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Editorial: ‘Planetary’
urbanisation: insecure
foundations, the
commodification of knowledge,
and paradigm shift

‘We’ve received an update this morning to say
that Chennai is still being seriously affected
by flooding due to further torrential rain. This
has resulted in widespread disruption, there is
no power, mobile communication is very
badly affected with systems down and people
unable to charge their phones and, internet
connectivity is also very badly affected. Staff
have not been able to come to the office, and
given the conditions we have asked them not
to try, when we have been able to contact
them at all.’1 (Internal memorandum, 3.12.15)

T
hat was the situation as reported that
morning in Chennai, India, in,
December 2015 as the just completed

issue of CITY, 19.6, awaited publication. In
one sense there had been a breakdown in
communications under adverse weather
conditions – that was all. But in another
sense, looking at what was to be and even-
tually was transmitted, the breakdown can
also be regarded as more than that, as, on
the one hand, an example of the fragility of
our technological condition, an intricate
array of communication systems and work
patterns, at a time of increasing globalisa-
tion and acute climatic change, but also,
on the other, of the fragility of our knowl-
edge and understanding of our condition,
and underlying this, despite easy talk (how
easy will be shown later) about contestation,
of reform versus revolution (now safely
evaded through resilience?), the creation/
destruction opposition (now safely
amalgamated?), of ‘urban’ versus the rural
and ‘the city’, of commodities and

commodification, paradigms, and epistem-
ologies . . . These are insecure foundations.
There was and is a failure, almost a will not
to, to engage with the fundamentals (includ-
ing communication processes) of our disci-
plines and, indeed of the planet itself (that
is when mainstream urbanists can admit to
the possibility of its existence, of such a
fluid association of living entities, a para-
structure rather than an infrastructure).

The title of that issue (19.6, see Figure 1)
of the journal -momentarily lodged in
Chennai through the apparent agency of
a cyclone, rain, water, floods, deaths
(nearing twice as many as those rightly
mourned in Paris – the actual title
extracted from one of the papers, ‘Where
is the world at and where is it headed?’) sig-
nalled a further episode in the long-term
commitment, over two decades, of this
journal to grappling with such problems.
The cover photo shows ‘a living ad’, a
man struggling against the wind and rain,
trying to stay on his feet and to hold on
to his billboard. The film scene is a re-enact-
ment of what the director, Tsai Ming-liang,
had first seen ten years previously in Taipei,
and then seen it ‘mushroom into an indus-
try’ of homeless men advertising real estate.
‘It was’, he said, ‘as if their time had become
worthless.’ It is the development of many
such scenes coupled with the rising wealth
and corruption of the estate industry and
its clients that led former architect turned
planning consultant and activist, Adrian
Atkinson, after a generation of work in
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Vietnam and elsewhere to raise the ques-
tion ‘Where is the world at and where is it
heading?’

Where is the world heading? What is
happening? Insofar as the theoretical and
empirical basis of understanding such

Figure 1 ‘Where is the world at and where is it headed?’ Lee Kang-sheng as a living ad in Taipei, Stray Dogs, dir. Tsai
Ming-liang (Photo: William Laxton).

Figure 2 ‘To “the city of refuge”’. Axel Braun, “Budapest, Keleti Pályaudvar, 2015”. # Axel Braun, www.axelbraun.org
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happenings is concerned there are signs of
an absolutely crucial revival and develop-
ment in red-green theory, a necessary

part of a fundamental paradigm shift
beyond (but not excluding) critical urban
theory’s deliberate concentration on the

Figure 3 ‘We are here’. The Jerusalem poster: ‘We are here’. Photographer: Haim Jacobi.

Figure 4 ‘You’re surrounded. . .’. Cosmopolitan multinational musical group, Greenmarket Square, Cape Town. Photo:
David Simon.
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social as distinct from the ‘natural’
environment. The bridging work here was
particularly the still largely aborted discov-
ery of late Marx (‘Russian Marx’ but not
only that) by Teodor Shanin in the 1980s,
and again by John Bellamy Foster at the
turn of the century still, in a sense, strug-
gling against the ‘critical’ zeitgeist. There
are also signs of the potential in taking up
the late work of Herbert Marcuse (to be
considered in CITY later this year) as part
of an equally crucial deepening under-
standing of culture/nature in Doreen
Massey’s work and in some of the work
associated with the Badiou-Zizek new com-
munist/commonist movement (see section
4 below) and in Kate Shaw’s recent CITY
roll/role-call (and also recent work by
Hyun Bang Shin, Marcelo Lopes de
Souza, Elvin Wyly, Mark Davidson and
Sharon Meagher).

The analytical moves here, drawing in
part on readings of East Asian experience
and on critical urban and ‘green’ theory,
towards answering the posed questions,
had been preceded only a week and a half
earlier by ‘the Paris attacks’, and (traced
in earlier issues) only weeks earlier by the
journeys of Syrian and other refugees
across Europe, ‘To “the city of refuge”’
(19.5, see Figure 2), and earlier, in the
summer, by the stilling and reversal of the
great Greek revolt, with its focus (perhaps
an excessive focus) on Syriza, ‘We are
here’ (19.4, see Figure 3), by ‘the troika’.

1 ‘You’re surrounded . . . ’

These quasi-narratives of recent times were
preceded by a double issue (19.2-3, see Figure
4), (‘You’re surrounded ... ’ , part of the title of
an included paper by AbdouMaliq Simone) in
which Neil Brenner and Christian Schmid’s
‘Towards a new epistemology of the urban?’
followed by Richard Walker’s ‘Building a
better theory of the urban: A response to
“Towards a new epistemology of the urban?”’
was published.

The two papers were indeed surrounded,
followed by a wealth of other papers, and pre-
ceded by a long editorial (as is a distinctive
practice in this journal, defined of late as a
transdisciplinary, rather than a multidisciplin-
ary, reading of its contents), both to an inter-
pretive editorial reading of its various papers
and related to what was seen as an image
central to the issues’ major overlapping
themes, a photograph, taken and deployed in
his paper on African urban environments by
David Simon, of Greenmarket Square, Cape
Town.

Some implications of Simon’s photograph
and text are discussed (in that issue, p. 148),
also quoting from correspondence with him.
The discussion concludes, linking that refer-
ence to an aspect of Walker’s paper, that a
key absence from Brenner and Schmid’s
paper, current rural/urban developments
that Walker and Simon address, ‘predeter-
mines the difficulties Brenner and Schmid
encounter with “the rural”’ (not even addres-
sing the deeper problem of ‘nature’).

The two contrasting papers were indeed
surrounded. But the practice of selective
downloading (so modern, so convenient, so
taken-for-granted but so destructive of mean-
ings and meaning) from an electronic version
of what was and, though marginalised to
some extent, still is, the fully edited hard
copy of the journal, is no respecter of such
contexts. This tendency coupled with the
occasional preference of some authors to
publish their work without adjacent critical
commentary (which would, of course, not
be added in the case of a relatively inexperi-
enced and ‘unknown’ author) led on this
occasion in some quarters to a furore of
moral (academic) panic, scapegoating and a
general sense that the fire had come this time.

Others saw little or nothing in the way of
incendiary practices, just an impassioned
but well-informed debate primed by an
editor’s right to decide what/when/where to
publish an item that had just arrived (encour-
aged in principle by our much-valued col-
league, Brenner, himself) for the journal,
and to do so with some celerity as real fires,
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floods and other disasters seem to be accumu-
lating and devastating at an accelerating rate.

Responses need to be recorded, analysed
and discussed with some sense of urgency
so that appropriate actions can be taken in
good time. For those who prefer to proceed
in a more seemly, stately or ‘scientific’ (but
see below) pace, there are other journals -
though there is, of course, the danger that
by the time that such leisurely alarm has
been spread and action authorised, loss will
have been maximised rather than minimised.

If this imbroglio was just a matter of hurt
pride on both sides there would be no point
in returning to it. But there is a point. There
lies much behind the sound, fury (and tears)
that is significant both for the disciplines
associated with the currently elusive ‘urban’
and beyond it. As editor of another urban
journal, in hiding, playfully perhaps, under
a pseudonym as the missives and missiles
flew and the tears had not yet dried, put it:

‘I am in love with Brenner and Schmid’s
intentions “to ignite and advance further
debate on the epistemological foundations for
critical urban theory and practice,” and also
with Walker’s goal of engaging Brenner and
Schmid “in a spirit of friendly combat.” The
key issue is that urbanization concentrates
everything — economic productivity and
innovation, technological change, rates of
change of political alliances, the evolutionary
dynamics of human cultures, traditions, and
institutions — and also present-day conflict
and disagreement.’2

The writer concluded:

‘But “productivity” can, in certain
circumstances, be measured in terms of the
magnitude of the audience willing to
reconsider the epistemological foundations of
urbanism as a way of life—or of those
engaging with friendly combat over which
assumptions we should in this abandon and
which intergenerational achievements should
be preserved or extended. What is most
crucial is that we all acknowledge and
engage our disagreements in the urban agora,
in City . . . ’

CITY has gone on to further conceptualise
and demonstrate the value of considering its
work across the academe/agora divide.

2. Commodified knowledge?

Returning, then, to one of the distinctive fea-
tures of the journal, the central image on the
cover of each issue and adjacent to the edi-
torial, and usually selected from that issue,
the image - in this case (20.1) taken from
19.6 but with updated comment here - is of
floods in Vietnam suggesting perhaps
relations (the function of such images in
CITY is exploratory rather than literally
illustrative) to foundational/fundamental ten-
dencies presented here through six, to some
extent discrete, areas of knowledge, some of
them deployed with reference to mounting
catastrophe. They are (in order of appear-
ance): ‘justice and urban public space’, ‘the
sanitary city’, ‘migration and diversity’, ‘resi-
lience’, ‘the slum’ and ‘relational urbanism’.

Setha Low and Kurt Iveson’s propositions
do offer experienced guidance for those for
whom praxis refer to actual liberatory
actions and practices. Sophie Schramm’s
deployment of urban political ecology does
illuminate the problems and the fragility of
planning for the ‘modern’ sanitary city in riv-
errun Hanoi. The contributors to the special
feature do provide—drawing on research on
Athens, Milan’s Chinatown, on immigrants
from Turkey and former Yugoslavia in
Vienna, on transitory migration in Singapore,
and Afro-Colombian integration in
Bogota—some insights and their implications
for understanding diversity in urban spaces.
The contributors to the debate on resilience
do cast light on the redemption of the
concept and on the potential of practices
guided by it. Sukriti Issor reviewing Liza
Weinstein’s book on Dharavi in Mumbai,
The Durable Slum, does set out its paradoxes
without the acute dissatisfaction with the
term displayed in an earlier special feature in
this journal. And Colin McFarlane’s review
of Ola Soderstrumm’s edited collection on
urban development in Hanoi and
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Ouagadougou does in his references to
‘global’ rather than ‘planetary’, urbanisation,
indicate that a field more limited than that
implied by the uncritical use of ‘planetary’ is
being studied.

These papers convey valuable information,
but they are also as vulnerable as the technol-
ogy that carries them, not only in relation to
the occasionally threatened existence of the
entities and knowledge to which they refer
but also in relation to their overall potentially
holistic and even cumulative value and
meaning.

Probing deeper, the fragility or even the
mystificatory potential of much mainstream
academic work can be seen to arise from
some aspects of this situation, one of the pro-
duction of knowledge itself within ‘planetary
urbanisation’, the global economy/society,
late capitalism or the Anthropocene era – to
take some of the currently available labels
on offer by the specialist fields of legitimised
commodified knowledge, the socio-spatial
‘sciences’ of the early twenty-first century.

On this occasion we have returned, princi-
pally, to the ‘surroundings’ and supposed
core of 19.2-3 in order to further clarify the
procedures we adopt, and their import. We
question - on this occasion there is enough
space only to question - two particularly
prevalent and omnivorous (of space, time
and attention) projects, labelled as ‘planetary
urbanisation’ and powered by some appar-
ently well-mannered notion of ‘science’, and
conclude with further reference to one of
our accelerating dangers.

3. Paradigm shift: ‘normal’ to
‘revolutionary’ science?

‘The new view of reality was by no means
easy to accept . . . The exploration of . . . [that]
reality brought them in contact with a strange
and unexpected reality. In their struggle to
grasp this new reality, [they] became painfully
aware that their basic concepts, their
language, and their whole way of thinking
were inadequate . . . Their problems were not

merely intellectual but amounted to an
intense emotional and, one could say, even
existential crisis.’

This description of what may at some level
have been going on recently underneath the
posturing about shocking improprieties,
these references to painful awareness
(though rarely declared) of the inadequacy
of basic concepts, a shared language, a
‘whole way of thinking’, to something that
was not just intellectual (or merely aca-
demic), to ‘an intense emotional and, one
could say, even existential crisis’. This may
have the ring of truth for those with some
experience of people and ideas excluded
from seminars, platforms, publication (the
background talk behind such decisions some-
times slips out) when earthed paradigms and
epistemologies—i.e., acknowledging the
planet’s biocultural nature otherwise
regarded as its inert, lifeless quality—are
introduced.

This description refers in fact to the new
physics of the early twentieth century.3 A
few references to physicists and subatomic
reality have been edited out here to encourage
a questioning of what is going on in the social
and sociospatial ‘sciences’ now where stran-
gely enough the old physics still, to a large
extent, lives or staggers on in a recourse to
somewhat limiting forms of empiricism as a
partially legitimate reaction to excessive
doses of Theory. This is not the place to
argue this out but to suggest to readers that
they will find it argued out in CITY since
its inception twenty years ago in 1996 (a
review of physicist Fritjof Capra’s popular
but not populist work by Oxford University
theoretical physicist, C.V. Sukumar,4 was
important), the second episode by Melissa
Wilson, a biologist, of a chronicle of CITY’s
project5 begins to follow out the path of
what Thomas Kuhn’s account of paradigm
shifts refers to as ‘revolutionary’ science.
Insofar as such shifts involve barricades
some ‘planetary’ urbanisation specialists
seem, sadly, to have positioned themselves
on the wrong side of this one.6
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4. The water this time?

‘[F]looding . . . further torrential rain . . .

widespread disruption . . . no power, mobile
communication very badly affected with
systems down . . . people unable to charge
their phones . . . internet connectivity is very
badly affected. Staff not able to come to the
office . . . we have asked them not to try, when
we have been able to contact them at all.’

The scene in Chennai with which we started.
Perhaps a modest beginning to the age of
drowning settlements and cities were it not
for the fact that the West/North seemed not
to notice that nearly twice as many people
died in Chennai, to repeat the ugly fact, as
died in Paris and that the New Orleans disas-
ter ‘happened’ over ten years ago (2005). As
to what’s happening, the necessary communi-
cative (rather than merely academic/
professional) part of paradigm shift), Susan
Buck-Morss, in her ‘commonist ethics’,
offers that question for the starting point of
a grounded ‘crude thinking’ re-think of
action strategy:

‘What’s happening?’(The pragmatic
alternative to ‘historical ontology’)’7

She argues (differing from Lacan and
Badiou), ‘it is not “truth” that punches a
hole in knowledge’, it is a truth of engaged
action, a ‘pragmatics of the suddenly poss-
ible... not a bad definition of what a commo-
nist ethics would imply.’

The photo of a flooded street in Ho Chi
Minh City with which this editorial opens
is modest. It is a frequent sight in the rainy
season but Adrian Atkinson, whose earlier
report from there we published in our pre-
vious issue, writes now (19 January, 2016):

‘Laur (our town) that was spared only by a
dyke that is now badly eroded – first a raging
torrent forming a lake and then the
agricultural land eroded and now a sea of
gravel. Next time the town is liable to be
swept away unless substantial engineering
works are implemented. I had lunch today in

Cabanatuan (the largest city in the province
with about 300,000 population) with friends
who said in the December event the water in
their house was up to their knees. Earlier
Julie’s niece, who also lives in the city, said in
the October event ’only’ knee high but in the
December event the water was almost up to
her arm pits.’

‘The fact is that we, here, are getting the first
of the severe climate change. It is expected,
however, that Pacific typhoons will be
swinging further south in future and that is
when Ho Chi Minh City can expect
increasing problems.’

Putting Chennai, Ho Chi Minh City and
Paris together do we get an old African-
American8 prophetic sequence?

‘God gave Noah the rainbow sign,

No more water, the fire next time.’

African Americans have, to some extent,
though at massive cost, survived the water
‘attacks’ but as James Baldwin asserted in
1993 it is The Fire Next Time.

‘Spared only by a dyke that is now badly
eroded. . .’

An approach to urbanisation that margina-
lises the earthy riverrun planet, the commodi-
fication of knowledge that supports such
marginalisation, such are the insecure foun-
dations that sanitised new epistemologies
hide and that a genuine paradigm shift needs
to secure.
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occasion to those who have put their minds
to finding the positive potential that lies
behind current discussions of, and silences
about ‘planetary urbanisation’ aired of late
in and around CITY. It has always been the
policy of the journal to act as a forum, some-
times bordering on an arena or as an academe
often bordering on the agora. The commit-
ment to a struggle for truth about the full
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range of these phenomena and descriptions is
in our view essential, as is a willingness to
consider at times to what extent that struggle
has turned into one for power rather than
truth.

At one point these struggles surfaced
between the editor of CITY and one of its
finest contributors, Neil Brenner, who has
made massive contributions to the work of
the journal. We have throughout these
debates made clear our continuing commit-
ment to exploring the work of Neil
Brenner, Christian Schmid and his associates
(some of whom are also our associates).

Many thanks to colleagues who have
spared time to make comments on various
drafts of this editorial with a positive
outcome in mind. It is to be hoped that the
struggles have reached that point of mutual
exploration and all are ready to begin to
surpass its most difficult moments. If so,
that may take the form—and there are signs
that it is already taking that form—of the
acknowledgement of significant differences
mediated by what we have come to define
as a policy of ‘critical pluralism’.

The stakes are high. The CITY project is
committed not just to scholarship, policy
and action but to forms of praxis that we
have at times expressed through the deliber-
ately provocative slogan of ‘Reclaim the
City and the Planet!’
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publisher’s typesetters in Chennai as CITY awaited
publication).

2 “Academe or Agora? Re-situating the Urban
Epistemology Debate,” by CITYzen. On the CITY
editorial website, CITY-analysis.net.

3 Capra, F., The Web of Life: A New Synthesis of
Mind and Matter. Harper Collins, 1996; London:
Flamingo, 1997, p. 5.

4 See C.V. Sukumar (1996) “A New Paradigm for
Science and Architecture.” City 1 (1–2): 181–183;
(1997) “Towards a New Paradigm for Sustainability
– A Holistic Approach to Biology.” City 2 (8): 154–
160. My thanks to Professor Sukumar for a recent
(January, 2016) discussion of these matters.

5 See Wilson, M. (2015) “CITY’s Holistic and
Cumulative Project (1996–2016): (2) Towards
Millennium?” City 19 (4): 585–612.

6 Not so perhaps in Brenner’s edited volume
Implosions/Explosions . . . (2014)? We shall see.

7 Buck-Morss, S. (2013) “A Commonist Ethics.” In The
Idea of Communism 2, edited by S. Zizek, 57–75.
London: Verso.

8 The deep and universal significance of African-
American culture has been a persistent
preoccupation in City, most recently in the reference
to ‘cities of refuge’ in the editorial on the current
European refugee crisis (19.5). The lack of interest in
that culture and in those lives displayed in so much
socio-spatial ‘science’, except as a specialist
preserve, suggests that current mainstream talk of a
new paradigm or a new epistemology is perhaps a
little premature?

Bob Catterall
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Propositions for more just
urban public spaces
Setha Low and Kurt Iveson

Across a diverse range of urban geographical contexts, the provision and governance of
public spaces frequently generates conflicts of varying intensity involving urban inhabitants
and urban authorities. A clear moral and philosophically based argument and evaluative
framework is necessary for both critiquing and informing the positions that are taken in
public space disputes. In this paper, we develop a model of socially just public space that
could inform analysis of, and interventions in, these conflicts. In dialogue with the litera-
tures on urban public space and on social and spatial justice, we offer five propositions
about what makes for more just public space. The five propositions concern distributive
justice, recognition, interactional justice and encounter, care and repair, and procedural
justice. The application of these five propositions is exemplified through brief reflections
on the politics of the street in New York City, and ‘broken windows’ style policing of
graffiti.

Key words: public space, spatial justice, New York, graffiti

Introduction: public space, conflict and
socio-spatial justice

C
onflicts over access to public spaces
are perhaps one of the defining fea-
tures of contemporary urban poli-

tics. Across a diverse range of urban
geographical contexts, the provision and
governance of public spaces is frequently a
matter of contention for urban inhabitants
and urban authorities. This contention
varies in its form and intensity. Of course,
the spectacular occupations of public
spaces by political activists across a
number of cities in recent years have been
flashpoints in this ongoing politics of
public space (see, e.g. Castells 2012;
Kuymulu 2013; Mason 2012; Stavrides
2014). However, alongside such events,
public spaces also continue to be the

object of less spectacular, but no less signifi-
cant, conflict.

