 
of the largest cities in Europe in the Middle Ages. 
However, this landscape, due to its volcanic nature,  
is always in motion: it is unpredictable, uncontrol
lable, unmanageable, and constitutes a permanent 
threat to the city. Over the years, the city built around 
Vesuvius has rigidified into a solid crust that can no 
longer react to movements in the ground it stands on. 
As such, here second nature is very different to first 
nature and has created an impossible dilemma: if the 
volcano were to erupt, this crust, this second nature, 
would be ripped apart and wreak unimaginable hav-
oc and destruction. Yet the only way to permanently 
remove the city’s inhabitants from this danger would 
be to construct new settlements in much safer loca-
tions — and to devalue the city’s existing buildings and 
infrastructure, leaving them to go to ruin. Obviously, 
there is no simple solution to this impasse.

The opposite situation is seen in the Nile Valley, 
where the landscape has been determined by limited 
natural resources. Here an entire area originally had 
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a form of stability imposed upon it by the waters of 
the Nile, which have created a linear oasis in the mid-
dle of the desert. However, this stability is at odds 
with the social dynamics and the huge increase in 
population that Egypt has seen in recent decades. 
The only way to overcome the limitations of the Nile 
Valley is to build out into the desert, but this is not 
only immensely costly, it also has serious social im-
plications, in the sense that it fundamentally alters a 
traditional way of life that is tied into agriculture  
and the land. So the members of this society are in  
a sense trapped in their valley, immobilized; the pos-
sible future development of the valley is forced into  
a straitjacket and continues to depend almost entirely 
on Cairo, the vast, dominant center.
Another form of constraint is seen in Hong Kong, 
which was originally no more than a rocky outcrop  
in the sea not far from the coast, only inhabited by a 
few fishermen’s families. Here the scarcity of land 
was the crucial natural condition and a unique urban 
fabric evolved in response to it. Building upward 
seems to be the almost inevitable answer to the limit-
ed amount of available land. In the smallest area, an 
incredible urban dynamic has evolved in what is now 
one of the leading global cities. Here second nature  
is particularly in evidence, as a largely artificial world 
that has emerged in the verticality and enormous 
density of its built structures, which are sustained by 
a highly sophisticated system of mass transit railways 
( MTR ). This artificiality continues in a complex sys-
tem of internal spaces and is equally evident in the 
sophisticated treatment and sealing of the surfaces 
outside the buildings. 

At the same time, superfluity can also be a forma-
tive condition for urbanization, as in the case of the 
Canary Islands, where nature has created the ideal 
conditions for pleasant living, with its coastal areas 
and sandy beaches, its varied topography and vegeta-
tion, and its equable, gentle climate. These natural 
conditions provide the raw materials for an entire  
industry, namely tourism, which has now taken over 
large parts of the islands and has, in turn, created its 
own economic, social, and urbanistic structures. The 
Canary Islands exemplify the ever-expanding touris-
tic landscapes that form a kind of urban edging along 
many coastal areas across the world and that solidify 
into new structures, which now often reveal little evi-
dence of the original landscape.

The examples collected in this volume show many 
different aspects of the dialectics of fixity and motion. 
From the drama of Vesuvius to the unsolved problem 
of the periphery of Paris, in every case it is clear that 
the second nature created by society has a wideranging 

fact instrumental in the constitution of that territory. 
This form of power has its sights set on the land and 
strives to control the production of the built environ-
ment. It goes without saying that this is another very 
complex issue that cannot be fully explored here. We 
will therefore concentrate on just a few crucial ques-
tions: what are the power structures and the parallel-
ograms of forces that determine the production of 
the built environment? How do different interests 
manage to impose themselves in a space? What are 
the rules that apply to the construction of infrastruc-
ture and buildings? Who sets these rules?

The relationship between power and territory is 
often seen in purely one-dimensional terms — territo-
ry is taken to be a particular part of Earth’s surface 
that has been claimed by a government body. This 
view led to the French concept of aménagement du 
territoire ( territorial ordering ), which simply means 
that the state creates order in its sovereign land. In-
terestingly, this same activity is known in German  
as Raumplanung ( spatial planning ), which is indica-
tive of different concepts of space and territory in dif-
ferent language areas. Nevertheless, both terms im-
ply particular notions of how a space or a territory 
should be organized and how this process can be  
instituted and implemented. The idea that space is  
an empty container that the state can fill with various 
objects, or that territory is an empty plane onto 
which the state projects its plans has little to do with 
reality because the state’s plans come up against all 
kinds of obstacles that resist its efforts to impose its 
power. Reality produces much more complex situa-
tions within which diverse constellations of actors 
have to engage one another.

The question of how power structures are incor-
porated into a territory is linked to the specific con-
stellation of social forces that determine and control 
the production of that territory. This constellation 
can also be seen as a specific social relation that  
arises from the negotiations around the production 
of the territory; we could call this the “territorial rela-
tionship” ( rapport territorial ).36 The territorial relation-
ship generates a contradictory and complex system 
of dependencies, jurisdictions, and rules. This system 
is not static, but dynamic and contested; rules are 
constantly being breached and questioned, with the 
result that the system also changes with the passage 
of time. The framework of rules that ensues from this, 
the territorial regulation, is complex, since it consists 
not only of laws, bylaws, and prescriptions, but also 
of diverse unwritten, implicit rules; as a result it is  
often barely comprehensible to outsiders — and even 
so to insiders.

structuring and determining influence. Second na-
ture contains elements of all phases of development, 
from the original conditions of location and topogra-
phy to the large-scale networks and connections that 
were constructed over the centuries and the multi
farious urban forms that have left their marks on the 
territory over time. Thus particular conditions are 
created that are always specific. The crucial fact is 
that these outcomes should not be seen as natural re-
sponses to the original natural conditions: they are 
the outcome of concrete historical developments 
that, for their part, were and are crucially dependent 
on power structures and territorial regulations, the 
subject of the following section.