For instance, over the past three years, a
series of controversies have erupted over the
management of the Royal Botanic Gardens
and Centennial Parklands, two large and
well-established open public spaces in
inner-urban Sydney. With increasing fre-
quency, significant sections of both of these
spaces are being set aside for the exclusive
use of ticket-buying patrons attending cor-
porate-sponsored events such as opera per-
formances, film screenings and music
festivals. Given the high profile and long his-
tories of these particular parklands as public
spaces that are ‘open to all’, inevitably such
developments have generated controversy
and conflict. Park authorities argued that
such events and the revenue they generate
are necessary to subsidize the ongoing
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maintenance of these important public
spaces. They make this point in a context
where they are expected to ‘pay their own
way’ by governments no longer willing or
able to fund their activities. They also argue
that such events may attract new users to
the spaces, thereby enhancing rather than
restricting access. Critics, on the other hand,
argue that access to these iconic public
spaces should never be dependent on one’s
ability to pay. Such critics have expressed
concern about the creeping corporatization
of park management, and its implications
for the future of free access—who will have
access to these public spaces and others if
the ‘user pays’ principle is entrenched in
their ongoing governance? The issues have
been debated in the daily newspapers and in
Parliament (e.g. Needham 2013). In response
to a current plan to cordon off large sections
of the Botanic Gardens and a charge of $400
for entry on New Year’s Eve, Labor poli-
tician Luke Foley (2015) argued that
‘Families shouldn’t have to fork out hundreds
of dollars to access the Botanic Gardens on
New Year’s Eve. This is public space and
the public should have access.’

In another example from the other side of
the Pacific Ocean in Orange County, a
dispute over the management of public
space began over the use of fire rings that
dot the sand along the southern California
seashore. Fire rings have drawn beach goers
for over 60 years, but in spring 2013
Newport Beach residents began to complain
about smoke from the fires. They argued
that the open bonfires pollute the air and
lead to a host of health problems for those
who live near the beach, and called on their
city manager to remove the city’s fire rings.
This request to ban beach fires erupted in a
vocal dispute between the beachfront resi-
dents and beach goers who use it as a place
of recreation and relaxation. According to
the beach goers, the concern over the health
consequences of fire pits is just another
example invented by wealthy homeowners
to keep the public off public beaches (King

2013). The Orange County Weekly editor
was quoted as saying: ‘It’s the elite who live
at these affluent communities. They don’t
want the hoi polloi to come down here’
(King 2013). However, the South Coast Air
Quality Management District that monitors
air quality agreed with the residents and
introduced a proposal to ban fire rings in all
of southern California. This dispute has con-
tinued with many levels of government
weighing in on the issue. The Orange
County Board of Supervisors voted to for-
mally oppose the ban, but said that the
county supports the right of local municipali-
ties, such as Newport Beach, to decide the
future of their fire rings. This decision led
to the California Coastal Commission being
asked to remove the fire rings in a number
of beach communities including Newport
Beach, Balboa and Corona del Mar. Other
municipalities such as Huntington Beach,
however, are concerned that fire rings are
important for tourism and fighting to
keeping theirs in place (Cowan 2013). This
struggle over the beachfront illustrates how
conflicting claims can become the focus of
wider tensions about social inequality and
control of and access to public resources.

In such controversies and many more like
them, a range of actors make competing
claims about what counts as ‘proper’ or ‘legit-
imate’ use of particular places. The idea that
these places are public spaces is frequently
deployed by participants in these conflicts
to justify some claims against others. While
we recognize that we cannot directly equate
‘being public’ with ‘being in public’,
because the geographies of publicness
exceed the places commonly referred to as
‘public space’ (Iveson 2007), the idea and
ideal of public space continues to be useful
in signaling the ongoing significance of
certain kinds of places for open discussion
and in some cases conflict over values and
ideals (Low and Smith 2006; Mitchell 2003).
As scholars whose work is focused on the
politics of publicness in cities, we are inter-
ested in critically interrogating the various
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meanings of public space that are mobilized
in such conflicts—what kinds of claims do
they privilege, what kinds of interests do
they serve and what kinds of places do they
seek to produce?

And yet, our interest in controversies and
conflicts over public spaces such as the
Sydney Botanic Gardens and the southern
California beaches is more than ‘academic’.
We are both committed to a form of scholar-
ship that can make contributions to these
debates, which sometimes means getting
involved and ‘taking sides’. As such, we
seek not only to critically interrogate differ-
ent models of publicness, but also to offer
our own model of what constitutes a ‘just’
public space that could inform political
action and policy development.

Of course, this is a tricky business—there
is no simple formula for ‘just public space’
that can be applied across cities and their
diverse neighborhoods in different geo-
graphical contexts. Nevertheless, we think
that in order to have a greater impact on
planning and governance practices and
urban policymaking, a clearer moral and phi-
losophically based argument and evaluative
framework is necessary. A range of exclu-
sionary developments identified in the litera-
ture on public space call for a clearer agenda
and discursive strategy to press for social
change. Indeed, thinking about social justice
and public space has never been more impor-
tant. An emphasis on democratic practices
has emerged because of the new spatial
relationship developing between public
space and the public sphere (Low 2016).
Social movements and political uprisings
belie arguments that public space and the
public sphere have ever been separated. The
Arab Spring and the global Occupy move-
ments drew inspiration from the jubilant
atmosphere and contagious energy emanating
from the crowds, but also from the urban
design and significance of the public spaces
where they occurred. If the public sphere
can be described as ‘the sphere of private
people coming together as a public’ (Haber-
mas [1962] 2001, 27), it is clear that its

emergence has a material and spatial context
as well as a history of social meanings. If
this material and spatial context is regulated
in unfair ways and through its management
and design communicates that some are not
welcome, then not only public space
becomes less accessible and diverse, but so
does the public sphere.

Therefore, in this paper, we offer a set of
general ‘propositions’ that could inform the
work of scholars and activists who seek to
articulate (and organize for) concrete propo-
sals for just outcomes across different urban
contexts. We propose that the provision of
more just public space can be achieved
through processes that seek to redistribute
resources, recognize difference, foster
encounter/interaction, establish an ethic of
care and ensure procedural fairness. In formu-
lating these five propositions, our contri-
bution seeks to synthesize work that we
have conducted independently of each other
in previous publications in recent years on
diversity and difference in the city, and in
public space in particular (see especially
Fincher and Iveson 2008; Low 2013).

The paper proceeds as follows. First, we
contextualize our contribution by offering a
brief sketch of the processes that are
impacting upon the production of urban
public space in capitalist cities. Second, we
briefly survey the emerging literature on
urban social and spatial justice, in order to
establish the broader intellectual context for
our contribution on justice and public
space. Third, we set out the five ‘prop-
ositions’ for more just public space in turn,
in order to build up a framework that might
be usefully applied to critically interrogate
and inform the design and regulation of
public space. Fourth, we provide some brief
examples of how these propositions might
be applied through a discussion of streets in
New York City and ‘broken windows’ style
policing of graffiti. Finally, the paper con-
cludes with a discussion that considers the
relationship between our propositions, and
their applicability across different urban
contexts.
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The production of public space in capitalist
cities

This paper is not an attempt to identify and
analyze the processes through which public
spaces across different urban contexts are
produced and reproduced. However, we
must nonetheless contextualize the discus-
sion of just public space to follow with
some consideration of how scholars have
understood the broader processes that gener-
ate the kinds of conflict and debate over
public space in which our paper seeks to
intervene.

Capitalist globalization and the accompa-
nying neoliberalization of urban governance
are widely accused of exacerbating socio-
spatial inequality within and between cities
(see, e.g. Brenner, Marcuse, and Mayer
2011). In the broader literature on urbaniz-
ation, conflicts over public spaces have fea-
tured strongly as an empirical means for
thinking through the transformations of
urban everyday life associated with these
broader structural changes. Indeed, as Soja
(2010a) pointed out:

‘For some the essential starting point in the
search for spatial justice is the vigilant defense
of public space against the forces of
commodification, privatization, and state
interference. . . . Although seeking spatial
justice should not be confined only to
struggles over public space, such struggles are
vital and can be extended in many different
directions in the search for justice and the
right to the city.’ (45)

An ever-expanding body of literature has
identified a range of processes that impact
upon the accessibility of public spaces. For
instance, the gentrification of urban neighbor-
hoods is frequently accompanied by ‘cleaning
up’ of urban public spaces through state- and
corporate-sponsored initiatives to displace
the poor and fortify the privileged (Brash
2011; Houssay-Holzchuch and Teppo 2009;
Mitchell 2003; Modan 2007; Staeheli and
Mitchell 2008; Watson 2006). The growing
significance of corporate actors in the

governance of cities is frequently exemplified
by the privatization and commodification of
public space, where control of many public
spaces is handed over to private interests and
access is therefore more likely to depend
upon private means (Low and Smith 2006;
Miller 2007; Mitchell 2003; Newman 2011;
Németh 2010). Here, examples include the
international spread of governance models
such as urban redevelopment authorities
established at arm’s length from government
and business improvement districts (BIDs),
both of which tend to establish and enforce
their own rules of access to public spaces
beyond those that are democratically man-
dated through the state (Ward 2007; Manis-
calco 2015). Attempts to secure the city
against the threat of ‘the other’—be they the
poor, migrants, young people or terrorists—
are frequently achieved through the securitiza-
tion and militarization of public space against
those perceived to be different or disorderly.
This has taken many forms, not least of
which are: new policing strategies such as
‘zero tolerance’ targeting so-called ‘quality of
life’ infractions in public spaces like graffiti,
begging and loitering; the exponential
growth of the private security industry with
a more assertive role in the policing of public
and ‘post-public’ spaces; the use of architec-
ture and design to fortify public spaces and
restrict a range of potential uses and users
defined as threats; and introduction of new
technologies of surveillance and control such
as closed-circuit television (CCTV) (Iveson
2010; Fassin 2013; Maguire, Frois, and Zur-
awski 2014; Lippert and Walby 2013). Of
course, such processes unfold in diverse
ways, in diverse combinations, with diverse
effects across diverse contexts. But in cities
where they have taken hold to various
degrees, a wide range of groups—not least
the homeless, racialized minorities, the poor,
informal traders and frequently the young—
have found that their access to public space
has become more fraught and less secure
(Low, Taplin, and Scheld 2005).

Importantly, not only are such processes
uneven, they are also frequently contested.
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The ongoing significance of public space for
people’s participation in the social, cultural,
economic and political life of the city is
borne out by the intensity of efforts to
contest some of the processes described
above. Such contests take a range of forms,
giving rise to diverse processes of politiciza-
tion that seek to enact other forms of auth-
ority and sociality in urban public spaces
(Iveson 2007; Juris 2012; Maharawal 2014;
Peterson 2010). For example, through the
actions of a range of contemporary social
and political movements, occupations of
public space have re-emerged as an important
means for their politicization (Davidson and
Iveson 2014; Butler 2015). Other processes
for the politicization of public space in
recent times include more conventional pol-
itical protests and assemblies, the use of
mobile media devices and social media plat-
forms to document and contest the actions
of authorities like the police in public space
(Gerbaudo 2012; Castells 2012), and so-
called ‘do-it-yourself’ micro-interventions
to transform public space (Iveson 2013).
Such politicizations of public space are
central to the development of this paper.
The tradition of justice-thinking that
informs our paper looks directly to these
struggles in order to tease out the principles
and propositions that might inform broader
formulations of justice. Before we offer our
own propositions, we will now briefly
survey the emerging literature on social and
spatial justice in the city to identify some of
the key principles that might be applied to
debates about public space.

Social and spatial justice in the city: a brief
review

With these changes in public space, clearer
arguments are needed to justify the criteria
by which urban spatial transformations can
be considered unjust, and provide a stronger
juridical and political footing for public
space activism and contestation. While the
question of whether public space is ‘open to

all’ frequently forms a foundation for criti-
cism and action, simplistic renderings of the
inclusion/exclusion are not up to this task.
After all, certain kinds of exclusion may
even be ‘just’ in some circumstances (Iveson
2003). We can develop a stronger juridical
and political footing in dialogue with the con-
siderable literature on the relationship
between justice and urban life. This relation-
ship has been interrogated from a number of
different angles (see also Fincher and Iveson
2012). The encounter between empirical
studies of the city and philosophical reflec-
tions on justice has been productive for urba-
nists and philosophers alike—although it is
probably fair to say that while many urba-
nists have drawn on philosophically derived
justice principles to inform their critiques of
urbanization, only a few philosophers have
drawn on studies of urbanization and urban
politics to inform their thinking on the
nature of justice.

For most philosophers concerned with the
nature of justice, while the nature of city life
may have held a passing interest for illustra-
tive or evaluative purposes, it has not been
either a primary concern or an integral part
of their theory-building. That is to say, the
attempt to generate universal justice prin-
ciples has been mostly concerned to abstract
from, rather than grapple with, the specific
spatial configurations of the ‘social’ to
which ‘justice’ relates. Perhaps one notable
exception to this observation is Iris Marion
Young, whose work on justice and the poli-
tics of difference over several decades expli-
citly engaged with the nature of urban life
and politics (see Young 1990, 1999, 2001).
For Young, the very possibility of group
difference without oppression was embodied
in both the ideal of city life and in the
expression of group differences in the distinct
cultures of diverse urban neighborhoods.

Of course, regardless of whether or not
philosophers of justice have explicitly
engaged with the urban, their work has
been taken up by a range of thinkers who
have sought to evaluate the justice of
various urban formations and policies.
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Theories of justice and rights have been
drawn upon to address the concerns of plan-
ners, government agents, elected officials and
other policymakers. Addressing their practi-
cal concerns is essential because without
clear articulation of what we are striving
for, and some measure of accountability, it
is difficult to struggle effectively.

David Harvey’s (1973) early work in Social
Justice and the City, for instance, offered a set
of ‘liberal’ and ‘radical’ formulations of urban
social justice that explicitly drew upon Raw-
lsian and Marxian frameworks, respectively.
His later revisions of that early work drew
upon Young, whose work had sought to dis-
mantle some of the core elements of the
Rawlsian approach (Harvey 1973). Leonie
Sandercock’s (1997, 127) vision of the ideal
city or ‘cosmopolis’ in which ‘there is accep-
tance of, connection with, and respect and
space for “the stranger”, the possibility of
working together on matters of common
destiny and forging new hybrid cultures and
urban projects and ways of living’, also
drew heavily on Young’s work on both the
nature of oppression and the importance of
group difference.

Susan Fainstein’s (2000, 2005) ‘just city’
formulation draws on different philosophical
underpinnings. She focuses in particular on
Lefebvre’s (1991) ‘right to the city’ and
Nussbaum’s (2000) set of capabilities—
democracy, equity, diversity, growth and
sustainability—that are necessary for the
full development of the individual in a just
society. Fainstein discusses the inevitable
trade-offs among these capabilities and ques-
tions whether a focus on diversity obscures
economic structure. Ultimately, she argues
for a distributive theory of justice that is sub-
stantive and material. The strength of her
argument is that it moves urban planning
from a normative to a visionary framework,
and asks under ‘what conditions can con-
scious human activity produce a better city
for all citizens’ within the constraints of a
global capitalist political economy (Fainstein
2005, 121).

Also drawing on Lefebvre among others,
Edward Soja (2010a) offers a more funda-
mentally spatial approach to justice, mobiliz-
ing the term ‘spatial justice’ to emphasize his
core claim that justice and injustice are con-
stituted geographically through the pro-
duction of space. He argues that justice has
a geography and that the equitable distri-
bution of resources, services and access to
those resources and services is a basic
human right. For Soja (2010a),

‘the concept of justice obtains a much broader
meaning as the quality of being just or fair . . .
It links the active notion of seeking justice to
other broad concepts referring to the qualities
of a just society: freedom, liberty equality,
democracy, civil rights.’ (20)

He suggests that struggles over space and the
right to the city spatially is an integral part of
coalition building. Unjust geographies, in
Soja’s analysis, are the way that people
experience the negative effects of an unjust
society (see also Soja 2010b, 2011).

In our own previous work, we have sought
to contribute to these discussions about
justice and the city. We draw attention to
that work here because, while we have
drawn on different philosophical traditions
and empirical studies to arrive at our con-
clusions, there is considerable overlap in the
conclusions we have reached. The extent
(and limits) of that overlap has provoked us
to synthesize and extend our work as it
applies to public space in this paper. In par-
ticular, our previous work has insisted on
the need for an analysis of social and spatial
diversity to inform theories of urban social
and spatial justice, in distinction to those the-
ories that continue to prioritize matters of
redistribution and wealth over other unjust
hierarchies and forms of inequality.

Ruth Fincher and Kurt Iveson (2008)
approach the question of urban social
justice by thinking through the different
kinds of diversity that characterize urban
life, and their implications for rights to the
city. They proceed by defining three kinds

LOW AND IVESON: PROPOSITIONS FOR MORE JUST URBAN PUBLIC SPACES 15



of intersecting diversities that have impli-
cations for justice: differences in wealth,
status and hybridity (the range of possible
identities available to any one group). Their
work is informed by an engagement with a
number of philosophers of justice, including
Axel Honneth’s (2004) and Young’s (1999,
2001) work on recognition, and Nancy
Fraser’s (1990) work on the important con-
nections between recognition and redistribu-
tion in achieving the ultimate goal of ‘parity
of participation’. Their analysis of intersect-
ing diversities and injustices frames three
planning goals for more just cities: (1) redis-
tribution of space, services and facilities to
address inequalities of wealth; (2) recognition
of identities that are systematically devalued
in unjust status hierarchies; and (3) the pro-
vision of opportunities for people to break
free of fixed identities through encounters
with diverse people and practices.

Setha Low’s work on social justice in
public space derives from ethnographic
research on urban parks, plazas and gated
communities (Low and Smith 2006; Low,
Taplin, and Scheld 2005; Low 2003), the nor-
mative just city as proposed by Fainstein
(2005), and her ethnography-based critique
of Fainstein’s contention that diversity
should not be at the center of a social justice
analysis of public space (Low 2013). Similar
to Peter Marcuse (2006, 2009) who wants to
go beyond a distributive theory of justice,
and concentrate instead on the dimensions
of solidarity and difference, Low argues that
redistributive solutions alone do not result
in fairness in everyday life. Much closer to
the formulation of Fincher and Iveson
(2008), but developed from the social and
organizational psychology literature, she
offers three dimensions of justice—distribu-
tive (redistribution), procedural (recognition)
and interactional (encounter)—that she
believes are essential to address the multiple
kinds of unfairness, injustice and indignities
that people suffer in public space. Because
these processes have broad purchase, other
theorists’ conceptualizations including Hon-
neth’s (2004) recognition and dignity,

Fraser’s (1990) ‘parity of participation’ and
Andy Merrifield’s (2013) notion of encounter
can be subsumed within these dimensions,
adding nuance and layers of political prac-
tices to their psychological derivation.

Social justice and public space: five
propositions

Drawing upon, and extending, the existing
work on social justice and cities, we offer
five propositions that can be used in evalu-
ations of the justice of public spaces. As we
shall see, these propositions are both integra-
tive (in the sense that they are designed to
address related but distinct dimensions of
justice in relation to public space) and dis-
junctive (in the sense that they are not
simply cumulative, because putting two or
more of these propositions together can in
some circumstances generate tensions and
contradictions that will require contextually
specific resolutions).

Public space and distributive justice

Distributive justice refers to questions of how
the wealth, rewards, benefits and burdens of
urban life should be distributed to achieve a
just city. Do characteristics of the city such
as the provision and regulation of public
space contribute to the inequality of rich and
poor? The discussion about distributive
justice revolves around whether economic
benefits and burdens should accrue to individ-
uals equally, according to need, according to
merit or disproportionately to those who are
the least well off (Rawls 1971). To the extent
that differences of wealth are a product of pro-
cesses that systematically distribute resources
and opportunities unequally, such that class
inequalities take hold, advocates of distribu-
tive justice argue that they are unjust.

With respect to public space and social
justice, a focus on distributive justice gener-
ates two important kinds of questions. First,
what is the geographical distribution of
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public spaces across the wider urban environ-
ment, and what kinds of processes generate
such distributions? Does the distribution of
public spaces across the landscape ensure
that inhabitants across the city have access
to public spaces regardless of their wealth,
or do some people experience ‘locational dis-
advantage’ because they inhabit a neighbor-
hood with less public space than other
neighborhoods? According to Soja (2010a,
47), ‘Distributional inequity is the most
basic and obvious expression of spatial injus-
tice.’ As Soja notes, in the early literature on
social justice and the city, the distribution
of facilities such as doctors, schools, and
other public services and infrastructure
across geographical space was interrogated
through the concept of ‘territorial justice’.
This issue of locational disadvantage with
respect to public space is one that demands
attention to the provision of public space
across a metropolitan area, and poses ques-
tions about the distribution of resources
required to provide and maintain public
space across the city.

Second, a focus on the distributional
dimensions of public space raises the matter
of affordability—does access to public space
depend on wealth and/or ability to pay, or
is access ensured regardless of wealth and
means? Here, the matter of access to public
space is not only one of provision and
location, but also one of design and govern-
ance. If people seeking to occupy public
space cannot afford to spend money with
nearby businesses and find themselves being
‘moved on’ from public spaces by hyper-vig-
ilant private security guards employed by
those very businesses, this is a form of distri-
butive injustice. One of the reasons that
public spaces such as parks and public
libraries are often highly valued is that they
tend to enshrine the principle of ‘access for
all’ that takes no account of individual
wealth and means (see Fincher and Iveson
2008, chap. 7). And of course, one of the
reasons that shopping malls and BIDs have
been so controversial is precisely because
they tend to generate exclusion based on

wealth. Our example at the beginning of
this paper concerning the closure of public
spaces for fee-paying events is an example
of a development that raises questions from
the perspective of distributive justice.

Therefore, a focus on distributive justice in
relation to public space directs us to examine
both the distribution of public spaces across
the city, and the accessibility of those public
spaces to urban populations regardless of
their wealth. Of course, when such examin-
ations are conducted, it is one thing to ident-
ify unequal distributions of public space and/
or unequal access to public space for the
poor, it is another thing to argue that these
unequal distributions are unjust. Unequal
outcomes are unjust to the extent that they
are the product of processes that systemati-
cally produce and maintain inequalities
through distributions that favor the rich
over the poor. As such, any deep examination
of distributive justice must examine not
only the nature of public space outcomes,
but also the processes that generate unequal
outcomes.

The related distributional questions of
locational disadvantage and affordable
access are becoming ever more important as
profit-seeking property developers play an
increasing role in urban governance in many
cities. In the UK, for example, Anna
Minton (2012, xii) argues that the marketiza-
tion of urban development has produced an
increasingly ‘divided landscape of privately
owned, disconnected, high security, gated
enclaves side by side with enclaves of
poverty which remain untouched by the
wealth around them’. Of course, similar
claims have been made in cities in other
parts of the world (see, e.g. Caldeira 2000;
Davis 1990, 2006; Low 2003).

Public space and recognition

As noted in the previous section, a number of
thinkers have drawn attention to the limit-
ations of an exclusive focus on redistribution
as a strategy for achieving social and spatial
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justice. Alongside redistribution, recognition
seeks to address the systematic devaluing
and stigmatization of some urban identities
and ways of life in cities. Disputes over all
sorts of urban issues are instigated by
groups who argue that for justice to be
done, their particular values and needs
ought to be taken into account in the
shaping of cities. When such groups feel
that their very identities and ways of
being in the city are unfairly denigrated or
stigmatized, justice is fundamentally a
matter of status and has an inter-subjective
dimension: the pursuit of equality involves
working against ‘cultural patterns that sys-
tematically deprecate some categories of
people and the qualities associated with
them’ (Fraser 1998, 31).

With respect to public space and social
justice, a focus on recognition directs our
attention to the norms of use and behavior
that are entrenched in the provision and regu-
lation of public spaces. The formation and
expression of collective identities is likely to
be highly dependent on access to public
spaces, where members of a given group can
interact with one another. Given this, if
certain ways of occupying public space are
ideologically positioned as being ‘out of
place’ in a given public space, and if such
ideologies are inscribed into the regulatory
practices of urban authorities and other
urban inhabitants, this could result in injus-
tice for some groups in the city (Hall and
Smith 2014; Cresswell 2015; Iveson 2007).
So, for instance, Low’s (2000, 2006) studies
on urban parks have noted the ways in
which the sights, sounds, smells and practices
associated with some migrant groups are dis-
criminated against through regulations that
explicitly or implicitly universalize the par-
ticular norms of groups who claim the
status of ‘host’.

The forms that recognition might take are
still vigorously debated in social and political
theory. Difficult questions are posed by the
notion of recognition: what is the nature of
the ‘group’ to be recognized? And who or
what does the recognizing? Here, justice

will not necessarily be served simply by
allowing members of all groups to ‘be them-
selves’ in public space. For one thing, when
the kinds of public spaces discussed in this
paper are finite, it is always possible that the
activities of one group may be incompatible
with the activities of others, so unlimited rec-
ognition for all may not be possible. Further,
different identity groups are themselves
internally differentiated. Urban inhabitants
are likely to ‘belong’ to many such groups,
and the meaning of belonging is always far
from settled. Therefore, the recognition of
any given group is never likely to be entirely
straightforward.

In this context, thinkers such as Fraser
(1998) argue that we should pursue a rela-
tional form of recognition, where claims for
recognition are adjudicated according to
whether they address matters of status
relations rather than positively value group
identity as such. That is to say, claims for rec-
ognition should not be supported on the
grounds that they help to sustain a group’s
distinctiveness per se. Rather, we should
support those claims for recognition that
seek to address institutionalized patterns of
cultural value which give a particular group
a subordinate status in relation to others. If
we accept this premise, then the nature of
interaction between different groups come
sharply into focus.

Public space, encounter and interactional
justice

The concept of interactional justice is about
the quality of interpersonal interaction in a
specific situation or place. Psychologists
find that to a large extent individuals
make justice appraisals based on the quality
of interactional treatment they receive
(Cropanzano and Randell 1993). Attributes
of interactional fairness include truthfulness,
respect, propriety and justification (Bies
1986).

With respect to public space and social
justice, interactional justice refers to the
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qualities of interactions between different
users of a given public space. It is sometimes
difficult to distinguish interactional justice
from recognition (see above) and procedural
justice (see below), since all three incorporate
elements of fairness in how a person or group
is treated. For instance, misrecognition may
take the form of rules concerning behavior
in a public space (see above), but it may also
have an interactional component, in which
members of a group are subject to verbal or
physical abuse when occupying a public
space in a particular manner. This interac-
tional component of justice, then, focuses
more specifically on the nature of encounters
that take place in public space. It is through
such encounters that urban inhabitants can
establish new collective identifications with
one another that are not premised on shared
‘membership’ of a group, but on shared
activities and practices.

While the dynamics of encounter between
urban inhabitants may at first seem to be a
matter for morality or manners rather than
policy and politics, Fincher and Iveson have
argued that policy can indeed play a crucial
role in enhancing both the quantity and
quality of interaction among urban inhabi-
tants. Following Peattie, they argue that
more convivial atmospheres need not only a
particular orientation towards strangers, but
also a ‘material base’ for their production
and maintenance:

‘Conviviality can take place with few props:
the corner out of the wind where friends drink
coffee together, the vacant lot which will
become a garden. But it must have some sort of
material base—the right-shaped corner, the
piece of vacant land and a couple of rakes—and
it must have the rules that permit it.
Conviviality cannot be coerced, but it can be
encouraged by the right rules, the right props,
and the right places and spaces. These are in the
domain of planning.’ (Peattie 1998, 248)

Interactional justice should not be overlooked
as simply a form of procedural justice. For
instance, Whitman et al. (2012) found based
on a meta-analysis of empirical organizational

studies that a positive interactional justice
climate and respectful interpersonal behaviors
significantly increased cooperation through-
out the organization. Similar studies of the
impact of procedural or interactional justice
behaviors and/or climate have not been
replicated in public space nonetheless these
findings are indicative of changes that might
be expected. During Occupy Wall Street and
the uprisings at Tahrir Square, for example,
there were repeated reports of a palpable
climate of trust and cooperation that devel-
oped among the protestors who were com-
mitted to treating all participants occupying
those public spaces with care and respect
(Maharawal 2014).

Public space and care and repair

Since interactional justice based on respectful
treatment and an absence of physical and
verbal abuse contributes to increased
cooperation, it follows that pro-social behav-
ior such as caring for others and participating
in the repair of the environment also consti-
tutes an important dimension of social
justice in public space. Recent years have
seen a growing literature from diverse disci-
plinary perspectives converging around the
issue of care. These intellectual currents
include efforts within feminist economics to
construct analytical frameworks for under-
standing the ‘other economy’ where the
direct production and maintenance of
human beings takes place, as well as method-
ologies for measuring and valuing it (Tronto
2013). From within social policy research
there have been concerted efforts to engender
welfare regimes analysis by bringing in issues
of care. Dovetailing and enriching with the
diverse conceptual and empirical engage-
ments has been a philosophical conversation
about the ‘ethics of care’, contesting the nar-
rowness of an ethic of paid work that drives
policy agendas and reforms across welfare
states.

The organization and ethics of care has
received less attention in the literature on
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public space than matters of distribution, rec-
ognition and interaction discussed above. We
believe that considerations about care have
two important implications for our approach
to making more just public spaces. First,
structures of caregiving in any given society
will have a significant impact on who is able
to access public space, and so must be con-
sidered as matters of social justice. This
applies most obviously to groups like chil-
dren or the elderly, whose access to public
space is often facilitated by caring others
(such as family members and care workers).
In the Western political tradition, the pro-
vision of such care has not been viewed as a
matter of social justice. Instead, visions of
public life have been underpinned by an
‘assumption of autonomy’, which takes for
granted the existence of private individuals
capable of participating in public life, and
makes autonomy a qualification for full par-
ticipation. By treating the production of
autonomous individuals as a pre-political
matter for the private realm, and excluding
from public life those who are not considered
to be autonomous, this tradition fails to
acknowledge that inequalities in the pro-
vision of care actually impact upon public
life. As Tronto (2013, 10) argues:

‘ . . . once a democratic society makes a
commitment to the equality of all its
members, then the ways in which the
inequalities of care affect different citizens’
capacities to be equal has to be a central part
of the society’s political tasks’.

This notion suggests that social justice would
include the resourcing and supporting of
carers who can enable everyone’s access to
public space. Tom Hall and Robin Smith’s
(2014) study of homeless volunteers
working in Cardiff, UK highlights the role
that ‘kindness’ plays in the ‘good city’ and
depicts a caring city as more resilient and
contributing to conviviality. Caring in
public space, in this sense, focuses on attend-
ing to other’s needs, not just passively
through recognition or interaction, but in

pro-social and life-enhancing ways. An
example is the street vendor at Columbus
Circle in New York City who protects the
safety of young mothers and children by
warning them of dangerous visitors, a rat or
a slippery sidewalk and calls an ambulance
or the police when needed. Other ‘public
characters’ who inhabit public space
(Duneier 1999), such as the shoeshine men
on Parque Central (Low 2000) in San José,
Costa Rica or the self-proclaimed ‘park
mayor’ of Denver, Colorado’s central
square provide care by watching out for chil-
dren, the elderly and anyone lost or confused
(Setha Low, field observations). Political and
social solidarity is often built out of caring
both for others and the environment
(Fennell 2014; Fisher 2012). For example,
Occupy Wall Street (OWS) in New York
City was based on a politics of care that
focused on insuring that everyone had a safe
place to sleep, access to communication tech-
nology and collective meals. Coats, clothes
and daily necessities were collected from sur-
rounding businesses and residents to address
the physical needs of OWS participants and
underscore that caring for one another was
a foundational part of representing the
‘99%’ (Maharawal 2013).

The second implication of the literature on
care for social justice in public space concerns
caring for places. While not well-developed as
a concept in public space planning and policy,
women’s environmental activism is often
described in maternalist terms—as if mother-
hood and caring for the environment go hand
in hand (MacGregor 2006) and the core of
ecological integrity and social justice is
based on the politics of care (Morgan 2010).
An ethic of caring in public space would
also include ‘repair’—the often overlooked
acts of maintenance and upkeep which keep
the city and its residents going. Small-scale
acts of kindness and activities of repair such
as picking up trash or adding flowers to a
public space are not simply reassuring, but
contribute to a sense of well-being and
enable other forms of justice and recognition
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to flourish (Tronto 2013; Fisher 2012). Acts
of repair may also include more structured
and resourced activities of upkeep and main-
tenance through a range of formal urban ser-
vices like trash collection, signage, gardening
and the like. As Amin (2008, 22) points out,
while such activities are often ‘invisible’
until they go wrong, they are vital for the
production of a just civic culture in public
space:

‘The quality of urban maintenance . . . affects
the urban civic culture. When the basics of
shelter, sanitation, sustenance, water,
communication and the like are missing, the
experience of the city, of the commons and of
others, is severely compromised, producing
solidarities of largely an exclusionary and
wretched nature.’

Caring and repair can be understood and
evaluated as part of social justice in public
space because it speaks to and represents a
tolerance for others that provides the
groundwork for a socially just place.
Across both of the registers we have dis-
cussed—care for people and care for
places—the influence of neoliberalism dis-
cussed earlier has been a pernicious effect,
pushing care back into the private market
realm as a matter of personal or community
responsibility, rather than acknowledging
the need for collective effort and resources
(Tronto 2013, 37–40). Further, some forms
of care have been more focused on punitive
approaches to so-called ‘anti-social behav-
ior’ that contribute to status inequalities
(see recognition and interaction above),
rather than focusing on more pro-social
forms of care for people and place.

Public space and procedural justice

We have seen that each of the previous four
propositions about justice in public space gen-
erate questions about the processes through
which public spaces are produced—through
what processes are resources allocated to
their provision and maintenance, and

through what processes are their rules of
use and norms of interaction established?

While we agree with critics who argue that
justice in urban outcomes must not be
reduced to a matter of procedural fairness
(e.g. Fainstein 2000), justice undeniably has
a procedural component. With respect to
public space and social justice, a concern
with procedural justice focuses our attention
on the ways in which decisions about public
spaces are made—to what extent are public
spaces themselves the object of genuinely
democratic and inclusive public debate in
the wider urban public sphere, and to what
extent are such debates captured by powerful
interests or constrained by existing societal
structures such as, for example, entrenched
concepts of private property (e.g. Iveson
2007; Low and Smith 2006; Staeheli and
Mitchell 2008).

Importantly, the processes of negotiation
and decision-making that shape public
spaces have a significant influence on fairness
and our perceptions of fairness. Psychologists
have found that distributional outcomes are
not the only relevant issue when determining
people’s perception of fairness (Tyler and
Blader 2003; Tyler 2000, 2005). The way
that a person is included in decision-making
processes is equally important. While early
research on social justice supported the find-
ings that people felt most satisfied when out-
comes were distributed fairly, subsequent
research found that distributive justice out-
comes were often biased, and that the favor-
ability of an outcome was less crucial when
the underlying allocation process was per-
ceived as fair (Tyler and Blader 2003; Cro-
panzano and Randall 1993). Recent research
on contacts with the police in Australia
found that a relational model of authority
that emphasizes the role of procedural
justice was associated with ‘higher perceived
legitimacy, outcome fairness and satisfaction
with the contact’ (Elliot, Thomas, and
Ogloff 2011, 592). Further, a climate of pro-
cedural justice may also be manifest in
emotional contagion and a sense of trust
more generally (Whitman et al. 2012).
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Crucially, such research suggests that public
spaces will not be perceived as just if people
are systematically locked-out of decision-
making processes that shape their use—
either through direct forms of exclusion that
put decision-making behind closed doors, or
through indirect forms of exclusion where
the rules of participation in decision-making
systematically favor some groups over others.

Putting our propositions to work: two
examples

What use are such propositions for urban
analysis and action? They are not designed
to act as philosophical principles that stand
completely outside of context, to be simply
‘applied’ as either a neutral analytical tool
or an inflexible prescription for action.
Rather, in the critical theoretical tradition,
we have sought to articulate a set of prop-
ositions that are derived from an engagement
with diverse social and spatial struggles, and
might continue to inform and respond to
future actions in pursuit of more just cities.
We refer to them as ‘propositions’ precisely
to signal that they are intended as useful
and adaptable contributions to ongoing dia-
logue and action about public spaces in
different contexts.

Given this, the propositions we have devel-
oped above could be applied in a number of
different ways in different contexts. In this
section, we briefly illustrate two distinct
ways in which our framework might be
applied. First, we illustrate how these prop-
ositions might be used for quite general
assessments and overviews of public spaces
in a given city. We do this through a brief
assessment of street conditions in
New York City from a justice perspective,
drawing on propositions about distributive,
interactional and procedural justice as well
as recognition and an ethics of caring and
repair. Here, propositions are combined to
provide a generalized overview. Second, we
show how the different propositions can
also be used to interrogate specific policies

relating to public space. We do this with a
brief discussion of broken windows
approaches to the policing of graffiti in
public space. This discussion shows how
exclusionary approaches to the ‘care and
repair’ of public space can be distinguished
from more progressive approaches, by
putting care into dialogue with our other
justice propositions such as redistribution
and recognition.

Streets and sidewalks in New York City

Public space in New York City has been a
flashpoint in the wider politics of social
inequality, gentrification and neighborhood
resource equity. Thus, in New York City dis-
tributive justice must take into consideration
the entire city to consider where and when
the distribution of streets and sidewalks are
equal or unequal to the needs of users. Most
residents and visitors to New York City
would agree that while there seems to be an
equal distribution of streets due their
general grid plan layout, in some parts of
the city streets and sidewalks are inadequate
for the flow of people, in poor repair or are
appropriated by restaurants for cafés and by
retailers for displaying merchandise. Many
New York City sidewalks are privatized in
a variety of ways. for example, Broadway
between 34th and 35th is lined with large,
protective planters that restrict where
people can walk (Figure 1) and the commer-
cial establishments along Broadway as it
runs through Times Square have multiple
elements of privatization such as placards,
tables, mannequins blocking the flow of
pedestrians.

At the same time some of the Times Square
streets have been barricaded and made into
new, flexible public spaces that give ped-
estrians places to rest, eat, perform, talk and
meet friends and encouraging pedestrians to
enjoy the area (Figure 2). Automobile
drivers including taxis and car service compa-
nies, however, complain that this privileging
of streets for pedestrians (and bicycle lanes
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for bikers) is unjust with regard to their need
to move quickly through the streets of the
city to make a living.

In terms of recognition, studies of Times
Square and Herald Square (Chesluk 2008;
Brash 2011; Miller 2007; Low 2013) suggest

that Senegalese vendors, individuals and
families who are homeless, immigrants
waiting for work, panhandlers, some kinds
of vendors and transient individuals, and
some groups of teenagers of color are not
recognized as legitimate public space users.

Figure 1 Protective planters along Broadway between 34th and 35th (Photo: Setha Low).
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Rules and regulations about loitering and
sleeping in public space are used as ways to
chase stigmatized and marginalized people
away and restrict their presence.

Interactional justice on New York City
streets varies considerably depending on who
you are, the time of day and the day of the
week. Police officers can become abusive
especially at night or on weekends when
there are large numbers of people and large
crowds. At these moments, it is particularly

clear that the police first ask ‘misrecognized’
people to move along using force if necessary.
These misrecognized groups of people and
individuals also can find themselves targets
of discrimination on sidewalks and in public
facilities such as train, bus and subway stations
where recognized users are protected and
secure, while youth of color, homeless indi-
viduals, buskers and vendors are given tickets
or even arrested. Socially just interactions are
further complicated by friction between cars

Figure 2 Sense of place in Times Square, NYC (Photo: Setha Low).
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and other cars, pedestrians and cars, ped-
estrians and bicycles, and bicycles and cars
where encounters can become quite harsh,
irritating and even violent.

On the other hand, interactional justice can
be found in the diversity of residents, ped-
estrians and workers who inhabit New York
City streets and their tolerance of the wide
range of often conflicting activities that take
place at one time in the same space. Among
people who work and perform on the streets
and sidewalks or even among those who pan-
handle there can be conflicts over the use of
prime performance and vendor locations, but
these problems can also be attributed to the
lack of procedural justice in allocation of
these prime spots by the city.

An ethic of caring and repair cushions some
of these negative interactions that occur daily
on the street. Religious, charity and volunteer
organizations such as the Midnight Run and
Godard Services offer daily meals for people
living in parks, the underground and on side-
walks, and panhandlers are often rewarded
with ‘spare change’ and food from passers-
by. Police and security guards offer tourist
advice and help people find their way or
even to get home if lost. Caring, while
adding to a more just atmosphere, neverthe-
less, does not necessarily reduce the direct
impact of discrimination by authorities of
misrecognized citizens and street residents.

In this brief set of considerations, we can
see that socially just public space has multiple
dimensions. In any given context, the nature
of inequality and injustice may be such that
one or more of our five propositions is
more important than another. Further, as
we will see in our next example, each of the
five propositions/principles that we have ela-
borated above can usefully be used to interro-
gate the others.

Broken windows and the policing of graffiti

As well as helping with general assessments
of public space provision and regulation in a
given city, our framework can also be used

for critical interrogations of specific public
space policies and practices. For instance,
the propositions we have set out above can
be used to critically engage with the widely
influential ‘broken windows’ approach to
the policing of public space.

Advocates of the ‘broken windows’
approach to the policing of public space
argue for a targeted policing of so-called
anti-social behavior as a means to make
public space safe. The ‘broken window’ is a
metaphor for the impact of apparently
minor ‘anti-social’ behaviors on public
space—if one window is left unrepaired in a
neighborhood, this is said to send a message
to the world that ‘no-one cares’ about that
neighborhood (Wilson and Kelling 1982).
According to the theory, this signal will be
interpreted by the anti-social as an invitation
to escalate their behavior—‘if no-one cares
about the broken window, then no-one will
care if I break other norms and rules’. The
‘broken window’ is made to represent a
much wider range of ‘minor infractions’ and
‘everyday annoyances’ such as graffiti,
begging, rough sleeping, etc., all of which
have become the target of police operations
and corporate and civilian interventions
designed to ‘clean up’ the neighborhood.

Of course, this form of policing has not
been without its critics, many of whom
have associated it with a punitive (even
‘revanchist’) turn in urban governance in neo-
liberalizing cities. They point out that some
people’s annoyances tend to be universalized,
and that punitive approaches to these annoy-
ances end up having unequal effects for
different groups—with the young, minorities
and the poor typically the targets (e.g.
Herbert and Brown 2006). We too are critical
for reasons which we discuss below.
However, we think it is useful to recast this
debate as one about care for urban public
spaces, and its relationship to other justice
principles.