3. The Incorporation of Power into  
the Territory
As we have seen, the material, built-up structure of 
the territory has a determining character: it guides 
social activities, it suggests certain actions and hin-
ders or prevents others — it can be understood as an 
incorporation of instructions. The human being per-
ceives this structure as an obstacle, as an opposing 
factor, sometimes implacably hard, like a concrete 
wall; it is not only extremely difficult to alter but also 
subject to multiple rules designed to control any 
changes. 34 This therefore means that social relations 
inscribe themselves into a territory; they solidify and 
create an urban fabric that in turn determines human 
actions by allocating a space to them, by defining 
their possibilities and limitations — although, crucially, 
it is not only materiality that is a determinant; it is 
also the rules that pertain to this materiality and the 
power that is behind those rules.

This is how social relations and power structures 
become a reality in a terrain. This is as true of the  
relations of production, of the division of labor, and 
the organization of labor, as it is of the relationship 
between the sexes and numerous other social rela-
tionships. A territory allocates the appropriate place 
to the activities by which it is constituted; it localizes 
them.35 Power is thus incorporated into any territory 
in a wide variety of ways. But how does a specific  
order of built structures arise in a territory? This in 
turn raises the further question of the different ways  
a territory is controlled and the process of urbaniza-
tion is steered. How does a society inscribe itself into 
a space or a territory?

It is explicitly not the intention in this text to ana-
lyze power in general, nor to illuminate the question 
of state and territoriality, but rather to undertake  
an analysis of a very specific form of the exercise of 
power, which takes hold in the territory, which is in 

Borders
Right at the outset of our reflections on the question 
of power the concept of borders comes up again, 
which also occupies a prominent place in Switzer-
land — An Urban Portrait. Borders are the basis of the 
control of any territory. They mark out and signify a 
territory; they serve to delimit, to demarcate, and to 
define that territory. This has been analyzed in detail 
by Claude Raffestin. He has shown that the totality  
of a territory’s borders constitute a system, which he 
has called maillage ( netting, meshing ). The overlap-
ping and mutual interpenetration of various borders 
can lead to complex structures that define the territo-
ry and hence also establish specific power structures. 
Raffestin has described this as a “grid of power” that 
spans the territory.37 

Borders serve as a means to control the territory; 
they define the authority that occupies that area. Bor-
ders can also be read as information that structures 
the territory. In that respect, it is of prime importance 
to understand the social and political nature of bor-
ders, which are in fact instruments of action and con-
trol. It therefore makes no sense to talk of “natural 
borders.”38 Nature does not impose borders; it is so-
ciety that designates and divides the territory. Topo-
graphic features, mountains, rivers, lakes, and the 
sea — which many like to regard as borders — may be 
obstacles that make it harder to cross the territory, 
but it is only social and political domination that 
turns them into borders. Hundreds of years ago the 
Mediterranean, for instance, and the Great Lakes in 
North America did not form borders; on the contrary 
they connected different cultures and peoples and,  
as such, constituted cultural, social, and economic 
spaces in their own right — and they still connect as 
well as separate people. The Alps and the ability to 
control Alpine passes were decisive factors in the ex-
istence and stability of Switzerland as a political enti-
ty.39 Borders are set by history, not nature, and they 
also have a history of their own. They are like engrav-
ings of historically specific power constellations that 
might be transformed but sometimes survive for a 
long time.

Borders are implemented at every scale: nation- 
states, regions, communes, and so on. Often small-
scale borders are more enduring than those on a much 
larger scale. This is certainly the case in Switzerland, 
where communal boundaries have had a huge impact 
on spatial development for a long time and are 
strongly predefining the course of urbanization.40 At 
the same time, it is important to distinguish between 
political-territorial borders and everyday boundaries: 
while the first establish a certain political dominance 
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and are closely linked to formal rules, the latter can 
be fluid and variable, and ultimately they are mainly 
informal.

Borders significantly drive certain aspects of urban-
ization; in a sense they act as invisible guidelines for 
urban development. At the same time, however, they 
are also constantly put under pressure by the process-
es underlying urbanization. Because the process of  
urbanization has the tendency to cross borders and to 
undermine divisions, it tends to dissolve existing terri-
tories and to redefine them. Accordingly borders are 
overwritten, but they still might have an impact — often 
in a subliminal way — and, as such, can take on new 
meaning. Ultimately an urban territory is an area 
where borders are transformed, become permeable, 
and enter into complex new constellations. Borders 
start to overlap and jurisdictions intersect; in addition 
new territorial units arise or are deliberately created in 
order to control the development of expanding urban 
areas more effectively. These processes have in recent 
years been discussed at length in the context of the 
scale question.41 

Representations of Space
As the discussion of borders has shown, particular 
significance attaches to the question of delimiting a 
territory. Borders are therefore always determined  
by definitions.42 Definition is a form of demarcation, 
and definitions of territories are always founded on 
particular conceptions or representations of space. 

An important step of the definition of a territory 
comes often in the form of a picture, a map, a plan 
that describes and records the territory and thus cre-
ates a mental space that serves as the basis for any 
exertion of power and control.43 The ideas, the imag-
es we have of a city also play a decisive part, since an 
image or a model, like any construction of reality, is 
always also an instrument of power.44 In recent years, 
for instance, numerous new terms have been created 
to find new ways to refer to expanding urban areas, 
and today the terminological vocabulary ranges from 
urban regions and agglomerations to conurbations, met-
ropolitan regions, global city regions, mega-regions, and 
urban galaxies.45 However, these terms — and the cor-
responding maps and images — do not simply convey 
a picture of existing realities; on the contrary, they 
create new realities. As representations of space, these 
terms and images also can be understood as inter-
ventions into a social field and are accordingly often 
debated and contested.
Representations of space have an operative dimen-
sion: they are intended to denominate, to illuminate, 
to implement something. As Lefebvre has shown, we 

In the widest sense this form of territorial regulation 
establishes the manner in which a territory is used.  
It thus concerns not only the totality of formal and  
informal agreements and rules in the realms of spa-
tial and urban planning or of architecture and urban 
design; it also concerns the social processes of nego-
tiation that affect the use of a territory. Of central im-
portance to this are the patterns of ownership, land 
law, and the various modalities of land rights. All 
these factors are always extremely complex and con-
tradictory, often impenetrable; they can be very diffi-
cult to research and are generally hard to understand. 
But account also has to be taken of the planning pro-
cesses, which may have to conform to very convolut-
ed rules, and the diverse arrangements concerning 
the development of a particular territory ( city, district, 
commune, urban region, and so on ). These arrange-
ments can concern anything from agreements re-
garding construction and urban development to the 
organization of daily life and the use of public spaces; 
as such they also involve debates on norms and ide-
als; such debates may center on the questions of what 
a city should be, how people should live, what is 
beautiful and what is ugly, and so on.48 A characteris-
tic property of territorial regulations is that norms 
and rules are often applied subconsciously, and spe-
cific forms of problem-solving arise that people al-
ways return to.

Territorial regulation is always rooted in a specific 
constellation of social forces that is typical of that 
particular area. Very different agents can be involved 
in the establishment of rules and equally diverse in-
terests and constellations of forces can come into 
play. Different institutions and political-territorial en-
tities can also have an influence on these matters. The 
ensemble of these agents and their mutual interrela-
tions constitute the territorial relationship.49 Whereas  
a territorial relationship on a national level is above 
all determined by centralized, national laws, edicts, 
and infrastructure policies, the debates surrounding 
urban development at a regional or local level give 
rise to the specific social constellations in which not 
only the local authorities but also all kinds of formal 
and informal coalitions, alliances, and agreements 
can be involved.

Between Formal and Informal
How do regulations imprint on the territory? Are the 
marks they leave enduring or temporary? During the 
course of our analyses, one particular aspect of terri-
torial regulation came to the fore: the dialectics of 
formality and informality. The term informality has 
been used for some time now and has become a  

cannot engage in any form of activity within a space, 
if we have not already developed an idea or a concept 
of what that space looks like. And in order to convey 
these ideas, we need terms and images that name and 
depict this space.46 These representations are never 
neutral. They privilege certain aspects and ignore 
others. This raises the question of what elements are 
either present or absent, what is shown and what is 
hidden. The things that are not shown are often more 
important than the things that are shown. Repre
sentations thus rely on social conventions that stipu-
late which elements are to be shown in relation to 
one another and which are to be excluded. These 
conventions are learned, yet they are not immutable; 
they are often disputed and contested and negotiated 
in discursive ( political ) engagement.

Specific representations and ideas of an urban 
area can develop an impressive continuity and, like 
material structures, can solidify and turn into fixed 
stereotypes, which almost seem to the inhabitants  
of that area like natural certainties that are not up for 
discussion. A typical example of this kind of stereo-
typing is seen in the division of Paris into two zones, 
with sophisticated and glamorous urban Paris inside 
the Périphérique and the outlying, ordinary banlieues 
outside it. Although this image relates to the material 
reality of the situation, it further reinforces and ce-
ments that situation through the representation of  
the area. To this day many maps of Paris only show 
the inner zone and completely ignore the banlieues. 
The message to visitors and tourists is clear: only this 
inner zone is the “true” Paris, the remainder, outside 
it, is not worth visiting. And yet the outer zone of 
Paris is home to around four times as many people as 
the inner zone, and as such it is the dominant reality 
of daily life in Paris. As this example shows, a con-
tributing factor to this is what people consider to be 
urban or not urban, what they regard as typical for  
a particular city: views that often arise behind the 
backs of the actors. 

Territorial Regulation
Representations convey meaning, they are mental 
constructs that structure our thinking. As such they 
have a regulatory influence — in a sense they pave the 
way for the regulation of a territory. The term regula-
tion covers a whole set of explicit and implicit rules of 
play that apply in a particular area.47 These include 
not only laws and explicit orders, but also the proce-
dures and modalities of planning and the processes 
and forms of negotiation that these involve. They  
allocate places to activities — they determine what we 
are allowed to do where.

permanent instrument for the investigation and anal-
ysis of cities. In the dominant urbanistic discourse 
the informal sector is still often regarded as an inde-
pendent sector — and sometimes even seen as a spe-
cific form of settlement. It is generally equated with 
poor, precarious living conditions. There is also often 
an assumption that there are two distinct sectors: a 
formal sector that conforms to state-regulated proce-
dures and an informal sector that can be clearly de-
lineated in social and spatial terms, and that generally 
exists without any direct relations to the state sector. 
Often the informal sector is seen as a temporary  
aberration in less developed cities, which — as the city 
develops — will increasingly be integrated into the 
“modern,” formal sector. 