It is important to acknowledge the fact that
the embrace of broken windows influenced
policing and governance of public space is
not, at least for all who embrace it, a politics
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of revenge and hate. For many, it is a
common-sense statement about care for
their neighborhood. Broken windows initiat-
ives frequently mobilize citizens to take part
in the management of public space, inviting
them to ‘take responsibility for their commu-
nity’. In a specific example of broken
windows policy in Sydney, for several years
citizens have been invited by the NSW State
Government, in partnership with Clean Up
Australia, to participate in ‘Graffiti Action
Day’. The idea here is for citizens to play a
role in caring for their communities, by
donning some overalls, grabbing some paint
rollers and covering up any graffiti that they
could find in their neighborhood. Materials
are provided by the event’s sponsors, and
the Government’s registration page is used
to put citizens in a given neighborhood in
touch with one another for the day. The
purpose of Graffiti Action Day is not only
the practical work of graffiti removal, but
also to ‘send a message’ to graffiti writers
that their actions hurt communities and that
people care enough about their neighborhood
to ‘fight back’. There can be no doubt about
the sincerity of many participants, who care
deeply about their neighborhoods—enough
to spend a day of their weekend with others
working to re-paint walls and fences.

We have made the case above that care is
crucial in making public space more just—in
the form of care for people to enable them
to access public space, and care for the
places themselves. But of itself, care is not
necessarily just. As theorists of care empha-
size, a key political dynamic to unpack here
is not so much the difference between care
and its absence, but the difference between
different configurations of care, influenced
as they are by particular ideologies and
policy frameworks (Barnes 2012; Tronto
2013). The justice propositions we develop
above can be useful in this task.

If we interrogate the ‘broken windows’
form of care embodied by Graffiti Action
Day from the perspectives of redistribution,
recognition and interaction/encounter, we

can see its limits and its potentially harmful
impacts in perpetuating some forms of
urban injustice. From the perspective of the
NSW Government, Graffiti Action Day
positioned graffiti removal as a form of care,
and graffiti as a form of ‘wrecking’ (or at
best, as an absence of care). The organizers
of this event refuse to recognize the cultures
and values of the young (and not so young)
people who practice and appreciate different
forms of graffiti and street art. This is not to
suggest that such cultures and values should
simply be uncritically ‘celebrated’. It is,
however, to insist that such cultures and
values be recognized and engaged with,
through an acknowledgement of disagree-
ment about urban aesthetics.

Of course, such recognition and engage-
ment would also require opportunities for
interaction between graffiti writers and their
detractors. Such opportunities are typically
denied to graffiti artists and writers on the
pre-determined stereotype that they are
‘bad’, ‘anti-social’. Finally, we might also
note that the substance of the disagreement
between graffiti writers and their detractors
concerns a distributional question—in their
practice, graffiti writers put the surfaces of
the city to work as a space that can be used
by anyone as a space for communication,
instead of being locked away behind property
rights determined in the market sphere of
exchange.

On the same day as Graffiti Action Day in
2010, a small group of graffiti writers, com-
munity-based youth workers and academics
(including Iveson) organized a parallel
action called ‘Keep Australia Colourful’.
Instead of painting over existing graffiti,
they created new works—negotiating with
several property owners to get access to
walls and trucks for murals (Figure 3). They
handed out leaflets to passers-by, explaining
what they were doing, and engaging them in
conversation about their skills and work.
They talked to journalists, and their work
featured in full color in the next day’s
edition of a major metropolitan newspaper
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(Corderoy and Christopher 2010). Their
work was positioned as a different kind of
care for the environment, through its co-pro-
duction by residents and artists in dialogue
that both recognized the culture of street art
and was built on a process of interaction
and engagement. It did not challenge the
sovereign rights of private property
owners—but contributed to efforts to crack
apart the consensus that all graffiti is bad,
and that the only way to care for your neigh-
borhood is to keep it colorless.

Conclusion

This paper proposes five propositions that can
be used to guide efforts to make urban public
spaces more just, in order to contest their
restriction and homogenization by neoliberal
governance strategies. We have purposively
chosen not to define public space narrowly
in the hopes of using the term in a general
sense that includes public infrastructure

(such as transit systems), public institutions
(such as libraries) as well as appropriated
public spaces (such transitional, borrowed
and in-between spaces) and performative and
temporary public space (such as pop-up art
shows and playgrounds). We argue that
increasingly public space has become a
crucial location for the production of a politi-
cally and social diverse public sphere. For all
of these reasons, then, it seems crucial that
the production of public space reflects mul-
tiple dimensions of social justice. If public
spaces are not socially just in a number of
ways, an unjust politics of exclusion, rather
than of inclusion will continue through the
current regime of urban civility.

This paper was written to provide an
opening for a broader discussion on what
constitutes a socially just city. Existing
models of urban social justice and/or the
just city, as important as they are, are not
specific to the problem of protecting and
transforming public space. Yet public space
has become even more important to the

Figure 3 Mural produced as part of ‘Keep Australia Colourful’. Artwork by Beastman, Numskull, Roach and Saynt
(Photo: Kurt Iveson).
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public sphere (Low 2016). For these reasons
we are also interested in developing a
notion of social justice that can be applied
to public spaces with the idea that a more
robust definition of socially just public
space could be practical and implementable
even in a neoliberal world. By clearly defin-
ing what we think just public space should
be we have unearthed a multi-dimensional
grounding for social justice analysis and pol-
itical organizing. While any one of the five
propositions we offer is not necessarily
radical or new in and of itself, we believe
that drawing them into dialogue with one
another gives us new perspectives on old pro-
blems and offers an innovative basis of cri-
tique and action.

We realize that these propositions are only
a beginning and offer them in the hopes that
others will expand, critique and criticize our
attempt. They emerged through our field-
work and activism in the USA, Australia
and parts of Latin America. We hope that
they will be useful to people beyond these
places, but we leave it to activists and thinkers
working in other cultural and political con-
texts to consider their utility. At the very
least, we anticipate that these different prop-
ositions will apply differently in distinct and
varying situations and state/national/transna-
tional structures. For example, sometimes
social injustice will revolve around the redis-
tribution of public space such as the lack of
playgrounds in poorer neighborhoods.
Other times, it could be the way people
treat one another in a city where there is a
fair distribution of space, but racist and dis-
criminatory practices make it impossible for
some people to be recognized as citizens
much less treated respectfully in their day-
to-day movements through public space.
We look forward to responses to this initial
attempt to develop our ideas and articulate a
set of general propositions that we think
will be useful.

We worry that the propositions we have
outlined here are not radical enough to
produce the kinds of changes we want in
our cities. It is certainly true that the forces

stacked against the kinds of measures we
have outlined are great, and that not all
forms of redistribution, recognition, inter-
action, care and procedural inclusion will
result in transformation of the processes
that generate inequalities in the first place.
And yet, even relatively modest movements
towards more just provision and governance
of public space can have potentially transfor-
mative urban effects. Widening access to
public spaces for all has significant political
potential. Public spaces are not only crucial
sites in the formation of habits of co-presence
and togetherness that can break down unjust
hierarchies (Amin 2008). They also remain
crucial sites in processes of political subjecti-
fication by which ‘the people’ can articulate
and enact new forms of equality in our
increasingly unequal societies (Castells 2012;
Davidson and Iveson 2014; Low 2016). Yes,
in our networked cities public spaces are
deployed in concert with various media in
these processes of habitation and subjectifica-
tion. But they are no less vital for that, and so
the pursuit of more just public spaces is not
only an end in itself, but potentially a means
to a greater end for those of us seeking
more radical transformations of urban life.
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Flooding the sanitary city
Planning discourse and the materiality of
urban sanitation in Hanoi

Sophie Schramm

Urban water flows are constitutive elements of Hanoi’s morphology. Regular floods across
the city illustrate that Hanoi’s amphibious character is a central impediment to the installa-
tion of a ‘dry and sanitary city’, the global modernist ideal of a separation of urban waste-
water flows from public space through their redirection into large underground networks.
Currently, the first attempt by the city government to construct a citywide sewerage
network since the colonial period is taking place. In accordance with the ideal of the sanitary
city, it aims at a unification and centralization of hitherto socio-spatially diverse arrange-
ments of sanitation provision in the city. At the same time, rapid urbanization has radically
transformed Hanoi, contributing to a continuous diversity of urban sanitation infrastruc-
tures and thus defeating the goal of unification and centralization. Starting from an
urban political ecology perspective, this paper takes a historical focus to explain Hanoi’s sani-
tation system as emerging from an interplay of discourses and material urbanization
dynamics. Arguing that discourses permeate the material reproduction of urban wastewater
flows and infrastructures, the paper focuses on the role of the sanitary city ideal for the repro-
duction of sanitation infrastructures and the contestations and stabilizations of this ideal in
Hanoi. Furthermore, the paper addresses the material reproduction of urban sanitation and
drainage in Hanoi as part of broader urbanization dynamics, based on a conceptualization
of regular floods at the urban fringe of Hanoi as indicators for persisting socio-spatial frag-
mentations of the city’s sanitation system.

Key words: urban political ecology, Hanoi, sanitation planning, urban infrastructures, Global
South

Introduction

H
anoi literally means ‘city in a
river’. Urban water flows are con-
stitutive elements of the city in the

delta of the Red River. Regular floods
across Hanoi illustrate that its amphibious
character is a central impediment to the
installation of a ‘dry and sanitary city’,
the global modernist ideal of a separation

of urban wastewater flows from public
urban space through their redirection
into citywide underground networks
transporting wastewaters from households
directly out of the city (Heidenreich 2004;
Melosi 2008).

In Hanoi, the colonial period (1882–1954)
and the years since doi moi (renewal) from
1986 onwards, when the country opened up
to a market economy, are moments of
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particular interest concerning the changing
topologies of sanitation and the impacts of
modernist planning. The colonial period wit-
nessed drastic destructions of pre-existing
built structures, as well as the massive
growth of Hanoi (Wright 1991). The con-
struction of a modern city included large-
scale redirections of urban (waste) water
flows to underground networks and the
filling of formerly omnipresent lakes, ponds
and swamps throughout the city (Logan
2000). While the American war and sub-
sequent urban poverty after independence in
1954 slowed down urbanization and expan-
sion of networked infrastructures, reforms
in the course of doi moi, such as the lifting
of restrictions on the influx to urban centres
and on private land ownership, contributed
to massive rural–urban migration and urban
expansion (Leaf 1999; Quang and Kammeier
2002). For instance, according to official stat-
istics, between 1990 and 2009, Hanoi’s popu-
lation has grown by about 2% annually and
has reached roughly 6.4 million (GSO
2009). This growth has been accompanied
by massive expansions of large infrastructure
networks since the turn of the century
(World Bank 2006; WHO and UNICEF
2012).

Currently, the first attempt by the city
government to construct a large-scale sew-
erage network since colonialization is
taking place (SRV and HPC 2005). In
accordance with the ideal of the sanitary
city, it aims at a unification and centraliza-
tion of hitherto socio-spatially diverse
arrangements of sanitation provision in the
city. At the same time, rapid urbanization
has radically transformed Hanoi’s mor-
phology and particularly the urban fringe,
which displays ‘a great diversity of inter-
mixed landscapes’ (Leaf 2002, 29), a con-
stantly changing conglomerate of centrally
planned new urban areas, rapidly urbaniz-
ing villages, industries and agriculture.
This urbanization process contributes to a
continuous diversity of urban sanitation
infrastructures defeating the goal of

unification and centralization. The inter-
play of centrally planned network expan-
sion and diverse urbanization dynamics
significantly restructure the infrastructural
geography of Hanoi. Floods occurring reg-
ularly at the urban fringe indicate the con-
tradictions between centralized planning
and urbanization dynamics.

Analyses of the political ecology of sani-
tation planning and practice suggest that the
ideal of the sanitary city has been applied
only partially in cities of the Global South,
leading to segregated access to modern sani-
tation infrastructures (Gandy 2006; Kooy
and Bakker 2008; McFarlane 2008). This
paper interrogates the role of the ideal of
the sanitary city in Hanoi’s urban sanitation
planning and the production of sanitation
infrastructures in the colonial period and
present. For this purpose, it takes an urban
political ecology perspective on the material
and discursive production of Hanoi’s sani-
tation infrastructures. Sanitation planning in
Hanoi today has a stronger focus on socio-
spatial unification and standardization than
in the colonial period, when it attempted to
balance existing socio-spatial differentiations
with a diversification of sanitation infrastruc-
tures. However, I argue that the political
ecology of wastewater flows does not only
depend on sanitation planning and policy
and their respective contestations and
inherent contradictions, but that it is also
contingent on broader urbanization
dynamics. Furthermore, I show that plans
and policies have continuously misconceived
these urbanization dynamics and that, since
the period of colonization, contradictions
have become visible at the edges of centra-
lized network provision, the urban fringes
of Hanoi. By analysing place-specific prac-
tices in the reproduction of urban space and
the redirections of wastewater flows in an
urban fringe area of Hanoi, this paper
reveals the possibilities and limitations that
urban actors have in order to shape sanitation
infrastructures beyond formal planning
(Figure 1).
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The material and discursive production
of urban water and sanitation
infrastructures

‘Socio-technical processes’ of urbanization
and the reproduction of urban infrastructures
are complex and uneven, temporal and spatial
reflections of society (Keil 2003; Swynge-
douw and Heynen 2003, 907). The ways in
which urban infrastructures shape urban
space do not depend on infrastructural pol-
icies and interventions alone, but rather are
contingent on broader urbanization processes
and the distribution of resources such as land
and housing (Loftus and Lumsden 2008;
Zérah 2008). Starting from the assumption
that the deconstruction of urban water

flows serves to unveil power relations and
to understand the reproduction of urban
socio-spatial inequalities, this exploration of
discourses reflected in policies, planning and
the material construction of Hanoi’s sani-
tation infrastructures positions itself concep-
tually in the field of urban political ecology
(Swyngedouw and Heynen 2003).

Deconstructing the ideal of the sanitary city

The colonial period is a critical moment for
urban wastewater flows in the Global South
(McFarlane 2008). In the late 19th century,
large infrastructure networks became key
elements of global urban landscapes, as

Figure 1 Areas urbanized in historical phases of Hanoi and the study area in 2010 (Author, based on Fayet 1939; Goo-
gle aerial picture, 2010). (The edges of the area urbanized in the colonial era constituted the urban fringe at the time.
Today, the urban fringe is the area outside the (pre-)colonial maximal expansion of Hanoi.)
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representations of modernity and progress
(Heidenreich 2004). With regards to urban
sanitation, the hegemonic ideal of a ‘dry and
sanitary city’ has emerged from a global
interplay of discourses on hygiene and citi-
zenship, visions of urban governance and
natural-scientific and technological advances
in the late 19th century. The identification
of pathogens in wastewater has justified the
construction of large, underground networks
separating wastewater from public space and
flushing it out of the city. Such sociotechnical
networks have been rendered possible by
engineering advances of the time (cf. Melosi
2008). With regards to broader urbanization
dynamics, they presuppose a bounded city,
where wastewaters are produced, and which
is clearly divided from a rural hinterland as
the sink for these wastewaters.

The ideal of the sanitary city furthermore
assumes and at the same time pursues particu-
lar state–society relations, as the operation of
these large technical networks is to be regu-
lated by the state, which thus provides ubi-
quitous and non-exclusive services at
uniform tariffs to an urban population pas-
sively receiving these services (Gandy 2004;
Oosterveer and Spaargaren 2010). The ideal
expresses a bio-political vision of the state
controlling the hygienic behaviour of citizens
whose households are connected to large,
state-regulated networks via flush toilets (cf.
Bakker 2013). Kaika and Swyngedouw
(2000, 125) emphasize the symbolic meaning
of these technical networks and artefacts as
material representations of the apparent
‘mastering and taming [of] nature’ by
human beings. Colonialization has activated
the global travel of such rationalizations,
which have shaped wider urban policies
worldwide. Despite the ideal’s orientation
towards ubiquitous access of all urban dwell-
ers to centralized networks and thus its
potential contribution to urban socio-spatial
cohesion, scholars attest that the ideal of the
sanitary city has regularly had reverse
effects on geographies of wastewater flows
in cities of the Global South (Kooy and
Bakker 2008; Zérah 2008). For an

understanding of these dynamics, the
concept of the ‘sanitation syndrome’
(Swanson 1977, 387) is insightful, as it
explains how colonial urban planning,
where ‘urban race relations came to be
widely conceived and dealt with in the
imagery of infection and epidemic disease’,
became the ideological basis for socio-
spatial segregation.

An urban political ecology approach
reveals how dominant ascriptions of
meaning concerning practices in urban sani-
tation, health and hygiene were used to con-
struct a series of dichotomies and resulting
logics of urban governance between ‘coloni-
zer’ and ‘indigenous’, ‘modern’ and ‘tra-
ditional’, ‘developed’ and ‘underdeveloped’,
‘sanitary’ and ‘insanitary’. It furthermore
illustrates how this dichotomy has then
been materially manifested in urban space
through segregated and racialized access to
modern sanitation infrastructures (Swynge-
douw 2004; Kooy and Bakker 2008; McFar-
lane 2008). Urban scholars draw on this
dichotomy as an explanation for the perpe-
tual socio-spatial fragmentations of cities in
the Global South that reveals the contradic-
tory impacts of the infrastructural ideal on
urban sanitation systems and its contested
nature (Gandy 2006; Kooy and Bakker
2008; McFarlane 2008).

Studies on urban sanitation in the Global
South establish a clear link between sani-
tation plans and policies in the colonial era
based on the hygienist ideal of the sanitary
city and socio-spatially fragmented urban
spaces. However, from the 1970s onwards,
the relations between formal urban planning
and actual urbanization dynamics have loo-
sened in cities of the Global South (Gandy
2004). Urban infrastructure studies suggest a
change in governance rationality, with state
interventions in urbanization processes and
everyday lives of citizens becoming less coer-
cive and transparent, and more indirect and
incoherent (Li 2007; Kooy and Bakker 2008;
Loftus and Lumsden 2008). This greater
opacity concerning the influence of formal
planning and governance on urban space
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concurs with a blurring of the role of the ideal
of the sanitary city for place-specific urban
geographies of resource distribution. Along
with developments such as the rise of the
neo-liberal project, the idea of absolute limits
to growth and the turn towards sustainability,
a range of concepts and approaches to urban
spatial and sanitation planning have emerged,
rendering the definition of a globally circulat-
ing ideology guiding urban development and
infrastructure planning worldwide extremely
difficult (Castree and Braun 2001; Graham
and Marvin 2001; Pincetl 2010). In light of
these complexities, the study of sanitation
planning and the reproduction of Hanoi’s
urban space and sanitation infrastructures
contributes to an understanding of the chan-
ging influence of the circulating ideal on
state action and planning, and on the diverse
and multifaceted urbanization processes in
cities of the Global South.

Discourse and materiality in urban
infrastructure studies

A central concern of urban political ecology is
the analysis of urban infrastructures as
material mediators, transforming natural
resources such as water into commodities
(McFarlane and Rutherford 2008; Monstadt
2009). Some scholars argue that the critical
project of urban studies, to unveil the ways
in which capital flows mediate and shape
urban socio-spatial inequalities and dynamics
of resource distribution, cannot benefit from
poststructuralist approaches (e.g. Brenner
et al. 2011). However, urban political
ecology in particular has drawn upon post-
structuralist-inspired accounts of discourse
formation and contestation and has produced
new insights from it (e.g. Castree 2002;
Kaika 2006; Lawhon, Ernstson, and Silver
2014). Heynen, Kaika, and Swyngedouw
(2006, 7) powerfully express these interdepen-
dences between materiality and discourse
when they state that ‘the material production
of environments is necessarily impregnated
with the mobilization of particular discourses

and understandings . . . of and about nature
and the environment’ (cf. also Kaika 2006).
Policies and plans are material artefacts and
at the same time represent ascriptions of
meaning, discourses about cities and infra-
structures, and visions of urban futures
(Brenner et al. 2011; Rutherford 2013). An
examination of plans and policies thus helps
to unpack rationalities and governance logics
concerning the possibilities and limits to
reform of certain aspects of society (Dean
[1999] 2010).

However, the inclusion of formal plans and
policies does not imply that the physical arte-
facts and networks directing urban resource
flows are the intended result of a ‘kind of over-
arching ideological superstructure’ (Latham
and McCormack 2004, 711). Based on the rec-
ognition that urban materiality emerges
through processes beyond central planning
and control, researchers of urban infrastructures
worldwide turn towards people’s activities and
practices in the reproduction of urban space,
environments and infrastructure (Kooy and
Bakker 2008; Rutherford 2013). Although the
limitation of plans and policies concerning the
explanation of emerging urban forms is not
confined to the Global South, it is particularly
apparent there, where formal policies and strat-
egies are often distant from urban dynamics of
resource distribution and living conditions
(Kooy and Bakker 2008). Lawhon, Ernstson,
and Silver (2014, 512) emphasize the need to
study ‘everyday modalities through which
ordinary people link together to provide for
their lives’ beyond the centralized provision of
services. Scholars thus focus on individuals’
activities and their improvisations in the
making of urban environments in order to
identify new potentials for progressive change
(Lawhon, Ernstson, and Silver 2014; Coutard
and Guy 2007; Loftus 2012).