However, most of these conceptions and ideas are 
not tenable. As our own recent research has shown, 
processes of informalization also appear in the global 
north and they are by no means only seen in the  
areas occupied by poorer social groups. The analysis 
of Belgrade50 has in fact shown that already under the 
socialist regime there was an informal sector that  
existed in parallel to the formal, state-controlled con-
struction of settlements. When the socialist state 
came into crisis, informality — notably also in rich 
neighborhoods — became a widespread model of ter-
ritorial regulation. It is therefore obvious that formal 
and informal regulations are not a contrastive pair 
but rather that they coexist in a contradictory bal-
ance. These findings tie into research which has also 
focused on the mutual articulation and interpene
tration of the two sectors. Roy and AlSayyad, for in-
stance, have suggested that urban informality should 
not be seen as a separate sector, but rather as a mode 
of urbanization, an organizing logic, a system of 
norms that regulates the process of urban transfor-
mation, and as a series of transactions that connect 
different economies and spaces to one another.51 

In the case of Naples, informal and often illegal 
construction is the crucial component in the answer 
to the question of why urbanization is coming ever 
closer to Vesuvius, rather than keeping its distance. 
Without illegal construction, settlements in the dan-
ger zone around Vesuvius would not have become  
so concentrated and so well established. At the same 
time, however, the existence of a formal sector also 
has a decisive role: the interplay of formal / informal 
is precisely the prerequisite for the enormous profits 
that can be made by illegal practices. The frequent 
amnesties that were conceded for contraventions  
of building laws show that illegality has become a 
permanent component of territorial regulation — in  
Naples as well as in many other parts of Italy. As a 
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consequence, criminal organizations such as the 
Camorra also play an important role in the urbaniza-
tion of the territory. 

These examples demonstrate that it is not only 
written laws and edicts that determine how urban  
areas develop. Implicit, illegal, and informal factors 
should always also be taken into consideration. In 
fact it is clear that in many places informal practices 
have always been present, even if, from time to time, 
they were pushed into the background by the formal 
sector. As the case of Belgrade shows in an exempla-
ry way, in certain situations it is precisely the infor-
mal that creates a degree of stability, while the formal —  
particularly in times of major change — becomes un-
stable. This also explains why certain structures have 
such persistence, even when radical changes are un-
der way. In the case of Belgrade, the informal provid-
ed a fallback position that people could turn to when 
the state itself was in crisis.

Specificity and Territorial Regulation
The spectrum of different forms of territorial regula-
tion is vast, and that is also one of the main reasons 
why cities are so distinctive. Very different power sys-
tems may intervene in territorial regulation — even 
traditional, rural, or clientelistic power systems can 
be of major importance, as can be seen in the cases  
of Casablanca, Nairobi, and the Nile Valley. However, 
traditional aspects of regulation, which in fact go 
back to preindustrial social structures, are still also 
found in other countries, even in highly industrial-
ized Switzerland where, to this day, individual com-
munes wield very considerable power, especially with 
regard to the steering of urbanization — what leads to 
an extremely decentralized and small-meshed urban 
fabric. We have to delve right back into the Middle 
Ages to find the roots of this powerful communal au-
tonomy, which still sometimes has preserved many 
of the traditional elements of decision making and 
political and social control.52

Territorial regulation can of course also be shaped 
by centralized, authoritarian control which may be 
determined by only a few actors. The most famous 
historical example of this was the large-scale trans-
formation of Paris under the regime of Napoleon III 
and his Prefect Baron Haussmann. In a still unri-
valled strategic urbanistic intervention Haussmann 
set out to impose a new order on the extremely nar-
row and dense, socially and physically very mixed 
urban fabric of Paris. He used the famous boulevards 
to cut through the dense weave of the urban fabric 
and to reorder the city; in so doing he drove large 
proportions of the lower classes out into the banlieues. 

mental control that is particularly directed at con-
trolling the territory and, in so doing, at determining 
the spheres of activity and the daily life of the popu
lation. The main aims of that system are to stabilize 
population growth and to limit migration to Cairo. 
This has indeed led to a slowing down of the process 
of urbanization, but also to the immobilization of so-
cial development, and — at least for a certain time — to 
the stabilization of the present power structures. The 
contrast between the highly regulated Nile Valley and 
the dynamic, restless metropolis of Cairo is in many 
ways constitutive of present-day Egypt and its politi-
cal development.

In Nairobi, by contrast, various parallel power 
systems have developed, which coexist and consti-
tute very different “cities” within that city — although 
they all relate to one another in terms of economics 
and daily life. Different geometries of power have 
arisen here, which have in turn produced various 
centers of power. This city therefore breaks down 
very distinctly into individual parts that are very dif-
ferent socially and economically and that also have 
their own territorial regulations. There could hardly 
be a greater difference between modern, internation-
al Nairobi and the neighborhood of Kibera, which 
has been shaped by traditional, rural, and informal 
structures.