Starting from these developments in urban
political ecologies, this paper takes a historical
perspective to explain Hanoi’s sanitation
system as emerging from an interplay of
material artefacts and practices, as well as dis-
courses. Arguing with Heynen, Kaika, and
Swyngedouw (2006) that discourses permeate
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the material reproduction of urban wastewater
flows and infrastructures and that they consti-
tute and reflect social circumstances and
relations (cf. also Belina and Dzudzek 2009),
this study focuses on the contestations and
stabilizations of the ideal of the sanitary city
in the reproduction of urban space and waste-
water infrastructures in Hanoi. Conceptualiz-
ing regular floods in specific places of Hanoi as
indicators for persisting socio-spatial fragmen-
tations of sanitation systems, the paper
addresses the material reproduction of urban
sanitation and drainage in Hanoi as part of
broader urbanization dynamics.

A dry and sanitary city or a city in flow?
Sanitation planning and practice in Hanoi
in the colonial era and present

Hanoi’s colonial and contemporary sanitation
discourses reflect particular rationalizations of
the sanitary city concerning the construction
of socio-spatial difference or cohesion as well
as the sanitary conduct of citizens through
technologies. These rationalizations as well as
contradictions inherent to the ideal of the sani-
tary city become apparent in the contestations
of sanitation planning and the material repro-
duction of sanitation infrastructures. Further-
more, they are contingent on broader
urbanization dynamics. As I discuss below,
discourses framing the city as a bounded
entity are immanent to the ideal of the sanitary
city and at the same time continuously contra-
dict Hanoi’s urbanization dynamics. The con-
tradictions between the attempted
construction of fixed boundaries and the
moving passages constituting Hanoi’s urban
space and sanitation infrastructures become
specifically apparent at the edges of centralized
network provision, the city’s urban fringes.

Addressing socio-spatial differentiations of
sanitation in Hanoi

Colonial sanitation plans expressed the inten-
tion to construct a centralized citywide

network at the beginning of the 20th
century, but at the end of French colonial
rule Hanoi’s sanitation technologies were
still spatially differentiated (cf. Lyard 1905;
Conseil Municipal 1935). After approxi-
mately 50 years of French rule, plans were,
like in many colonial towns and cities,
based on a spatial segregation of ethnic
groups (Figure 2).

The 36-streets area, a quarter French colo-
nial planners reserved for the ‘indigènes’—a
diverse group that mostly consisted of Viet-
namese and also Chinese traders and
workers—was given special attention by
formal urban planning (Fayet 1939). At the
beginning of the 19th century, the construc-
tion of networked sewerage in this quarter
contributed to an improvement of living con-
ditions (Waibel 2002). However, for
members of the late colonial urban govern-
ment, the sanitary situation remained unac-
ceptable. As the Conseil Municipal (1939, 5)
reveals, they considered the prevalent night-
soil collection as ‘The most unsanitary we
can conceive’ and ‘serious inconveniences’.1

These evaluations served as a justification
for the investment of a third of the costs of
a 6-million-franc sanitation project into this
district alone (Conseil Municipal 1939, 8).
Domestic wastewater and rainwater were to
be separated from toilet wastewater and
flow into sewerage networks without pre-
treatment (Fayet 1939). Urban engineers pro-
posed the construction of such networks in
the already highly urbanized and densely
populated quarter, while the colonial
quarter was to rely on septic tanks and the
already existing combined sewerage system.
This was the less costly and less advanced
technical option. Beyond investments in arte-
facts for citywide use, such as centralized
treatment plants, urban engineers did not
reserve any funds specifically for the recon-
struction of the sanitation system in the colo-
nial quarter (cf. Conseil Municipal 1939, 8).
According to formal planning, sanitation in
this quarter thus required less public
funding and at the same time more action
by individual households, as they were
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responsible for the maintenance of the septic
tanks, particularly the regular emptying and
cleaning of filters. Fayet’s justification for
the prioritization of the indigenous quarter
in terms of sanitation investments reflects
the hegemonic discourse of the time and its
ascriptions to colonized populations regard-
ing their hygienic behaviour and education:

‘The installation of septic tanks in the native
quarters would be a serious mistake in our
opinion because the education of the
Annamite masses regarding hygiene is not
sufficient to entrust them with the operation
of such devices.’2 (Fayet 1939, 25)

This plan did not explicitly aim to reinforce
urban socio-spatial fragmentation through
sanitation infrastructures. This is in contrast
with colonial sanitation planning in other
cities of the Global South, which has
pursued a complete isolation of the quarters
of colonial elites from local populations and

the latter’s exclusion to networked infra-
structures (cf. Kironde 2007). On the con-
trary, Hanoi’s urban engineers aimed to
compensate the diversity of living conditions
and behaviours through the construction of
urban sanitation infrastructures. However,
these socio-spatial differences, which colonial
planners and engineers adapted sanitation
infrastructures to, were not only identified
by the planners themselves, but they had
also discursively and materially constructed
them. These constructions of socio-spatial
difference become particularly apparent in
the interplay of sanitation planning with
broader urban policies and strategies. For
instance, the high living costs, when paired
with the discrimination of Vietnamese
people when it came to earned incomes predi-
cated the exclusion of wide parts of the urban
population from the colonial quarter and
restricted them to the indigenous quarters
(cf., e.g. République Française 1926). This
demonstrates how the ‘sanitation syndrome’
(Swanson 1977), and its racist ascriptions of
unhygienic behaviour to colonial subjects,
has informed governmental practices in
Hanoi. These practices in turn have
reinforced socio-spatial inequalities despite
the stated intention to counterbalance them
by means of sanitation infrastructures.

The analysis of documents informing the
‘Hanoi sewerage and drainage environmental
improvement project’ currently under way
makes the differences and continuities
between colonial and current planning appar-
ent. First of all, both plans were designed by
an external group of experts. In the case of the
current plan, it was the Japanese International
Cooperation Agency (JICA), which designed
this plan for the city government of Hanoi,
the Hanoi People’s Committee, and the
National Assembly of Vietnam. To date, 1
billion USD have been invested in the con-
struction of large-scale sewerage plants,
financed with a loan by the Japan Bank for
International Cooperation (JBIC) (cf. SRV
and HPC 2009). The current plan gives tech-
nical details but does not elaborate on the eth-
nicity or hygienic behaviour of different

Figure 2 French colonial quarters, 36-streets area and
peri-urban villages of Hanoi at the end of the colonial
period (Schramm 2014, 131).
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population groups (SRV and HPC 2005). The
plan refers to spatial differences exclusively
with regards to population densities, present-
ing these differences as relevant only for tech-
nological and economic considerations. On
top of this, it proposes to maintain the exist-
ing combined sewerage system that covers
the central parts of the city and provisions a
large part of investments for urban fringe
areas, where no centrally planned under-
ground network is in place (SRV and HPC
2009, 6). Septic tanks, which colonial plan-
ners have regarded as a technology that was
suitable for colonial elites, are no longer
part of Hanoi’s formal sewerage planning.
This is the case although they are today the
most common, albeit ineffective means of
sanitation in the city (cf. Viet Anh et al.
2005). Instead of proposing changes in the
existing urban sanitation system, the JICA
plan focuses on interventions at the urban
fringe, where it envisages ‘central large-
scaled wastewater treatment plants’ (cf. SRV
and HPC 2009).

The JICA project displays reduced confi-
dence as compared to the colonial one to
reform the hygienic behaviour of the urban
population through the provision of particu-
lar sanitation technologies, or to fundamen-
tally change existing sociotechnical
sanitation arrangements within densely
built-up urban space. This becomes evident
in the current plan’s focus on technical and
economic issues, the emphasis on urban
fringe areas and the exclusion of analyses of
practices of population groups divided along
race and income. A comparison of the plans
indicates sanitation planners’ changed
beliefs regarding the rights of populations,
their duties as well as their status. Colonial
planners had differentiated between the colo-
nial elite as a group, which actively engages in
sanitation provision, and the ‘indigènes’, who
could not be trusted with such tasks. In con-
trast to this, the current plan presupposes a
rather uniform population, whose members
are to receive equal services since they are
constituted as equally passive. These differ-
ences reflect broader changes in the relation

between urban engineers, governments and
populations that shapes sanitation infrastruc-
tures in Hanoi, as well as a changed ration-
ality of governance. The current plan
abandons the colonial idea of a socio-spatial
differentiation of the city’s population while
promoting a greater unification and centrali-
zation of urban space via sanitation
infrastructures.

Despite the technical language of planning
documents and the absence of discriminatory
rhetoric, the project has triggered an intense
public debate. This debate illustrates the fact
that urban sanitation is a politically contested
issue. A local newspaper deems the project
‘inappropriate, ridiculously expensive and
useless’ (24h 2010; original Vietnamese).
This evaluation summarizes the points of cri-
ticism that are held by sanitation engineers,
planners and academics. Project costs rose
to 800 USD/person. According to an inter-
national water expert, costs between 200
and 600 USD/person were already con-
sidered high, even for such ‘heavy engineer-
ing’ sanitation projects (Interview: Urban
Water Supply and Sanitation Adviser, ADB
2011). A sanitation expert from Hanoi
expresses frustration, as the large amount of
money spent appears to mainly benefit the
Japanese consultancy firm:

‘The Japanese Bank wants to have this
approach because they can give a loan. And
they have conditions. We have to buy
Japanese equipment; have to hire only
Japanese consultants.’ (Interview: Professor,
Hanoi University of Civil Engineering 2009)

The impression that the project is not only
expensive but also useless for Hanoi is
rooted in the observation that the artefacts
constructed within the project are mostly on
a pilot scale, the treatment plants are out of
operation and the pumping station’s capacity
is insufficient (Quoc Dung 2010). The state
of repair and maintenance of the plants reflects
the financial and personnel capacities of the
utility company responsible for drainage and
sewerage in Hanoi. The project proposes a
tariff increase to cover operation and
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maintenance costs in line with national legis-
lation. However, a debate is ongoing
between the Ministry of Construction
(MOC), which oversees the urban utilities
and regulates wastewater tariff setting, and
the city government of Hanoi, which owns
the utility company and sets tariffs within a
range stipulated by the MOC. This debate
concerns the future design of wastewater
charges (88/2007/ND-CP 2007; SRV and
HPC 2009; Interview: Chief Technical
Adviser, GIZ 2011). Currently, the only fee
for public sanitation in Hanoi is a 10% sur-
charge on the water tariff (SRV and HPC
2009). Revenues are far too low for the
utility company to operate. However, the
process of introducing cost-effective tariffs
has stalled, as members of the People’s
Council—Hanoi’s municipal council—
oppose increases in sanitation costs, fearing
the loss of political support and future elec-
tions (cf. De Miras, Quertamp, and Nguyen
2010). This superficial implementation of the
ideal of the sanitary city, which includes the
construction of large-scale artefacts and net-
works, but excludes financial arrangements
to maintain them, reveals contestations
between the different levels of government in
Vietnam in relation to sanitation planning
and policy. In response to these contestations,
urban planners, engineers and academics think
the project inappropriate for Hanoi. They
demand a differentiation of the city’s sani-
tation infrastructures, with a place-specific
inclusion of decentralized low-tech means of
sanitation—such as septic tanks—into formal
sanitation policy and planning (Harada et al.
2010; Interview: General Director,
HACTRA 2011).

The ambitious sanitation project, its piece-
meal implementation and the ongoing
debates surrounding it illustrate the fact that
the hegemonic ideal of the sanitary city
remains an important and yet contested refer-
ence of sanitation planning in Hanoi. A com-
parison of colonial and present sanitation
discourse shows that they address the socio-
spatial differentiation of sanitation infrastruc-
tures and the conduct of populations in

different ways, with the current plan being
largely silent on these issues. These differ-
ences reflect the uneven relations between
the actors involved. The fact that French
municipal engineers explicitly shared their
ideas about the population’s hygiene as well
as the population’s behaviour towards the
French colonial government reveals the way
in which they have positioned the govern-
ment and themselves in relation to Hanoi’s
population. They have regarded themselves
and the colonial government as external
observers, jointly assessing the colonial
subject. In contrast, the approach by the Japa-
nese planning team underscores their role as
consultants external to the Government of
Vietnam. And it suggests that the government
as the co-author of the study is more answer-
able to the entire population of Hanoi than
the French colonial government had been.

The current plan confines itself to proposing
a centralized and uniform infrastructure
system. However, the superficial appropriation
of the ideal of the sanitary city raises the issues
of infrastructural inequality today, despite the
silence of formal planning on these issues.
Critics warn that the superficial implemen-
tation of the plan reinforces socio-spatial dis-
crimination and therefore demand the
consideration of sanitation technologies
adapted to specific localities (Harada et al.
2010; Interview: General Director, HACTRA
2011; Interview: Urban Planner, Hanoi 2011).
In sum, the topologies of Hanoi’s sanitation
infrastructures reflect contradictions and con-
testations of the sanitation sector. However
much sanitation planning and its inherent con-
tradictions shape these infrastructures, it is
important to keep in mind that they are also
contingent on broader urbanization dynamics.

Fixed boundaries or moving passages:
Hanoi’s growth dynamics in the colonial
era and present

The dynamics of urbanization and their per-
ception by Hanoi’s urban governments are
central in order to gain an understanding of
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the material reproduction of sanitation infra-
structures in the city. While formal policy
and planning within the sanitation sector
have aimed at socio-spatial unification
through the installation of large technological
systems, Hanoi’s broader urbanization
dynamics have been uneven and diverse.
Hanoi’s flow of wastewater and its place-
specific dynamics of drainage and flooding
are material manifestations of the particular
interplay of both policies and practices in
the reproduction of urban space.

The colonial sanitation project was based
on the assumption that the city would grow
until it had reached a definite end, as the sani-
tation engineer Fayet (1939, 5) suggests,
‘assuming the city reaches its maximum
extension’.3 This delineation of the geo-
graphical limits of the urban area defines the
point up to which the central network
should and could be expanded in order to
reach completion. ‘We therefore have to
complete the existing network’4 (Fayet
1939, 5). The clear boundary between urban
space, where wastewater is produced, and
an open natural space beyond Hanoi that
serves as the sink, is inherent to the ideal of
the sanitary city. This is reflected in the
project which states that wastewaters were
to flow ‘as fast as possible to their final desti-
nation’5 (Fayet 1939, 16; Figure 3). This per-
ception of a bounded city still underlies
urban infrastructure planning in Hanoi.

The documents of the current sanitation
project are in line with the provisions of the
general urban master plan concerning the
location of network expansions (SRV and
HPC 2009). This plan provides a clear deli-
neation between the space to be urbanized
and the open naturalized space beyond (PPJ
2010; Figure 4). The sanitation plan reinforces
this distinction by depicting a networked
urban space with wastewater treatment
plants at the periphery that direct urban
wastewaters into open water bodies beyond
the networked territory of urban Hanoi
(SRV and HPC 2005). Colonial planners
were already aware of the existence of
unplanned, densely populated ‘indigenous’

settlements directly beyond the notional
borders of the city. This made apparent the
failure to articulate a definite urban bound-
ary, as ‘villages and suburban areas . . .
extend the city and mix with it sometimes’6

(Conseil Municipal 1935). The sanitary situ-
ation of these settlements, where sewers dis-
charged wastewater from spaces formally
declared as urban, was not in accord with

Figure 3 Planning of separate and combined sewerage
1939 (Schramm 2014, 177).

Figure 4 Planning of separate and combined sewerage
2009 (Schramm 2014, 177).
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the image of Hanoi as the ‘Paris de l’Annan’
(Ngo 2009). A public health official from
the period described the ‘undirected exten-
sion’ of Hanoi as an unresolved planning
issue (Hermant 1936, 27). However, the
question of how this issue should be resolved,
whether through the construction of a satel-
lite sewerage network or the connection of
these areas to the central network was not
given an answer to. Instead, urban planners
and engineers continued the construction of
the central network based on the boundary
set as the maximum urban expansion of
Hanoi excluding the settlements at the
urban fringes beyond this boundary.

Today, Hanoi stretches far beyond the
‘maximal expansion’ stipulated within colo-
nial plans. Its western urban fringe, the area
west of the To Lich River, displays extremely
dynamic and contrasting urbanization

patterns (cf. Figures 5 and 6). As part of the
creation of the urban district Cau Giay at
the western bank of the To Lich River, for-
merly independently governed villages
became part of the urban ward Trung Hoa
in 1997 (Interview: Vice Chair, Trung Hoa
2009; Labbé 2014). Among them was the
village of Ha. The incorporation of areas
west of the To Lich River into the city of
Hanoi has increased top-down control of
urban development by the city adminis-
tration. From 1997 onwards, several sewerage
networks and artefacts were installed across
the ward and its villages (Interview: Vice
Chair, Trung Hoa 2009). According to
formal wastewater planning, the Nhue
River, west of Trung Hoa, is to receive the
bulk of wastewater from the area and a
smaller fraction is to flow into the To Lich
River at the eastern border of the ward. To

Figure 5 Urban villages (Ha in the west) in between residential estates (Hickel 2009).
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direct water streams accordingly, two of the
largest pumping stations of Hanoi have
been installed within the current wastewater
project (SRV and HPC 2005, 2009).

More recently, a clash of urbanization
logics within the ward has changed the
planned direction of wastewater flows.
Instead of flowing into the Nhue River,
wastewaters regularly flood the village of
Ha. The water surfacing from the sewerage
channels is a material indicator for the
incompatibility of differently networked
infrastructures. This incompatibility of indi-
vidually functional networked systems is
rooted in the particular urbanization
dynamics these networks evolve in. These
dynamics are contingent on the extension
of the formal boundaries of Hanoi to
include the area, which has facilitated the
centrally planned development of housing

estates, so-called new urban areas, and con-
tributed to accelerated urbanization (Han
and Vu 2008; Figure 7). Between 1992 and
2009, the agricultural area in the ward has
decreased from 130 ha (approx. 50% of the
total area) to 8 ha (approx. 3%) (Interview:
Vice Chair Trung Hoa 2009). The develop-
ment of new urban areas differs from the
densification of villages with regards to
administrative procedures, actors involved
and building patterns. Villages urbanize
within incremental processes that are
mediated between individuals and local
administrations (cf. Leaf 2002). They are
often ‘semi-legal’ as individuals who own
plots legally sometimes subdivide these
without formal permission, which is mostly
tolerated by local administrations (Koh
2006; Interview: Programme Manager,
UN-Habitat 2009). Specific sociotechnical

Figure 6 Urban fabric and master planning (Hickel 2009).
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sanitation arrangements enable, and are at
the same time shaped, by these urbanization
dynamics. Urban residents and local admin-
istrations construct sewerage lines incre-
mentally as the village grows. These lines
combine storm water and household waste-
water runoff and follow the particular road
patterns, where smaller roads branch off
the main roads and ultimately end in culs-
de-sac. The village of Ha has an intricate
system for the management of the sewerage
system. While the public utility manages
the sewer lines along main roads, the district
collects funds for repair works in the smaller
streets. In cases of minor problems, people
take over maintenance works:

‘In the smallest alleys, people . . . care for
themselves. On Saturday mornings, all
residents improve the drainage system
together.’ (Interview: Head of Household
Group 2011)

Members of the local administrations regard
these constellations as functional. People are
willing to take part in activities and to pay
regular fees to the utility company and the
district for maintenance works. A district
official relates this to the ‘better social cohe-
sion’ that exists in the villages as compared
to new urban areas (Interview: Vice Chief,
Cau Giay Centre of Land Resource Develop-
ment 2009). Thus, urbanization processes
outside formal regulations with active
cooperation between local administrations
and communities shape the village of Ha
(Figure 8). As Koh (2006, 14) observes, a
‘mediation space’ exists between local level
administrations and households. This gives
urban dwellers the possibility to express and
act in favour of their interest, participate in
urban development and management, and to
circumvent formal regulations even in the
hierarchical top-down planning regime of
Hanoi.

Figure 7 Construction of a residential estate in Cau Giay (Author 2010).
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In contrast to this, investors develop new
urban areas based on city master planning.
City planning officials and investment com-
panies form coalitions, which promote the
development of real estate and profit from it
(Han and Vu 2008; Labbé and Boudreau
2011). On numerous occasions, city planning
officials have compromised on planning pro-
visions and the design quality of estates in
order to maximize profits (cf. MONRE
2012). In the new urban areas of Trung
Hoa, the construction process of sanitation
infrastructures, the physical layout of net-
works and plants and their management
starkly differ from those in the urban villages.
They reflect city planners’ negligence of
broader infrastructural issues, the urban
system of water flows and particularly their
ignorance of the villages that are adjacent to
residential estates (Interview: Administrator,
Cau Giay Development Centre for Urban
Infrastructure 2011). As opposed to the

combined sewerage systems in the villages,
storm and household wastewaters of new
urban areas flow into separate underground
drainage networks. In order to ensure drai-
nage of the estates in Hanoi’s flat terrain,
they are built on elevated ground (Interview:
Senior Representative, JICA 2011). These
elevations effect a redirection of water
flows—in Trung Hoa, surface water no
longer flows to the western Nhue River but
to the To Lich River in the east (Interview:
Professor, Hanoi University of Civil Engin-
eering 2009; Interview: Urban Planner,
Hanoi 2010). City-level developments of
residential estates thus contradict city-level
sanitation planning.