All these examples clearly show that urbanization 
is not only dependent on material structures and con-
ditions, but also on territorial regulations and nation-
al as well as local power structures. In many cases, 
these regulations are even more difficult to change 
than the material urban structures, and thus strongly 
contribute to the specificity of an urban area. Our 
analyses brought a wide variety of models of terri
torial regulation to the fore. Not only the scale of the 
main institutional units of territorial regulation differ, 
ranging from systems with a strong influence of the 
communal scale up to very centralized models al-
most entirely depending on the national scale, but 
also the origins of regulation show a tremendous 
variation, with traditional and sometimes even rural 
elements that might still be of great importance. Fur-
thermore, informality and illegality have to be under-
stood as constitutive parts of territorial regulation.  
In order to understand these specificities, we have to 
analyze the constellations of social forces that cons
titute the territorial relation of a city and we have  
to follow the open and hidden conflicts and fracture 
lines that mark these relations. Finally, the question 
of control of the local population is a recurrent fea-
ture, and this has precisely to do with one of the most 
productive aspects of urbanization: the tendency to 

As he pursued his aims, he in fact exploited an urban-
istic strategy whose main elements were already 
present in Paris and which he systematically de-
ployed to restructure the city: by means of axes and 
central squares forming the node of streets that radi-
ate outward in all directions like the points of a star, 
and by creating orientation points through the careful 
positioning of monuments. Parts of this urbanistic 
strategy were subsequently used in numerous cities 
in the French colonies and in the Parisian banlieues 
( above all in the villes nouvelles ). Haussmann’s fifteen- 
year restructuring of central Paris led to the destruc-
tion of large parts of the old inner city. In 1871, only a 
few years after Haussmann’s brutal urbanistic inter-
vention the famous insurrection of the Paris Com-
mune shook the city to the very foundations — awake-
up call and a model to so many revolutionaries. The 
Commune can be interpreted as the people’s recon-
quest of their own city, with the lower classes, who 
had been banished and driven into the periphery,  
returning to the center of the city: it could be de-
scribed as the first urban revolution.53 

A very different form of centralized planning can 
be seen in Hong Kong, which could only be con-
structed as it was by virtue of far-reaching govern-
mental controls over the territory. These had their 
roots in the particular colonial control over the land 
and are, as such, very unusual. The territorial relation 
of Hong Kong was largely determined by an alliance 
between the government and local capital. This led to 
a sophisticated top-down planning system that was 
deliberately used to steer the process of urbanization 
and to control the population. Over the years that 
system was consistently refined and perfected, and, 
with some modifications, it has even survived the 
handover of the colony to the Peoples Republic of 
China in 1997. Yet here, too, there are numerous in-
formal structures, from the shanty towns and squat-
ter settlements that still exist on the fringes of Hong 
Kong to the informal and illegal extensions on roof-
tops. And this contradiction is also seen in impro-
vised street markets and informal meeting places. 
Additional analysis also confirms the unexpected 
survival of rural structures: traditional Chinese vil-
lage law still plays a major role in the urbanization 
process of Hong Kong; it is largely responsible for 
the fact that to this day large expanses of the New 
Territories are still not at all densely populated and it 
is therefore also one of the main reasons that the cen-
tral districts on Hong Kong Island and Kowloon are 
so densely built over.54 

The territorial regulation of the Nile Valley is also 
rooted in a powerful, centralized system of govern-

bring people together and thus to foster a social dy-
namic that might become explosive. The question of 
the power of difference is thus the final issue of this 
chapter.

4. Urbanization and the Production  
of Difference
Urbanization transforms society — but how does an 
urban situation arise from this transformation? There 
have been numerous attempts to define the differ-
ence between town and country. Some definitions 
place the emphasis on the role of the city as the cen-
ter, as the seat of power, as the place of civilization 
and culture. Others point to the specific form of so-
cial interaction that arises in cities. However, many 
definitions are still largely colored by the notion that 
a certain size of settlement is needed to create an ur-
ban situation. But size is always relative and means 
little in isolation.

We take a fundamentally different approach to the 
understanding of the urban. Our main proposition is 
that an urban existence is created when differences 
arise and become effective. Differences do not only 
signify social and cultural diversity, for they are also 
the result of active processes of interaction that often 
involve social struggle: “City” is where social differ-
ences collide and become productive. It is important 
to understand that these differences are dynamic: 
they are not something a city has; they are something 
a city constantly produces and reproduces. 

As Friedrich Engels observed, in economic terms, 
the city is primarily a concentration of means of pro-
duction and of labor force. In spatial terms this leads 
to an agglomeration, which in turn has certain advan-
tages that are known as agglomeration economies. 
The concentration of people, goods, and activities  
of all kinds leads to a stronger internal differentiation, 
to a deepened division of labor and hence to a faster 
economic development of urban centers. To this day 
this definition has never been seriously challenged 
and it is still one of the most important economic 
definitions of the city.55

Many scholars regard this as an adequate defini-
tion of the urban. But what is the social impact of  
agglomeration? As Georg Simmel showed more than 
a hundred years ago, the crowding together of people 
and things in a confined space has certain social  
consequences. The variety of things and impressions 
that are constantly assailing people in a city provide  
a wide range of stimuli. An increased level of social 
interaction ensues, which gives much greater signifi-
cance to the money economy and hence also to ex-
change values and the market. At the same time, 
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individuals enjoy a much greater degree of personal 
freedom, which allows them to develop their own  
capacities. There are not only opportunities but  
also economic pressures to generate diverse things 
and activities, because people have to earn a living. 
This in turn reinforces the division of labor and in-
creases specialization. The sum of the effects that  
extend both in terms of time and space beyond the 
here and now of the city intensifies this process yet 
further.56

Urban life positively strives for differentiation. 
Difference can thus be seen as a fundamental pro-
ductive force that basically arises in urban areas, as 
Marcel Meili has shown in this book: it is crucial that 
people have the opportunity to live out these differ-
ences and to generate new differences.

The Concept of Difference
The concept of difference has a long history. It is  
used in a wide variety of contexts and has a corre-
spondingly wide range of meanings. It took on part
icular importance in relation to Post-Structuralism, 
Postmodernism, and Deconstruction, most notably 
in semiotics and linguistics. However, the connection 
between this concept and urbanism was first made  
by Henri Lefebvre, who posited difference as the  
fundamental characteristic of urban life. He regarded 
difference as a relational concept and viewed it in  
basically dialectical terms: differences are not to be 
merely understood as social contrasts, but as enacted 
contradictions. They can only present and re-present 
themselves as they relate to one another. Differences 
connect with the totality of actions, situations, dis-
courses, and contexts; they relate to multifarious net-
works of interaction that overlap, that interfere with 
one another, and that change through the influence 
they have on one another. Thus a current is set in  
motion that ultimately changes the totality of social 
relations.57 

Consequently, differences are not at all the same 
as particularities. Differences are active, relational el-
ements, whereas particularities remain isolated from 
one another. In the natural world there were original-
ly only particularities: material elements that were 
tied to local conditions and circumstances, such as 
place and location, climatic and topographical condi-
tions, the availability of natural resources, and so  
on. Rural populations interacted with these natural 
elements, and they created sometimes remarkable, 
highly differentiated cultivated landscapes — however, 
rural life still was determined by particularities. In 
this original situation differences do not come to the 
fore as such: they exist in isolation and are externally 

can also be seen as a process of incorporation, during 
which urban society is leveled out and homoge-
nized.62 The ultimate outcome of this integration is 
indifference. This situation therefore gives rise to 
what Lefebvre called a “titanic struggle” between  
homogenizing and differential forces.63 
Difference signifies potential, a possibility. It is an  
almost anarchic force that is innate to urban society. 
It is impossible to immobilize the urban — if it is 
pinned down, it will be destroyed. But even then ur-
ban reality tends to reinstate itself.64 In Lefebvre’s 
view, differential space — or differential space-time — is 
a concrete utopia: a possibility that can arise in the 
Here and Now.

Differential Space
In Lefebvre’s model, difference thus becomes a con-
crete utopia, the immanent potential of the urban. 
Difference has always to be realized in daily life, it 
has to evolve out on the terrain. It is thus importantly 
connected with space, or rather, with space-time, 
since it takes time to develop. Differences have to in-
teract with one another — it is only then that an urban 
situation arises: “City” is where social differences 
collide and become productive.

Urban living is primarily different to village life or  
rural life in that it can be described in terms of its  
differences, not its particularities. This allows us to 
extrapolate a general criterion for the identification of 
urban areas: the mobilization of differences. If people 
are no longer chained to the land, but become mo-
bile, if they are relatively free in their material space 
and also in their social spaces, a fundamental social 
change sets in. As soon as people start to move and 
to encounter one another, the possibility arises that 
people will interact and differences will come to light. 

We have already set out our own definition of dif-
ference, on the basis of these reflections, in Switzer-
land — An Urban Portrait, which places particular em-
phasis on an analytical understanding of how a variety 
of urban situations are evolving. In our view differ-
ence is one of the main hallmarks of every urban situ-
ation although it is itself highly diverse. Differences 
have a dual aspect: on the one hand they are the result 
of the elements that come together in a concrete 
space — people with their individual experiences, their 
knowledge, and skills. At the same time, importance 
also attaches to the locations where people meet and 
interact, where differences between them can emerge. 
Difference is thus crucially connected with centrality: 
difference arises in places that draw contrasting ele-
ments together, that assemble these differences and 
render them productive. 

alien to one another, and can quickly become hostile 
to other particularities.58 

With the advent of industrialization this rural order 
was radically transformed. An overarching industrial 
system evolved, with a universal, rational, and ratio-
nalized logic that also led to the homogenization of 
society. Particularities disappeared and, with them, 
the distinguishing features of places. At the same time, 
however, a crucial change arose from these develop-
ments: people became mobile; they cut their depen-
dencies from the land, from subsistence living, and 
from traditional customs. They came into contact with 
one another, far and near met, facilitating encounters 
and interactions. These confrontations led to mutual 
understanding, to a certain familiarity and a certain 
awareness of the Other. Transformed by these con-
tacts, the qualities that survived were no longer sepa-
rated from one another, and differences started to 
emerge. Thus the concept of difference arose: as enact-
ed praxis, and ultimately as a mental act.59 

Difference therefore has to be clearly distinguished 
from diversity and heterogeneity. The point is not that 
a variety of things or people are in the same space  
at the same time, the point is that there are interac-
tions between them.60 Lefebvre also further distin-
guishes between minimal difference and maximal dif-
ference, and between induced and produced differences. 
He extrapolates the first distinction from the rules of 
logic: minimal difference arises from the variations 
within a defined sphere — for instance, different types 
of detached houses in an otherwise homogenous sub-
urb. Minimal difference tends toward formal simila
rity, that is to say, variations on a theme. Maximal  
difference is used to delineate differences between 
distinct fields and hence refers to qualitative differ-
ences, such as opposed lifestyles and modes of daily 
life. Induced differences are contained within a given 
setting or an existing system. By contrast, produced 
differences cross the boundaries of a field, as for in-
stance in art, where precisely this form of transgres-
sion can lead to innovation. Differences thus become 
productive in that they generate something new and 
overcome the existing boundaries of daily life. They 
always have some surprises at the ready, as they are 
unpredictable, potentially explosive, and have the ca-
pacity to put into question an existing social system.61

Accordingly, the dominant social and political 
powers seek to exclude differences, to push them 
back to the margins of society and of the city; or they 
try to include them and to integrate them, to tame 
and to domesticate the maximal differences, to force 
them into some kind of order and, in so doing, to  
reduce them to minimal differences. This integration 

On the other hand, differences can also be generated 
through networks: after all, urbanization specifically 
overcomes all kinds of borders and boundaries and 
brings together areas that were hitherto separate and 
far apart. Establishing links between areas can thus 
create new differences. In this sense urbanization in-
volves the connection and articulation of different 
( nearby and faraway ) places and situations. Particu-
larities thus come into contact with one another and 
can become differences.