These contradictions become obvious
during regular floods in places surrounding
the estates (MONRE 2011). The sewerage
networks of the new urban area Trung Hoa
Nhan Chinh block the drainage channels for-
merly connecting Ha to the Nhue River since

Figure 8 Construction activities in the village of Ha (Author 2009).
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the construction of the estate in 2005 (Inter-
view: Vice Chair, Trung Hoa 2009). Thus,
wastewater stalls in the village and regular
floods expose villagers to multiple health
risks (Interviews: Residents 2009/2011). As
one resident explains, the floods resulting
from accelerated urbanization and the lack
of coherence between urban development
planning and sanitation planning are a major
concern for residents:

‘Here, we are most interested in wastewater.
. . . Before, there were many fields and
vegetables. Now only a few are left. How can
we avoid flooding?’ (Interview: Resident
2011)

The apparent disregard for villages in planned
real estate development in Trung Hoa con-
trasts with the claim of a planning official in
Hanoi who stated that the master plan aims
to preserve urban villages for their ‘historic
value’ and the fact that they supposedly rep-
resent ‘the traditional culture and crafts of
Vietnam’ (Interview: Vice Director,
HAUPA 2008). For local administrations,
the incompatibility of sanitation infrastruc-
tures in new urban areas and villages poses a
central challenge.

‘The connection of old and new parts is a
problem. Today, wastewater streams in new
urban areas are separated. The old villages are
. . . urbanized already. How are we supposed
to separate wastewater streams?’ (Interview:
Administrator, Cau Giay Development
Centre for Urban Infrastructure 2011)

The infrastructural disconnect reflects
broader urban governance issues. A void
of responsibility exists concerning the con-
nection of villages and new urban areas.
District and ward officials are not actively
involved in the construction process of
new urban areas, but ‘must accept planning
of the Hanoi People’s Committee’ (Inter-
view: Vice Chief, Cau Giay Centre of
Land Resource Development 2009).
According to the ward official this is

problematic and ‘the distribution of tasks
and responsibilities hinders the cooperation
between different actors’ (Interview: Vice
Chair, Trung Hoa 2009). Currently, inves-
tors are responsible for the construction of
infrastructure within the new urban areas
only, but not for their connection to sur-
rounding networks. According to a district
engineer, this should be different, as the
‘construction company that ruins the old
system should repair it’. He furthermore
considers the ward authority responsible
for the management of this process (Inter-
view: Vice Chief, Cau Giay Centre of
Land Resource Development 2009). In con-
trast, the ward official does not consider the
establishment of network links to be one of
the ward’s tasks, as it lacks the financial
resources (Interview: Vice Chair, Trung
Hoa 2009).

In sum, the surface water in the village of
Ha indicates that conflicting urbanization
processes clash in Trung Hoa ward, and
this clash has a direct effect on the living
conditions of urban villagers. At the same
time, the material processes at work in this
case reveal that the topology of the sani-
tation network is not the intended outcome
of particular urban sanitation plans and pol-
icies towards the discrimination of specific
neighbourhoods. These are contingent on
negotiations between actors within and
outside local state administrations. Local
district and ward authorities tolerate the
bypassing of formal rules by villagers,
while city planners engage in real estate
development that contradicts formal city-
level sanitation planning. Thus, activities
by administrations on the central and local
levels and their interaction with civil
society and private companies shape the
urban form and the materiality of Hanoi’s
urban sanitation system beyond pre-existing
plans. These dynamics demonstrate the con-
tested nature of sanitation discourse and
materiality, as well as the contradictions
inherent to the ideal of the sanitary city.
The idea of Hanoi as a city with fixed
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boundaries, whose development can be cen-
trally controlled, has persisted through both
colonial and post-colonial planning, even as
they have been steadily contested.

Conclusion

This study of Hanoi’s sanitation discourses
and materialities in the late colonial period
and the present reveals the ways in which the
ideal of the ‘sanitary city’ has shaped sani-
tation discourse, artefacts and networks, as
well as their everyday reproduction. Colonial
sanitation planning in particular was motiv-
ated by a ‘sanitation syndrome’ that discrimi-
nated between population groups based on an
understanding of some sanitary technologies
and practices as unhygienic. However, con-
trary to what some scholars suggest, this did
not lead to the socio-spatial segregation of
races in the city (cf., e.g. Swanson 1977;
McFarlane 2008). Instead, Hanoi’s colonial
sanitation plans and policies have promoted
the compensation for inequalities via the pro-
vision of infrastructures. This did not alleviate
socio-spatial segregation, which functioned in
indirect ways. These policies have contra-
dicted colonial sanitation planning for the
standardization and unification of the diverse
urban spaces of Hanoi, demonstrating the
incoherencies inherent to state action.

While colonial sanitation discourse had
differentiated between population groups,
located them in different parts of the city
and ascribed particular hygienic practices
and behaviours to them, current sanitation
and drainage planning refers to socio-spatial
differentiation in terms of population den-
sities only. It does not directly address,
let alone differentiate, between the hygienic
behaviour of population groups. Instead, it
promotes a centralization and unification of
sanitation infrastructures. At the same time,
current sanitation planning and policies
have remained stable with regards to some
basic points of reference that stem from the
modern ideal of the ‘sanitary city’, persist-
ently viewing urbanization dynamics as

finite and containable and of urban space
and infrastructures as controllable by urban
administrations. This is the case even
though the assumptions underlying formal
urban planning in Hanoi were already chal-
lenged by urban realities in colonial times.
The place-specific floods, which regularly
occur at Hanoi’s urban fringe, indicate that
urban sanitation planning towards unifica-
tion and centralization permanently contra-
dicts the messy and unforeseeable ways in
which state and non-state actors reproduce
urban space and expand infrastructure net-
works beyond formal planning. The frag-
mentations and incompatibilities of
sanitation networks in Trung Hoa reveal
that socio-spatial differentiation is no longer
the intended outcome of plans and policies.
It also does not depend on the contested
nature and piecemeal implementation of sani-
tation policy and planning according to the
sanitary city alone, but it is rather contingent
on clashing urbanization logics and their
inherent incompatibility with sanitation
planning. The redirections of urban water
flows towards the village unveil the contesta-
tions that are constitutive of the hegemonic
ideal of the sanitary city. Since the colonial
period, these have continuously contributed
to a material reproduction of socio-spatial
fragmentations at the urban fringe of Hanoi,
even though current plans and policies do
not explicitly refer to these dynamics.

The focus on the redirections of (waste)
water flows at Hanoi’s urban fringe makes
apparent that there is a space where ordinary
people—individuals as well as local state
actors—realize changes to pre-existing plan-
ning and policy (cf. Lawhon, Ernstson, and
Silver 2014). At the same time, it reveals the
limits that these actors face when they aim to
enforce their particular interests. While they
may circumvent and change top-down regu-
lations and thus shape urbanization within vil-
lages, they have little influence on the
coalitions between city-level planners and
investment companies in their neighbourhood.
Their activities contradict city-level sanitation
planning towards the ideal of the sanitary city
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as much as those of urban villagers in the
reconstruction of sewerage networks.
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Notes

1 ‘Le plus antihygiénique que l’on puisse concevoir’
and ‘inconvénients graves’.

2 ‘L’installation de fosses septiques dans les quartiers
indigènes constituerait à notre avis une grave erreur
parce que l’éducation au point de vue hygiène de la
masse annamite n’est pas suffisante pour lui confier le
fonctionnement d’appareils.’

3 ‘en supposant la Ville arrive à son extension
maximum’.

4 ‘Il faut donc completer le reseau actuel.’
5 ‘le plus rapidement possible vers leur destination

finale’.
6 ‘Les villages et les quartiers suburbaines . . .

prolongent la ville et se confondent parfois avec elle.’
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Migration and the city
Diversity, migrant economies and urban
space
Introduction

Panos Hatziprokopiou, Yannis Frangopoulos and
Nicola Montagna

Introduction

T
wo contradictory narratives dominate
the imagery of today’s diverse metro-
polises. On the one hand, multi-ethnic

cities are perceived as loci of inequalities and
anomy, whereby diversity is often considered
a problem. On the other, they are imagined
as bustling cosmopolitan centres, where diver-
sity is seen as an advantage. The former view
has long been a subject matter of the social
sciences, reflected by studies of segregation
or socio-spatial exclusion. The latter discourse
is emerging as hegemonic, especially with
respect to the world’s major cities, where
diversity’s economic potential is celebrated in
the context of neo-liberal urban restructuring.
In both visions of the multicultural city, one
encounters businesses and stores set up by
people of migrant background. They are
equally present in deprived neighbourhoods
with concentrations of migrants and ethnic
minorities, as well as in areas of exoticised con-
sumption featuring ‘ethnic’ restaurants or
street markets. In both, migrants become the
subjects of governance and policy intervention,
whether for managing difference or as tools of
urban regeneration.

Yet, diversity increasingly inhabits ordinary
spaces, where ethno-cultural difference is
neither perceived as a problematic signifier of
urban decay, nor as an emblematic form of
successful cosmopolitanism. In these spaces,

too, ‘ethnic’ businesses constitute visible land-
marks of urban pluralism at the street level. As
such, their presence is sometimes contested;
more often, it is simply inscribed in the com-
mercial indifference of the metropolis. They
may serve migrant communities, but they are
also frequented by people of diverse origins
engaged in their daily shopping. They may
function as meeting places for same-origin
migrants, but they can also become spaces of
intercultural encounter, exchange or friction.

The scholarship on migrant entrepreneur-
ship has mostly emphasised its socio-
economic aspects; it has also placed rather
excessive focus on the ‘ethnic’ dimension.
Much of the literature derives from the
North American and (to a lesser extent)
north European experience, often limited to
a few ‘paradigmatic’ cities and/or specific
ethnic ‘communities’. The usual topics
largely relate to questions of socio-economic
integration of immigrant and minority
groups. The relationship between migrants’
entrepreneurship, space and place, alongside
the dynamics of urban change within a chan-
ging urban context, have been largely over-
looked, neglected or ignored. Even more,
there has been little engagement with wider
debates on migration, diversity, and the city.

The aim of this themed special feature is to
locate migrant entrepreneurialism at the inter-
section between trends of immigrants’ settle-
ment and incorporation on the one hand,
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and processes of urban development and
change on the other. Its rationale extends
beyond socio-spatial aspects of migrant entre-
preneurship, to the ways in which migrant
economies are embedded in specific urban
locales, and their role in everyday negotiations
of urban symbiosis and the mundane politics
of diversity. It brings together six papers
reflecting on aspects of migrant economies in
cities that have attracted little scholarly atten-
tion with respect to the themes in question.
Athens, which was our point of departure, is
the focus of two papers, followed by two con-
tributions featuring European cities, Milan
and Vienna, respectively, and two final
papers examining Singapore in South East
Asia and Bogotá in Latin America.

This brief introduction provides an over-
view of the theoretical grounding of the
special feature and explains why this collec-
tion of papers constitutes a cohesive whole.
It begins by situating our theme within
broader debates on migration, diversity and
the city. It proceeds by selectively highlight-
ing key points, as well as omissions, in the lit-
erature on migrant entrepreneurship with
respect to issues relating to space and place.
The papers are then introduced.

Migration, diversity and the city

Although the implications of migration-
related phenomena and processes are broader
in both scale and scope—mediated through
national frames and spanning transnational
fields—their epicentre remains the city and
urban space is the primary terrain upon
which they take shape and unfold. The
relationship between migration and the city
may be understood as twofold (Portes 2000).
On the one hand, the historical growth and
expansion of cities, as well as their role and
functions in processes of capitalist develop-
ment, has conditioned the production and
direction of migratory flows. On the other,
migration and the migrants themselves
(re)shape the city and urban life, and contrib-
ute to wider processes of urban change.

Migration re-draws anew the social map of
the city (Lentin 2002), unsettling, tempor-
arily at least, established norms, structures
and relations of urban life. The specific
ways it does so assume concrete forms in
local urban settings. At the turn of the millen-
nium, migration has emerged as one of the
main forces transforming the socio-spatial
articulations of many metropolitan areas,
and the resulting diversity not only alters
urban landscapes but also reshapes the
content and context of social divisions and
conflicts (Hall 2004). Glick Schiller and
Çağlar (2009, 186–188) relate the dynamics
of immigrants’ settlement and incorporation
to those of neo-liberal urban restructuring
and the rescaling and repositioning of cities
in a shifting global context. Accordingly,
migrants are active agents of urban trans-
formation beyond their rather obvious role
as a flexible labour force enhancing the com-
petitiveness of cities.

Social theory has long acknowledged the
intersection of space and place with
migration and difference in the city. Relevant
research and theorisation has been dominated
by the study of two sets of interrelated pro-
cesses: the congregation of specific groups
in specific urban areas and their segregation
from other groups or majority populations
(e.g. Knox and Pinch 2010). The processes
of congregation and segregation do not
simply produce distinct types of urban
space—such as ghettos and ethnic enclaves,
which are perhaps most common in the
popular imagination—but further relate to
wider social processes that can be schemati-
cally described by another mainstream
binary, that of integration vs. exclusion.

The systematic study of congregation and
segregation dates back to the Chicago
School of urban sociology, which laid the
foundations for studying migrants and min-
orities in cities, for example, by analysing
the ‘race-relations cycle’, or inquiring about
the origins of the ghetto (e.g. Park, Burgess,
and McKenzie 1925; Park 1950; Wirth
1998). Their ecological approach introduced
the notion of competition between social
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and ethno-racial groups within the space of
the city, describing a linear process of
spatial assimilation through ‘invasion’ and
‘succession’; the formation of ghettos and
enclaves are necessary steps in this process,
which will eventually give way to spatial dis-
persal. Burgess’ (1925, 55) concentric zone
model of 1920s Chicago remains classic for
placing immigrant ‘colonies’ such as China-
town or Little Sicily, the Jewish ghetto or
the Black Belt, understood as ‘natural areas’,
on the map of the city, which was seen as a
‘mosaic of social worlds’.

The legacy of the Chicago School estab-
lished an understanding of segregation in
which spatial (residential) distance between
population subgroups was equated with
social distance, failing to distinguish between
ghettos and enclaves, both of which carried
negative connotations (Peach 2005). Contem-
porary scholarship provides more nuanced
understandings of spatial concentrations of
specific groups, considering class and power
relations as well as whether segregation is
voluntary or imposed, socially acceptable or
undesirable (Marcuse 2005, 16–18). Whilst
the ghetto implies the forced spatial separation
of a marginalised group, the enclave refers to
the congregation of an ethnically homo-
geneous yet socially stratified population.

The revised interest in segregation since the
1980s, triggered by urban riots in the USA or
the crisis of working-class districts in dein-
dustrialising European cities, emphasised
the ways in which social stratification and
inequalities are inscribed upon the space of
the city, in relation to processes of social
and spatial mobility (Maloutas 2004). Since
then, segregation has been interpreted in the
context of urban economic restructuring
and neo-liberalisation—either as a spatial
expression of intensifying social polarisation,
such as in global cities (Sassen 1991), or as a
form of exclusion and marginalisation of the
underclass (Massey and Denton 1993;
Wilson 1997; Wacquant 2008). Moreover,
processes of gentrification whereby middle-
class strata repopulate erstwhile downgraded
inner-city neighbourhoods, tend to displace

earlier inhabitants—often migrants or ethnic
minorities (Smith 1996)—altering previously
established patterns of segregation and
modes of migrants’ settlement. Nevertheless,
segregation as such does not necessarily
reflect migrants’ pathways to incorporation
(Musterd 2003).

If early 20th-century Chicago was a source
of knowledge that profoundly influenced our
understanding of the modern city, late 20th-
century Los Angeles (LA) became the epicen-
tre of new conceptualisations. Moving away
from Chicago sociologists’ emphasis on cohe-
sion and functionality and inspired by Dur-
kheim and Spencer, the so-called LA school
blends Marxist and post-structuralist perspec-
tives in highlighting the contradictions, con-
flicts, open character and constant flux of
cities under late capitalism (Dear 2002). The
study of power relations comes to the fore
at a time of changing forms of public interven-
tion and the withdrawal of the state’s regulat-
ory role, as does the articulation of politics
and urban social movements with difference
and diversity. The dynamics of migrant settle-
ment and the transformations in the social
geography of cities are linked to processes of
urban restructuring (Waldinger and Bozorg-
mehr 1996; Davis 2000; Li 2009), the
unequal patterns of which upset established
relations between the centre and the suburbs
(Soja 2000) and give birth to a fragmented
postmodern urban landscape characterised
by diversity, mixture and hybridism.

This is not to say that local concentrations of
specific groups in concrete urban locales no
longer exist, but rather that homogeneous
and linear patterns of settlement for people of
common origins making up compact ‘ethnic’
areas are less and less common. Clear-cut
lines of distinction between static and reified
notions of ethnicity, or bounded ethno-terri-
torial categories like the enclave are not necess-
arily reflected in the shifting socio-spatial
reality of an increasing number of cities. Such
a reality goes of course beyond the US
context, as recent accounts on ‘superdiversity’
in European cities imply (Vertovec 2007).
Moreover, immigrants’ contribution to the
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production of urban space extends beyond
their residential and employment trajectories,
and the ways these depend upon and shape
urban socio-economic structures or social geo-
graphies. It also relates to the modes in which
individual or collective practices, whether
informal (e.g. Ehrkamp 2005; Kalantides and
Vaiou 2012) or organised (e.g. Koopmans
2004; Beja Horta 2006), are inscribed in every-
day local contexts, visibly transforming urban
space, re-defining place and the ways of living
in it, and asserting claims of belonging and par-
ticipation in urban life. It may be further
explored in the habitual encounters of urban
coexistence in ordinary spaces, where diversity
is lived on the ground (Amin 2002; Wise and
Velayutham 2009).

Migrant economies cut across these lines.
Yet, they are surprisingly absent from recent
collective volumes of migration, diversity
and the city (Erdentug and Colombijn 2002;
Martiniello and Piquard 2002; Hutchison
and Krase 2007). The study of migrant entre-
preneurship provides a unique field allowing
us to reflect on difference, space and place in
the contemporary diverse metropolis.

Migrant economies and urban space

There is a vast literature on ethnic entrepre-
neurship, spanning disciplines, theories and
methodological approaches. Key analytical
frameworks include Bonacich’s (1973)
theory of ‘middleman minorities’, inspired
by the Weberian tradition, which explained
how groups of sojourners may thrive on the
basis of hard work and community bonds.
Her account influenced the ‘ethnic econom-
ies’ approach (Light and Gold 2000), which
addressed an ethnic or migrant group’s self-
employed, employers and co-ethnic employ-
ees. These would certainly include ‘ethnic
economic enclaves’; a relevant hypothesis
(e.g. Wilson and Portes 1980) drew on dual
labour market theory to assess how co-
ethnic social structures and business location
may offer alternative pathways of migrants’
labour market insertion and social mobility.

On the other hand, Waldinger et al. (1990)
developed an ‘interactive model’ to analyse
the entrepreneurial strategies of people of
common ethnic background or migration
experiences at the intersections of group
characteristics and opportunity structures.
Critically assessing this model, the ‘mixed
embeddedness’ perspective accounts for both
migrants’ ‘concrete embeddedness in social
networks’ and ‘their more abstract embedd-
edness in the socio-economic and politico-
institutional environment’ of the host
country (Kloosterman and Rath 2001, 190).

Different perspectives are classified
according to their emphasis on individual,
cultural or structural factors (Barrett, Jones,
and McEvoy 1996; Zhou 2004; Pécoud
2012). Key topics include the determinants
of migrants’ self-employment, entrepreneur-
ial strategies, business characteristics and
activities, economic performance and poten-
tial for ‘success’, financial or other resources
including ‘ethnic’ networks and social
capital, the cultural traits of groups seemingly
conducive to entrepreneurial activity, etc.
These are issues that reflect concerns over
migrants’ economic integration and social
mobility, often in comparison with other
groups, mainstream businesses or native
populations. However, questions of space
and place have remained outside the focus
of scholarly interest. We may identify two
main approaches that emphasize spatial
aspects: the ethnic economic enclave hypoth-
esis associated with the work of A. Portes and
the spatial dimensions of opportunity struc-
tures in Waldinger’s model.

The latter has explored the relationship
between the businesses owned by members
of an ethnic group with the residential pat-
terns of this group, examining business
motives and growth strategies in four stages
(Waldinger, McEvoy, and Aldrich 1990).
Accordingly to this model, (a) areas with
high concentrations of same-group migrants
provide opportunities for first-entry ‘pro-
tected’ markets, (b) providing the ground on
which more specialised ethnic niche markets
may emerge; (c) middlemen markets are
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formed as ethnic enterprises move beyond
the ethnic community and address a wider
public, while (d) entering the mainstream
economy leads to economic assimilation.
Jones, Barrett, and McEvoy (2000) suggested
instead that there is a geographical market
hierarchy, in which business growth strat-
egies depend more on the spatial reach and
growth potential of activities, rather than
the ethnic character of the market. Engelen
(2001) further criticised Waldinger’s model
for its teleological view of economic assimila-
tion as an end-stage and indicator of business
success, as well as for its spatiality based
solely on the criterion of ethnic concentration
in relation to linear succession stages of
business strategies. In this vein, researchers
of ‘mixed embeddedness’ proposed an analy-
sis of opportunity structures at three spatial
levels: national, urban/regional, local/neigh-
bourhood (Kloosterman and Rath 2001).