The presence of different socioeconomic groups, 
of rich and poor, is often cited as a contributing  
factor or even as a prerequisite for difference. How-
ever, this idealizing image precisely does not identify 
the essence of difference: this concept is not intend-
ed to serve as a means to romanticize or even legi
timize social disparities, poverty, and precarious  
living conditions. On the contrary — difference in-
cludes processes of emancipation and needs equal 
rights and social justice as a crucial precondition 
that people really meet and exchange their ideas and 
experiences. 

Immigration of course plays an important role in 
the emergence of differences: cities such as New York, 
Paris, or Toronto have been shaped by high levels of 
immigration, but at the same time, each of these cit-
ies also developed to a certain extent an urban cul-
ture that allows it to mediate these differences and  
to encounter the Other in a relatively relaxed, cool 
manner. Cities of that kind are melting pots, where 
people from the most diverse contexts, social, and 
cultural backgrounds productively interact with one 
another. But as the history of these cities also clearly 
demonstrates, this mediation is not always successful, 
and there were many places and moments in which 
differences were reduced and secluded. 

Furthermore, this is not to say that immigration is 
necessarily essential for an urban culture. As Simmel 
showed, the urban condition itself leads to social  
differentiation and hence to the emergence of new 
differences. A prime example of this is Tokyo, which, 
despite the very considerable ethnic, cultural, and  
socioeconomic homogeneity of its inhabitants has 
developed a high degree of urban diversity.65

Between Open and Closed
In order to define and analyze difference in greater 
detail, it is useful to draw up some further analytical 
distinctions, such as dynamic / static, inert / reactive, 
and active / passive.66 For the purposes of the present 
analysis we have introduced another criterion, name-
ly the dialectics of open and closed. Crucial impor-
tance attaches to the ways that various uses and urban 
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constellations are arranged in a territory, and to the 
ways that individual parts of an urban area either 
open up to one another — communicate with one an-
other, and reach into one another, thereby creating 
new, urban potential — or turn their backs on one  
another and hive themselves off. Segregation and  
separation create all kinds of isolated entities, from 
gated communities to tourist resorts. 

The example of the Canary Islands is paradigmatic 
for our analysis of difference, because it is possible  
to observe a particular way of managing differences 
there — namely segmentation, separation, and seclu-
sion — which have led to the emergence of individual 
urban worlds that are cut off from one another. The 
Canary Islands thus break down into, and visibly  
exemplify, three distinct configurations, which can 
be described as local city, tourist city, and support city.67 
In other words, the touristic functions in the resorts 
have so to speak set themselves apart as self-con-
tained territories, which are in turn separated from 
the territories occupied by the people who work in 
these resorts. This compartmentalization serves both 
to control and to commodify the touristic function. 

An important role is played here by the commodi-
fication of difference. Since difference, as a produc-
tive force, can itself become a powerful magnetic 
force and, as such, attract both wealthy residents  
and businesses, there is an increasing tendency for 
differences to be commercialized and commodified. 
In the last years, processes of gentrification, urban  
regeneration, and urban upgrading have turned en-
tire inner-city areas into privileged zones for global 
companies and wealthy population groups, with less 
prosperous residents and uses increasingly being dis-
placed. This leads to a new kind of closed city, which 
thus also loses an important part of its differences 
and, hence, of its urbanity.

The dialectics of open and closed are perfectly  
exemplified in Paris. Urban contradictions and the 
debates and struggles concerning the urban have re-
peatedly flared up in Paris. One of the more recent 
examples was seen in the events of May 1968, which 
can be read not only as a rebellion against imperial-
ism and the bourgeois order, but also as an urban  
revolt, as a reappropriation of the city. It was in  
this context that Lefebvre wrote his famous book  
Le Droit à la ville ( The right to the city ).68 Analyzing 
the dialectics of this urban situation, almost fifty 
years ago, Lefebvre was already asking if it could  
really be in the interest of the political establishment 
and the hegemonial class to extinguish the spark of 
revolt and thereby to destroy the city’s reputation 
across the world.69 Notwithstanding, the subsequent 

not just an integrative culture of exchange, but also a 
means of mediation, of making connections between 
the various interests, which is in itself a crucial pre-
requisite for the long-term stabilization of differences. 

To this day in the Nile Valley, there is only a very 
limited capacity for differences to arise, since the  
historical village-like conditions of life there have 
largely been preserved by the constraints of the terri-
tory and the powerful political control. Nevertheless, 
this area also stands as an example of the fact that  
differences can also arise within a rural situation. In 
recent years, and on a small, spatial scale, increasing 
numbers of networks have come into being, which 
are now reflected in the growing spatial mobility of 
people. This is also a form of urbanization of a terri-
tory and yet another possible variant of the urban 
condition. 