Ethnic economic enclaves were identified as
a distinct form of migrants’ economic adap-
tation, operating between primary and sec-
ondary sectors yet reproducing key features
of the mainstream economy (Wilson and
Portes 1980). The assertion that migrants in
the enclave enjoy higher earnings, as com-
pared to co-ethnics working in the main-
stream economy, challenged assimilationist
views on migrants’ incorporation. This gave
way to a fierce debate, with sceptics disputing
the argument, questioning ethnic solidarity or
even rejecting the usefulness of the concept
(e.g. Kwong 1997; Portes and Jensen 1992;
Sanders and Nee 1992; Waldinger 1993;
Light et al. 1994). A point of confusion con-
cerned the definition of the enclave as either
an ethnic group’s area of residential clustering
or as an area in which its businesses are con-
centrated. The latter implied the importance
of location in the enclave’s organisational
structures, through which ethnic businesses
are linked both vertically and horizontally,
an issue substantially ignored by critics. This
was taken further by Werbner (2001), who
suggested that since ethnic economic enclaves
resemble industrial clusters, spatial network-
ing among businesses is more relevant than

their clustering. Moreover, different patterns
of ethnic business location produce distinct
types of neighbourhoods, depending on their
degree of concentration and the local business
environment (Fong et al. 2008).

To our knowledge, the only attempt at a
more integrative spatial perspective has been
the volume by Kaplan and Li (2006), exploring
how geography shapes but is also shaped by
ethnic economies, and suggesting that space
may be a resource or a form of capital. They
investigate the relationship between ethnic
economies and other spatial phenomena,
including segregation and ethnic business net-
works; their impact on inner-city or suburban
landscapes; or their role in the revitalisation of
deprived inner-city districts, sometimes
becoming sites of tourist attraction. This last
topic has emerged as an area of research in
the context of neo-liberal urban restructuring,
the rise of the entrepreneurial city, gentrifica-
tion and the commodification of place. Not
only may migrant entrepreneurship contrib-
ute to the revitalisation of deprived neigh-
bourhoods (Lyon, Sepulveda, and Syrett
2007), but it has been also promoted as a
response to ethnic riots and a policy tool to
curb unemployment through labour market
deregulation (Barrett, Jones, and McEvoy
1996; Keith 2005). More recently, the revalor-
isation of space in ethnically identifiable
neighbourhoods (e.g. Chinatowns, Little
Italies, etc.) has been observed as a trend,
with many such areas emerging as places for
tourism, leisure and consumption (Shaw,
Bagwell, and Karnowska 2004; Rath 2007).
Ethnic businesses in these areas are at the epi-
centre of such transformations, often becom-
ing vehicles of urban redevelopment (Taylor
2000) for investors and/or local authorities
who promote ‘ethnic-packaged’ gentrifica-
tion (Hackworth and Rekers 2005) or desig-
nate ‘ethnic’ precincts (Collins and Kunz
2009), capitalising on particular images of
‘ethnicity’ that are commodified and fixed in
space (Lin 2011; Aytar and Rath 2012;
Fincher et al. 2014, 28–35). In this way,
ethnic entrepreneurship has come to the fore
in recent debates on diversity’s potential for

56 CITY VOL. 20, NO. 1



the economic performance of cities (e.g.
Nathan and Lee 2013).

Spatial issues are thus emphasised in so far
they relate to socio-economic dimensions of
migrant entrepreneurship. To be fair, non-
economic aspects have also been addressed,
for example, regarding the role of ethnic
businesses in providing points of reference to
migrant communities, or spaces of socialisa-
tion and encounter. Such issues, though, have
remained largely in the background, limited
to bounded understandings of ethnicity and
place. These latter may be approached from a
critical perspective as open and relational cat-
egories. With respect to the former, the
‘ethnic’ character of migrant-origin businesses
denotes difference and distance from the main-
stream, while ignoring internal differences; not
only is it the case that some ‘immigrant entre-
preneurs who are labelled ethnic are in reality
hyphenated and mixed’ but also ‘natives’ may
be active in ethnic markets or develop practices
usually attributed to migrants (Pieterse 2003,
34, 36; also Pécoud 2012). Hence, we refer to
‘migrant’ economies, instead of ‘ethnic’ ones.
With respect to the latter, place is understood
as a socially constructed and meaningfully
articulated space (Lefebvre 1996). Places may
be seen

‘as articulated moments in networks of social
relations and understandings, but where a
large proportion of those relations,
experiences and understandings are
constructed on a far larger scale than what we
happen to define for that moment as the place
itself’. (Massey 1994, 154–155)

Migrant economies have rarely been
acknowledged as examples of how migrants’
pathways of incorporation transform cities
and urban localities. Alongside other local,
national and transnational processes affecting
both migrants’ settlement and urban change,
migrant economies intersect with, and alter,
existing class structures and power relations.
They emerge, directly or indirectly, at the
epicentre of conflicts over space, of the
dynamics of inclusion and exclusion, or of
wider negotiations of migration, difference

and diversity in the city, affecting everyday
modalities of coexistence and the patterns of
interaction between different people, groups
and actors. Glick Schiller and Çaĝlar (2013)
have proposed studying migrants’ entrepre-
neurship as a mode of urban emplacement,
combining an account of everyday practice
with a structural locational perspective.
Recent work by Hall exploring how
migrants’ street-level entrepreneurship in
ordinary spaces (re)produces an everyday
urbanity in which they are active citizens
(Hall and Datta 2010, 73–74), and seeking
to understand the intersections of power,
practice and place in the spaces of city,
street and shop (Hall 2013), is very much in
this direction. These insights have inspired
the ideas surrounding this themed special
feature. The six papers that follow focus on
the socio-spatial dimensions of immigrants’
emplacement, the politics of diversity and
difference, and urban change in different
cities, through the looking glass of migrants’
entrepreneurial endeavours.

The themed special feature

Most papers making up this special feature
were first presented at a thematic panel
entitled ‘Diversity, Ethnic Economies and
Urban Space’, convened during the Confer-
ence ‘Changing Cities: Spatial, Morphologi-
cal, Formal, and Socio-economic
Dimensions’ (Skiathos island, Greece,
18–21 June 2013). Although we were orig-
inally concerned with aspects of migrant
economies and urban space in Athens, the
conference session inspired us to focus on
less studied, non-‘exemplary’ cases of cities
in Europe and elsewhere. Despite the differ-
ences in their histories, scale, characteristics,
urban restructuring processes, or patterns
and dynamics of migration and migrants’
settlement, the six case studies offer an
opportunity to reflect on the issues touched
upon in this introduction, beyond the specific
circumstances of particular economic, social
and political conjunctures.
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Athens remains the focus of the first two
papers, which are largely complementary
even if differing substantially in their
approach and interpretative angles. Hatzipro-
kopiou and Frangopoulos explore the spatial
contours of migrants’ independent economic
activity at times of recession, austerity and
racist mobilisation. They investigate the mul-
tiple embeddedness of migrant economies in
three neighbourhoods, and their role in
migrants’ everyday experiences of the
urban. Two of these sites are then revisited
by Balampanidis and Polyzos, who situate
them in both time and space by studying
their historically framed socio-spatial struc-
tures and the patterns of migrants’ residential
and entrepreneurial settlement at present.
Both papers share a comparative account of
migrants and natives, focus on the street
level and take the neighbourhood as a unit
of analysis. Similar methodological consider-
ations apply to Kohlbacher and Reeger’s
paper, which examines migrant economies
in Vienna. They combine a neighbourhood-
based analysis with a focus on the business
activities of entrepreneurs originating from
Turkey and the former Yugoslavia. They
show how the local context impacts on the
branch structure of migrant businesses, pro-
ducing significant local variations.

While the second contribution on Athens
aims to advance an analytical framework of
urban interethnic coexistence by highlighting
the complex patterns of migrants’ settlement,
the first one juxtaposes migrants’ emplacement
through entrepreneurship and the politics of
migration, diversity and difference in the
crisis-ridden city. The politics of contention
over urban space in relation to its appropria-
tion through immigrants’ business activities
are addressed more directly in Montagna’s
paper on Milan’s Chinatown. Critically exam-
ining the April 2007 riots in the area and criti-
cally assessing their aftermath, he investigates
conflicting interests in shaping urban trans-
formations. While local authorities, business-
men, and residents view Chinatown as a
‘problem’, claiming back its space albeit for
different reasons, Chinese retailers and

workers stake their own claims to use it for
themselves and for their businesses.

The question of politics also informs the
two contributions outside Europe. The role
of national and urban policies in shaping
migrants’ emplacement practices provides
the necessary background in Ostertag’s
paper on Singapore. Building on a case study
of rioting among Bangladeshi migrants in
Little India, she demonstrates how processes
of transient migrants’ settlement instigate
multiple urban transformations, producing
unique localities that she calls ‘transitory
community hubs’. In these areas, ‘ethnic’
businesses serving transient migrants play a
decisive part; yet these are not businesses
owned/run by the migrants themselves, but
by Singapore residents, some with a migration
background. Finally, Bula’s paper on Bogotá
examines the modes of urban insertion of
internal Afro-Colombian migrants, within a
context of unacknowledged discrimination
and racism. He approaches migrants’ entre-
preneurial endeavours as resilience practices
of survival in the big city. Yet he locates
more potential in collective action as an
additional corridor of social incorporation,
making Afro-Colombians visible in a predo-
minantly mestizo and white society.

This themed special feature approaces both
‘immigrants’ and ‘entrepreneurship’ are
approached through rather loose and broad
definitions. Despite the different case studies,
methodologies and perspectives, all papers are
sensitive to the ways through which inequal-
ities and power relations are manifested in
urban space. In different ways, all contributions
attempt to move beyond conventional concep-
tual tools of either ethnicity or place. Along
these lines, the papers in this themed special
feature are essentially about the intersections
between migrant emplacement and urban
transformations.
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Migrant economies and
everyday spaces in Athens in
times of crisis
Panos Hatziprokopiou and Yannis Frangopoulos

Alongside the depressing image of closed shops as visible indicators of the crisis, migrant
businesses can be found in many parts of Athens and often play a vital role in local neigh-
bourhood markets. This paper explores the socio-spatial dimensions of Athens’ emerging
migrant economies. Drawing from a recent research project combining survey and ethno-
graphic methods on three Athenian neighbourhoods, the paper examines migrant entrepre-
neurship at the local level and highlights the relevance of place, politics and everyday life.
We argue that the spread of immigrant entrepreneurial activity in Athens not only forms
an existing part of the urban landscape, but has also become an organic part of the everyday
experience of life in the city.

Key words: migrant economies, Athens, urban space, Greek crisis, everydayness

Introduction

A
stroll in downtown Athens these

days reveals the Greek capital’s
many and contrasting faces. The

passer-by may see the big brand stores, gov-
ernment buildings or frequent protests
outside Parliament in Constitution Square,
and feel Plaka’s old Athenian charm and the
tourist buzz or ancient monuments of Mon-
astiraki and Thision. (S)he may then walk
through the streets around Omonoia
Square, where the cement-dominated land-
scape bears visible signs of urban decay, yet
is at the same time bustling with commercial
activity and people during the daytime,
including a multiplicity of ‘ethnic’ stores
and faces. This part of the city centre epitom-
ises the locus of migrant entrepreneurial ven-
tures in Greece as a whole. Alongside
Chinese clothing stores, often clustered in

specific areas of major cities, as well as
African or Asian street-peddlers, highly
mobile and regularly chased by the police,
this is the most obvious example of what
migrant entrepreneurship looks like in
Greece.

The area’s centrality makes it unique in
many ways. Located right at the city’s historic
core, this is a central commercial and commu-
nity hub for migrants of diverse origins and
backgrounds, characterised by the ‘temporari-
ness and transitional character of the migrant
experience’ (Noussia and Lyons 2009, 619).
It has occasionally attracted positive media
attention, for example, by being portrayed as
‘Athens’ new colourful market’ (Onisenko
2008). More often, however, especially since
the recent economic crisis, it is associated in
public and political discourses with degra-
dation, devaluation, informality and crimi-
nality—all linked to immigrants’ presence
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and activities—and is often described as a
‘ghetto’ (Rerres 2011). Notwithstanding the
criticism migrants’ entrepreneurial activities
in this area have largely gone unnoticed and
have scarcely entered into public discourses.

The silent expansion of migrants’ self-
employment and entrepreneurship over the
past two decades or so has been related in
part to the dynamics of immigrant settlement
(Labrianidis and Hatziprokopiou 2010).
Official data reveal both absolute and pro-
portional increases of migrant businesses in
Athens even during the recession (Hatzipro-
kopiou and Frangopoulos 2013, 179–180).
Alongside the depressing image of closed
shops as visible landmarks of the crisis at
the street level, stores owned by and/or
serving migrants may be encountered in
many parts of the city, visibly inscribing
‘difference’ within specific districts or
streets in the urban landscape.

This paper offers an exploratory account of
the spatial dimensions of migrant entrepre-
neurship in Athens and the relevance of
place and everyday life. Reprising Glick
Schiller and Çaĝlar’s (2009) call for an
emphasis on locality, and adhering to Hall
and Data’s (2010) approach to migrants’
street-level entrepreneurship as everyday
socio-economic practices in ‘ordinary’
spaces, we focus on neighbourhoods as
open socio-spatial categories (e.g. Massey
2005), instead of looking at specific ethnically
defined migrant groups or sectors of activity.
More specifically, the paper examines the
embeddedness of migrants’ self-employment
in the everyday local settings of specific
urban locales and its relevance for local resi-
dents, whether migrants or ‘natives’.

The paper begins with a briefing of the
context in which we locate migrant entrepre-
neurship in Athens, discussing elements of
continuity and change in the interlinkages
between migration, small businesses and
urban space in times of crisis, economic
or otherwise. We then examine the intersec-
tions between business activity, locality
and clientele in ventures owned by both
natives and migrants in order to understand

petit-entrepreneurship comparatively as a
part of a wider set of social relations. We
will do so by building on a micro-census of
street-level shops and businesses in three
central Athenian neighbourhoods with dif-
fering characteristics. Next, drawing from
ethnographic visits and a set of in-depth
interviews with migrant entrepreneurs in
one of the three areas, we ground immigrants’
economic practices in their everyday experi-
ences and situate them within the broader
politics of migration and diversity in times
of crisis.1

Migration, small businesses and the urban
space: it all comes together in Athens

The recession has radically transformed the
circumstances and context in which the entre-
preneurial activities of migrants have taken
shape during the past two decades, as well
as the public debates surrounding them
Greece’s financial crisis since 2009, and the
austerity policies imposed under the coun-
try’s joint supervision by the International
Monetary Fund (IMF), the European Union
(EU) and the European Central Bank, have
impacted on the market environment and
institutional framework in ways that affect
both immigrants and natives, albeit in differ-
ing ways. Yet one may talk of three parallel
‘crises’ that predated the current one, even
though these now seem to intermingle with
its overwhelming dynamics.

The first of these crises is Greece’s ‘immi-
gration crisis’, which has influenced the
ways in which migrants’ settlement have
been managed by official State policies since
the early 1990s. Even if the mass influx of
migrants predominantly from Balkan
countries (Albania in particular) found the
State totally unprepared, its subsequent
responses combining policing and successive
regularisations led to serious problems in bal-
ancing migrants’ settlement and social cohe-
sion, leaving a number of issues at stake.
Labour market demand and the sacrifices
and adaptability on the part of the migrants
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themselves, alongside steps towards the
rationalisation of immigration policy and the
introduction of integration measures, led to
a short-lived period of ‘normalisation’
during the first half of the 2000s (Hatziproko-
piou 2006). However, this was overturned
amidst developments in the last few years, to
which the State was unprepared or unwilling
to effectively respond,2 leading to confusion
between issues concerning established
migrants or Greek-born children of those of
newcomers, who have, since 2009, concen-
trated in Athens in overwhelming pro-
portions at a time when unemployment has
grown dramatically.

The second is the crisis of small and
medium-sized enterprises (SMEs)—the
‘backbone’ of the Greek productive structure
in post-war decades and main employer of
migrant labour—and its manifestations in
the changing Athenian context. The typical
family business in downtown Athens has
been under multiple pressures related to a
range of socio-economic and spatial changes
which have long been in place, resulting in
the loss of its earlier position as a privileged
interlocutor vis-à-vis the State (Tsigganou
2009). Among these, there has been a reconfi-
guration of the relationship between the local
and the supra-local in respect to competition
and commerce in the city, particularly
regarding the movement of a great deal of
commercial activity from the centre to the
suburbs and from small-scale activities to
large chains, superstores and malls (Tsigga-
nou 2009; Hadjimichalis 2011; Skordili
2013). Even on the eve of the crisis, Greek
SMEs in central Athens appeared to one-
sidedly perceive the alleged inaction of the
State as deliberately facilitating an organised
plan of downgrading the city centre by con-
centrating immigrants and their economic
activities, who are seen both as competitors
and a threat contributing to rising criminality
and insecurity in the area (Tsigganou 2009).

Thirdly, and in relation to the above, we
refer to Athens’ ‘urban crisis’ with respect
to processes of urban development, in par-
ticular regarding the relationship between

social mobility and shifting residential geo-
graphies. The suburbanisation of the capital’s
population over the past three decades,
especially among the middle and upper-
middle strata, has contributed to the devalua-
tion of housing in parts of central Athens, and
to a housing gap that has been subsequently
filled by immigrants and their families
(Maloutas 2004; Kandylis and Kavoulakos
2011; Kandylis, Maloutas, and Sayas 2012).
As a result, the ‘traditional’ social mix of
Athens’ residential space in post-war times,
characterised by low levels of segregation
and high rates of home ownership, has been
replaced by a socio-ethnic mix marked by
severe inequalities. Far from emerging
‘ghettos’, however, and despite relative con-
centrations of specific groups in specific dis-
tricts, in the areas most affected by such
population shifts no single group dominates
nor does the migrant presence overall consti-
tutes a residential majority (Kandylis, Malou-
tas, and Sayas 2012). Still, Athens’ new
residential socio-economic structures and
inequality patterns seem to feed conflict and
competition over the space of the city,
which in the last few years has involved
openly racist mobilisation against immigrants
(Kandylis and Kavoulakos 2011).

Among other things, racism and xenopho-
bia reflect both the retreat of the State and the
contours of urban change in central Athens.
Yet they have been nurtured within the
context and conjuncture of the crisis, in
which an openly racist discourse has come
to dominate the official speech of politicians,
government officials or the media. This dis-
course has located migrants’ self-employ-
ment exclusively in the spread of ‘informal
(street) trade’ (paremborio) and its allegedly
negative economic impact. Such discourses
may also partly relate to the very fact that
the entrepreneurial activities of migrants
appear to reproduce economic practices that
are widespread among natives (Labrianidis
and Hatziprokopiou 2010). In general, the
establishment of immigrant ethnic commu-
nities has unsurprisingly generated a
demand for special products or services,
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thus forming both a social milieu and mul-
tiple market niches for the emergence of
migrant economies (Mavrommatis 2008). Of
course, not every type of activity, neighbour-
hood, or migrant community in Athens
would strictly fit this pattern.

For example, self-employment among Alba-
nian immigrants often does not display any
‘ethnic’ characteristics, which reflects the
wider residential dispersal and assimilation of
the Albanian population across the city (Mav-
rommatis 2008). On the other hand, the clus-
tering of Chinese-owned stores in the
gentrifying area of Metaxourgeio is the
product of a business-oriented global
migration generating multiple local dynamics;
a peculiar ethnic ‘enclave’ has been formed
and centred around Chinese commercial
activities in clothing wholesale and retail tar-
geting a broader clientele, while various
stores meet the specialised demands of a
lively local Chinese community and various
stores covering its specialised demand
(Polyzos 2014). By contrast, in the neighbour-
hood of Kypseli which has been greatly
affected by suburbanisation and immigrant
settlement and characterised by social and
ethnic mix, one may encounter female
African hairdressers partly catering to Greeks
fascinated with ‘ethnic’ hairstyles (Petronoti
2010). Lastly, part of downtown Athens
(around Omonoia Square) forms an extremely
diverse multi-ethnic commercial space, where
a wide range of ethnic ventures owned by
and/or serving migrants of various origins
coexist next to long-established Greek-owned
stores, and many have a similarly supra-local
character attracting customers from across
the city (Mavrommatis 2008; Noussia and
Lyons 2009; Van Heelsum 2010).

Immigrants’ entrepreneurial activities and
the importance of place

Our micro-census gathered information
about business history, activities, clientele,
strategies, problems and prospects among
128 ventures run by migrants and natives,

almost equally spread across three neigh-
bourhoods: Kypseli, Ambelokipoi and
Metaxourgeio. The selection of these
localities was not accidental. Firstly, we
intended to avoid districts that have recently
appeared in the public discourse as ‘proble-
matic’, such as downtown Athens
(Omonoia Square) and the area around
Attica Square and St Panteleimon, not only
because we could have encountered problems
in accessing immigrant entrepreneurs, but
also based on our conceptual focus on the
everyday. Secondly, we intended to include
central Athenian neighbourhoods with
different characteristics: Ambelokipoi is a
socially mixed area on the north-east fringe
of Athens’ centre where migrant presence is
not dominant; Kypseli is a multi-ethnic,
densely populated neighbourhood north of
downtown Athens; and Metaxourgeio is a
rather ‘downgraded’ working-class district
to the west of Omonoia Square, with signifi-
cant migrant presence, undergoing gentrifica-
tion in recent years.3

The sample was purpose-built, as we sur-
veyed specific streets selected on the basis
of some visible concentration of immigrant
shops and businesses; yet we also randomly
surveyed all local shops and businesses
door-to-door, achieving an average response
rate between 50 and 70% among open and
operating ventures. With the exception of
Chinese businessmen in Metaxourgeio (with
language barriers), migrants were generally
more willing to participate. In this section,
we focus on the socio-spatial dimensions of
the study and the relevance of place with
respect to issues such as venue location,
activities and clientele.