There is a huge range of models of difference or  
of forms of territorial segregation and of social differ-
entiation in a territory. Our examples are compelling 
proof of the fact that there are many ways of develop-
ing and handling differences. Furthermore, differences 
inscribe themselves into a territory in unpredictable 
ways and are, by definition, highly dynamic: in every-
day life differences are constantly being confirmed  
or refuted; they are in constant motion, and there  
are moments of opening and moments of closure, in 
other words, phases when differences can grow and 
others when they are more powerfully controlled and 
domesticated. In that sense we could also speak of 
conjunctures of urbanity. The question of difference, 
as one of the main conditions of the urban, is a con-
tested question.

5. Toward a Territorial Approach  
of Urban Analysis
Our analysis of urbanization engaging the three con-
cepts that we jointly agreed on at the outset has un-
covered a wide range of aspects and has shown how 
important the interplay of these different dimensions 
is in the generation of specificity. The production of  
a second nature on the basis of everyday actions and 
interactions, the processes of territorial regulation 
through which power structures inscribe themselves 
into a territory, and the patterns of lived difference 
that emerge — all these aspects contribute to the spe-
cific character of urban territories. In his contribu-
tion to this book Marcel Meili has described these 
three aspects of the production of territory as vectors 
that relate to one another: the specificity of an urban 
area can be seen as the outcome of these vectors and 
their mutual interactions.

development of Paris has led to a situation where  
the Paris that exists intra muros has become a largely 
privileged, pacified urban space that is increasingly 
shaped by embourgeoisement and commodification, 
and has thus lost an important part of its differences.70 

Specificity and Urban Differences
As these two contrasting examples show, there exists 
a great variety of sociospatial patterns and modalities 
for the control or mediation of difference, which are 
as specific to individual cities as a fingerprint. The 
concept of difference can thus also be used analyti-
cally for the characterization of urban areas. 

Right from the outset the colonial government of 
Hong Kong was at pains to keep control of any differ-
ences in order to be able to manage the often precar-
ious social and political situation of this city, which 
was extremely exposed in political and economic 
terms. The government-led mass production of hous-
ing that started in the 1950s can be seen as one of  
the most important means of controlling the popula-
tion. It instigated a long tradition of an authoritarian 
housing production and urban renewal policy, and 
Hong Kong still conveys the impression of a highly 
controlled territory. Nevertheless, difference always 
reappears and various attempts were made to help it 
break through: small actions in the cause of the ap-
propriation of public spaces, but also large public 
protests, for instance, against the destruction of Hong 
Kong’s inner-city neighborhoods and meeting places. 
The most symbolic of these were the major demon-
strations against the demolition of the Star Ferry Pier 
and the Queen’s Pier in 2006 and 2007, which can  
be interpreted as a call for the self-determined appro-
priation of the city and its history.71

As has already been said, the presence of various 
population groups, ethnicities, or religions can also 
contribute to increasing differences in an urban area. 
In favorable circumstances an open-minded cosmo-
politanism can emerge, as happened in Vienna, for 
instance, around the turn from the nineteenth to  
the twentieth century.72 But as the dramatic example 
of Beirut shows, these differences can also place an 
impossible strain on integrative possibilities and ulti-
mately lead to an explosion. The onset of civil war  
in Beirut created an entirely new situation as the city 
fragmented into territories dominated by different 
ethnicities and religions. A central aspect of this was 
the absence of an overarching national or metropo
litan structure that could have drawn the various 
groups together. In Beirut, as in many other places, 
cosmopolitanism had more to do with the elite than 
with the population as a whole. What was lacking was 

These three vectors can also be understood as struc-
turing the existing material conditions that can prove 
to be very resistant and persistent; the rules that pre-
scribe how a territory is constructed and used and 
whose roots can go far back into history; and the  
various patterns and modalities of differences that 
are constantly forming anew in urban life — they all 
come together in a specific model of urbanization 
that is constantly developing further yet still retains 
certain basic structures and only very rarely suddenly 
changes. 

We could assert that this interplay of specific struc-
tures is in fact constituting an urban territory: in the 
ongoing current of the process of urbanization and in 
the uninterrupted mesh of the urban fabric that is set-
tling on the surface of the earth, relatively stable con-
figurations emerge. Therefore, it is possible to dis-
cern certain consistencies in urban territories within 
which the same rules apply, the same laws of move-
ment are in operation, and where overarching links 
and interactions are dominant with the result that a 
more or less delimitable catchment area arises. This 
analysis can be applied to the most diverse re-
gions — not only to cities in the classical sense but also 
to all kinds of extensively urbanized areas, as the ex-
amples of the Nile Valley or the Canary Islands 
demonstrate. 

The case studies in this book have shown that  
the fundamental constellations of urbanization are 
anything but simple to alter. The basic territorial pat-
terns usually show an enormous inertia. The path  
dependency of these models of urbanization is 
self-evident — the specific, fundamental conditions of 
urbanization are difficult to change; even if — as in 
Belgrade — they are caught up in sudden upheavals, 
their main elements will survive. The urban is always 
a process, always in flux, and it often proceeds along 
invisible tracks, behind the backs of its actors, allow-
ing a specific model of urbanization to constantly re-
produce itself. 

What is it that particularly interests us in these  
examples? They have shown us the vast range of  
urban developments and hence also the possibilities 
that are intrinsic to urbanization. The confrontation 
of general tendencies with local conditions leads to 
the formation of the most diverse urban situations. 
And in the process it becomes clear that the urban is 
always both geographically and historically specific. 
The urban is not a universal category; it is a specific 
category that is always dependent on concrete condi-
tions and historical developments.
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