The findings reveal similarities as well as
differences among ventures owned by immi-
grants and native Greeks, as well as variations
between neighbourhoods. Key demographics
of respondents and characteristics of their
businesses are presented in Table 1. Men are
overrepresented in both groups, while most
owners—especially migrants—have children,
which reflects the family character of the
businesses, both as means to generate an
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income for the family and as collective ven-
tures involving the work of family
members. Confirming official statistics for
the general population, immigrant respon-
dents are on average younger, reflecting
both the general age structures of migrants
and natives, and the more established patterns
of Greek small businesses in Athens. Natives
were either born in Athens (53.8%) or moved
to the city decades ago, whilst nearly two-
thirds of immigrants had arrived in Greece
during the 1990s and another 17.5% in the
2000s. Immigrants are better educated
(about one-third are university graduates),
yet among those stating their qualifications
native Greeks are more often involved in
activities related to their education, while
migrants seem to build on experience
acquired through paid work or running a
similar business in the past. Migrant respon-
dents originate from 20 countries, yet nearly
half come from Egypt, Albania and Pakistan,
and most enjoy some kind of long-term or
permanent residence. This reveals the impor-
tance of migratory status in taking the step to
set up a business (Hatziprokopiou and Fran-
gopoulos 2013).

Most ventures are registered as single-
owner enterprises. Some 15% of migrants
and 8% of natives had a partner ‘informally’,
that is, someone with whom they share
responsibilities, money and work, but who
does not appear in any official form. In
most cases, this informal partner is a close
relative. Most businesses, especially native-
owned ones, do not formally employ per-
sonnel, and when they do they have just
one registered employee; yet, a significant
number in both groups employ additional
people on an informal or casual basis,
usually a family member in the case of
native Greeks, or a co-ethnic in the case of
migrants. Immigrants’ ventures have been
in business for about 6 years on average,
substantially lower than Greek-owned
businesses, which have an average life of
14.6 years. In fact, the vast majority of
migrant businesses were begun after 2000
and one out of four after 2010, while

nearly half of Greek businesses were set up
before 2000 and just 12.7% after 2009.
Hence, a substantial share of Greek ventures
are ‘ageing’ together with their ageing
owners, while immigrant entrepreneurs are
relatively younger with few years in
business, reflecting both the more estab-
lished but declining presence of native-
owned small businesses in central Athens,
and the recent move of immigrants towards
petit-entrepreneurial activity.

Figure 1 displays the main business activi-
ties of the two groups. Clearly a more or
less equal spread of both Greek and immi-
grant entrepreneurs are involved in small-
scale local retail, including convenience
stores and kiosks, or services such as cafés
and restaurants, hairdressers, etc. In the case
of immigrants, the local character of their
activities is often accompanied by an
‘ethnic’ one, since they target the migrant cli-
entele of the area in which they operate—yet
not exclusively their own migrant groups.
This includes stores selling specialised pro-
ducts, as well as services like Internet and
call centres. On the other hand, typical local
stores selling furniture and home equipment,
or home-refurbishment material and related
services (electrics, plumping, colours, etc.)
are far more common among natives. Cloth-
ing stores were also more common among
Greeks, though in Metaxourgeio we should
acknowledge the significant language barriers
that prevented us from interviewing Chinese
wholesale traders. We did, however, observe
a recently formed small cluster of Greek-
owned clothing wholesalers benefiting from
the concentration of the Chinese clothing
trade.

The customer base is primarily local, and
this also applies to most Greek-owned
businesses. As a result, the vast majority
feel they operate in rather saturated local
markets in which they have to compete
with a range of local stores and businesses
offering similar products or services.
Figure 2 summarises the owners’ views of
their customers’ preferences. The local
client base is clear for both groups, as is
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Table 1 A profile of respondents and their businesses, by neighbourhood

Kypseli Metaxourgeio Ambelokipoi

Migrant Native Migrant Native Migrant Native

Average age of owner (mean) 40.9 50.1 41.4 43.3 43.7 45.1
Share of women (%) 34.8 30.0 15.0 14.3 25.0 37.5
Share of respondents who have children (%) 69.6 75.0 80.0 47.6 75.0 75.0
Share of respondents with tertiary education (%) 26.1 20.0 35.0 14.3 30.0 12.5
Migrants’ average number of years in Greece (mean) 13.8 – 13.0 – 15.9 –
Major immigrant countries of origin (%) 17.4% Albanians, 26.1%

Pakistanis (among 12
different countries of
origin)

30% Iraqi Kurds, 25%
Chinese, 20% Egyptians
(among 7 different
countries of origin)

25% Filipinos, 15%
Egyptians among (11
different countries of
origin)

Average number of years in business (mean) 5.69 18.15 6.82 14.37 4.60 11.79
Average number of employees formally working (mean) 0.3 0.3 1.2 0.4 0.8 0.5
Average number of employees informally working/assisting (mean) 2 2.3 0.7 0.8 1.1 0.7
Area of residence same as area of business location (%) 78.3 60.0 60.0 47.6 65.0 50.0
Thinking of relocating business elsewhere (%) 8.7 25.0 5.0 9.5 15.0 25.0
TOTALS (N ) 23 20 20 21 20 24
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the specialty of their products: in the latter
case, migrants referred mostly to specialised
products, while Greeks emphasised quality.
Since the latter are more established, they
have ‘loyal’ customers over the years,
including past local residents who have
moved out to the suburbs. On the other
hand, immigrants stressed their cheap
prices and, even more so, their flexible
working hours, as major attractions for

both immigrant and native Greek
customers.

Combining the type of activities, products
or services, with the customer base and spatial
reach of the businesses, we produced the
typology illustrated in Figure 3. The local
reach of most ventures is highlighted by
their concentration on the left side of the
matrix, while the ‘ethnic’ clientele of
migrant-owned ventures is clearly indicated

Figure 1 Main activity.

Figure 2 Primary clientele (multiple responses).
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by their overrepresentation at the bottom.
Immigrants’ ventures at the bottom left,
whose activities are labelled ‘non-ethnic’,
basically include immigrant-serving
businesses such as Internet and call centres
or money transfer agencies. Immigrants’
supra-local activities on the top right corner
range from Chinese-owned clothing whole-
sale storerooms and warehouses in Metax-
ourgeio targeting a wider commercial
clientele and appealing because of low
prices, to ‘ethnic’ restaurants in Metaxour-
geio and Kypseli targeting customers among
the Athenian middle class and young
people; in the latter case from across the
city, while in the former also from across
the country. Immigrants’ supra-local activi-
ties at the bottom right corner include Asian

food stores in Ambelokipoi attracting custo-
mers from other parts of Athens.

The special importance of locality for
migrants is further supported by the inter-
relation between business location and the
owner’s area of residence. In all three neigh-
bourhoods, immigrants broadly tend to live
in the same neighbourhood where their
business is established (nearly 70% do so,
compared to just over half among Greeks).
Even more, migrant entrepreneurs have less
preference for relocating their business to
some other part of the city: only 9.5%
wished to do so, compared to 20.6% among
their Greek business neighbours. Thus
clearly despite differences among neighbour-
hoods related, for example, to population
composition, spatial uses, location within

Figure 3 Activities, customers and scale.
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the city or trends of urban change, in all three
areas most ventures cater to local demand;
this is more pronounced, however, in the
case of migrants. As such, they are embedded
in multiple ways in local consumer markets
and, more broadly, in the socio-spatial
environment in which they operate.

Place, politics and everyday life: migrant
economies, a view from the neighbourhood

We now zoom into one of the study areas,
Ambelokipoi, where we ground the discus-
sion above in the mundane experiences of
some of our interviewees with businesses
there. Compared to the gentrifying trends
alongside fears of crime in Metaxourgeio
(Alexandri 2014), or Kypseli’s multi-ethnic
and densely built and populated urban
fabric (Lafazani, Lykogianni, and Vaiou
2010), Ambelokipoi may be seen as both an
‘ordinary’ place and yet in some respects
unique. At the north-eastern part of Athens
Municipality, on the main traffic axes (Kifis-
sias and Mesogeion avenues) leading to the
posh northern suburbs, it hosts a wide range
of activities (Katou 2008): from public hospi-
tals and private healthcare providers to gov-
ernmental agencies and banks on the main
avenues; from large school complexes to
cinemas and a nightlife cluster of bars and res-
taurants around Panormou metro station; and
from large chain supermarkets to local stores
on side streets, including many that have
closed due to the economic crisis, as well as
an open food market on Saturdays.

The area is frequented by many people of
various ages and backgrounds for the pur-
poses of work, shopping or entertainment,
and is home to a socially diverse population,
including immigrant residents (albeit in
lower proportions than other parts of central
Athens). Although our survey results show
that immigrant respondents here are longer
established than in the other areas, most of
their businesses were set up fairly recently.
More than half of the venues housing immi-
grants’ businesses (almost exclusively located

on side streets) were previously empty and
another 20% used to house a similar activity
formerly run by a native owner. To some
extent, therefore, the entrepreneurial space
occupied by immigrants was previously deva-
lued and left vacant, as their Greek owners
shut down, retired or moved elsewhere. The
neighbourhood’s location and its population
composition seem to have conditioned the
establishment of migrant businesses in mul-
tiple ways.

A first example comes from the experience
of Hamid, aged 43, living in Greece since
1993, for whom the location decision com-
bined a clear business strategy, his own
sense of social status and his social networks
with Greeks. For the last few years, Hamid
has led a life between Athens and Alexandria
in Egypt, where his wife and three children
live. An electrician by training, he decided
to start his own business when the company
he worked for closed down after the 2004
Olympic Games and the beginning of the
downturn in the construction sector. He
first set up a food store in Kaminia, a
working-class district of Piraeus where
many Egyptian fishermen live, but after
breaking up with his former business
partner, he decided to relocate to Ambeloki-
poi. The new store opened in 2008, this time
in partnership with a Greek lady who has
been a close family friend for years; it offers
a wide range of Egyptian and Arabic pro-
ducts, many of which Hamid buys directly
from Egypt during his visits. He explains
his choice of area by saying that he targeted
‘higher class’ Egyptians living in the vicinity,
most of whom are settled people with
families (e.g. doctors, professionals, etc.),
possibly due to the location of various embas-
sies of Arabic countries nearby, or the Libyan
embassy’s school. He also mentioned ‘Egyp-
tiotes’, that is, Greeks from Egypt, living in
the northern suburbs, as part of his customer
base. In his own words:

‘Our shop is really special, because it has all
the products for high cuisine, coming directly
from Egypt and Lebanon, which are preferred
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by middle class Egyptians and Egyptiotes
who live in the area and along the way to
Kifisia, and they want to avoid Omonoia
where there may be problems, the shops are
not that clean . . . ’

An entirely different story is that of Corazon,
from the Philippines, aged 43 and single
mother of two, who has lived in Greece
since 1990. After assuming various jobs
mostly as domestic worker or cleaner, she
set up her own store, selling cheap women’s
clothes and jewellery alongside sewing and
clothes repair. The opening of her business
in 2006 coincided with her separation from a
Greek former husband, which conditioned
her decision to move to Ambelokipoi from
southern Athens, and rent a flat in the same
building where her store is located. In her
own words, the concentration of a small
though vibrant Filipino migrant community
in the area did not simply provide an
obvious ‘market’, but also a social network
that supported her after the divorce in mul-
tiple ways (keeping the store on her absence,
assisting informally, looking after the kids).
Thus, the neighbourhood provided opportu-
nities for generating an income, while at the
same time offered a space for socialisation
and familiarity in the city. Things changed
with the deepening of the crisis, however, in
the context of which many of her primary cus-
tomers, Filipina women, were left unem-
ployed or only had access to part-time or
casual employment. To respond to her finan-
cial difficulties and rising taxes, she intro-
duced money transfer services and extended
her working hours, spending nearly the
entire day in the store, including weekends.
In a sense, the neighbourhood itself has
turned into a space of enclosure, centred on
the store, a place that dominates her life:

‘I’ve started “Money Gram”, two years ago
. . . I now can pay my rent . . . Sewing pays for
my insurance . . . I can’t afford to close, what I
will do with my kids, where could I work, if I
become a cleaner who will be looking after
the kids? [Now] they are over here with me,
my son may go to the flat upstairs to study
while my little daughter stays with me in the

store. . . . But I don’t have sewing work as I
used to, unfortunately . . . I can’t go to the
theatre or the movies, I just take my kids once
a month to have lunch at the McDonald’s
nearby . . . ’

Filipinos are the primary clientele of various
specialised businesses in the vicinity, not
necessarily owned by co-ethnics. Neverthe-
less, hegemonic perceptions of competition
neglect, for example, the impact of large
chains expanding in the area, and emphasise
ethnic dimensions. Some native shopkeepers
(even if not directly affected or not residents
themselves) tend to reproduce dominant dis-
courses, describing the neighbourhood as a
‘Filipino ghetto’ and viewing migrants as
‘invaders’. According to one Greek photo-
grapher we spoke to: ‘[Greek-owned] shops
are shutting down, but Filipinos are starting
up, they are gradually pushing us out’. Yet,
the Filipino residential cluster forms a
market for businesses owned by Greeks or
migrants of other backgrounds. Such is the
case of Halil, 35, from Sri Lanka, living
in Greece since 1999. After changing
various jobs, including street-peddling,
working for a tourist agency and running a
short-lived shop in a different neighbour-
hood, he opened an Asian food store in
the area in 2009, attracted by the local
migrant economy: ‘There is our own bank
[money transfer agency] across the street, so
there are people coming and going, this is a
good market for foreigners.’ Halil’s story
reveals at least two interesting aspects of the
relevance of place and its intersection with
entrepreneurial activity and everyday life.
One concerns a peculiar manifestation of
the global–local interaction: on the one
hand, at a time of significantly reduced turn-
over he managed to mobilise his transnational
networks to cope with liquidity problems; on
the other, this very strategy has brought him
at odds with local Asian food wholesalers:

‘Relationships with neighbouring business are
not good . . . Because I buy from abroad on
my own, I buy in different prices . . . my
cousin works in Germany . . . for a wholesaler
. . . and can guarantee for me so that I buy on
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credit . . . I don’t buy from local wholesalers
. . . they don’t like that . . . [we have]
competitive relations . . . ’

The other relates to rising local competition
as an outcome of racist hostility elsewhere,
and the possibility of the latter spreading
throughout the area. Although Ambelokipoi
has not yet been affected by neo-Nazi mobil-
isation, the opening of new Golden Dawn
headquarters locally was a source of concern:

‘There are shops owned by Pakistanis and
Bengalis here too, but not as many as in
Omonoia . . . but now they gradually move
here, because down there the Golden Dawn
has its offices and there is trouble . . . now the
Golden Dawn has opened offices nearby in
Mesogeion avenue . . . a big problem . . . ’

This was the period after Golden Dawn’s
electoral success (in June 2012), when its
neo-Nazi ‘activism’ was at its zenith and
resulted in destructive attacks on migrants’
shops. At the time, it was still tolerated by
the authorities, and to some extent exacer-
bated by excessive force on the part of the
police. The daily police operations euphemis-
tically titled ‘Xenios Zeus’, targeting
migrants indiscriminately in a manner resem-
bling the so-called ‘sweepers’ operations
chasing Albanians in the early 1990s (Dalako-
glou 2013), negatively affected many immi-
grant businesses in downtown Athens, both
directly and indirectly. The former mani-
fested itself in direct police checks of
migrants’ shops, which not only disrupted
business activities, but was often experienced
traumatically by the owners and their
families, who would end up in a police
station only to be released after several
hours (as most have legal documents, and
their businesses are run following the rules).
The latter was more common and, according
to our immigrant participants, scared their
(immigrant) customers who avoided going
out in the street for fear of arrest.

This excessive presence of the State,
through direct repression and harassment,
but also tolerance of racist violence, vividly

contradicts with its absence from other
domains of intervention, such as market regu-
lation, small businesses support or curbing
informal economic practices like tax evasion
and informal employment. If the latter
affects native and migrant entrepreneurs
alike, at a time when both are struggling to
cope in a harsh economic environment, the
former makes things even more difficult for
migrants, who are further plagued by unre-
solved issues in immigration and integration
policy. On 9 May 2014, some 400 migrants,
mostly petit-entrepreneurs and shopkeepers,
marched in a demonstration in downtown
Athens against police harassment of their
business. This may be seen as an explosion
in a series of anti-immigrant measures taken
by successive Greek governments in recent
years, at a time when the market downturn
amidst the economic crisis, austerity, and an
overall negative social and political climate
has led to deepening difficulties for growing
numbers of migrants making a living in
Greece.

Conclusion

The politics of immigration and migrants in
Greece are ultimately situated within the dee-
pening economic and social crisis shaking the
country. Racism has entered the mainstream
of public discourses and dominates policies
that tend to scapegoat immigrants, prioritis-
ing policing and border issues over inte-
gration. Along these lines, the recent ‘spatial
turn’ in politics and discourses of migration
and diversity in Athens entails a shift of atten-
tion towards the local, in which the problems
of specific parts of the city centre are centred
on the presence of migrants and become
intermingled with the trends of migratory
flows on the national scale. Within this
context, immigrants’ shops and businesses
are linked to informality and to the degra-
dation of specific neighbourhoods, where
they have ultimately become targets of
violent racist attacks. At the same time,
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recession and worsening market conditions,
combined with a blend of austerity policies
and excessive taxation, make life harder not
only for those in paid employment, but also
for small businesses and the self-employed,
whether migrants or natives.

Nowhere in the country is this more pro-
nounced than in central Athens, where
migrant economies beyond the widely publi-
cised, debated and studied urban commercial
core have grown silently in the past 20 years
or so. Against the grim background of market
conditions and state policies, this paper has
analysed local dimensions of immigrants’
entrepreneurial endeavours as they intersect
with space, place, politics and everyday life,
in an attempt to reveal aspects of the dialectics
between migrant economies and processes of
urban change. Though this would require
further investigation and evidence, we encoun-
tered surprising resemblances and similar
issues facing shops and businesses owned by
migrants and natives alike. The latter’s fears
and suspicion are to some extent linked to the
decline of central Athens’ small family neigh-
bourhood-based businesses, and their partial
replacement by migrant-owned ventures cater-
ing to local demand and thus playing a vivid
role in revitalising local neighbourhood
markets. Yet, the commonalities in the charac-
teristics of migrant and native-owned business
and the similar difficulties they face in con-
ditions of economic crisis and increasing diver-
sity, prompt us to move away from
conventional analytical categories emphasising
difference, as recently suggested by Kaika
(2012).

The paper also looked beyond the obvious
economic dimensions as such, highlighting
(some of) the ways in which small businesses
are found centre stage in everyday practices,
relationships and needs, thus assuming
broader social relevance. The crisis is not
only measured by its merely negative econ-
omic impact, such as the market downturn,
reduced turnover or liquidity problems
affecting immigrant or native-owned
businesses. It is also lived in concrete urban
social settings and determines people’s

everyday experiences: their practices of survi-
val, their strategies of adapting, and their pat-
terns of sociability and neighbourly relations.
It also, sometimes, haunts them with the rise
of organised racism and the spread of local
anti-immigrant hostility. Immigrants’ entre-
preneurial endeavours are tied to the
dynamics of migrant settlement, and are
often related to individuals or families’ path-
ways to social mobility, or to survival options
against worsening labour market opportu-
nities or conditions. Yet the spatial contours
of Athenian migrant economies in times of
crisis and austerity emerge ever complex
and diverse, a fluid patchwork whereby mul-
tiple trends and dynamics are in place, some
well consolidated while others are constantly
being shaped and reshaped. What seems to be
certain is that migrant businesses are gradu-
ally forming an organic part of the city land-
scape and the everyday experience of the
urban.
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Notes

1 The fieldwork research informing this paper derives
from the project ‘Emerging Ethnic Economies at Times
of Crisis: Socio-economic and Spatial Dimensions of
Immigrant Entrepreneurship in Athens’ which took
place between March 2012 and April 2013 and
was kindly funded by the Hellenic Observatory at the
London School of Economics and Political Science
(UK).
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2 We should note at least three: the ‘maturing’ of the
first generation of migrants, many of whom have
lived in the country for over 20 years but are still
excluded from long-term legal status; the come into
play of the second generation, yet without
straightforward access to citizenship; the turnaround
of migratory and asylum routes towards the EU
resulting in increasing arrivals mostly from Asia and
Africa through Turkey, who end up ‘trapped’ in
Greece.

3 For more information and context on Kypseli and
Metaxourgeio, see also the next paper by
Balampanidis and Polyzos. Ambelokipoi is the focus
of the next section, where our analysis is enriched
with contextual details on the neighbourhood.
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Migrants’ settlement in two
central neighborhoods of
Athens
An analytical framework for urban
transformations and interethnic
coexistence

Dimitris Balampanidis and Iris Polyzos

Greece has recently become a destination country for migrants from both neighboring and
distant sending countries. Over the last 20 years, urban areas in general and Athens in par-
ticular have become ethnically and culturally much more diverse. Scholars often describe
migrants’ residential and entrepreneurial settlement in cities through narrow terms, focus-
ing either on migrants’ ‘ethnic’ characteristics or on merely economic factors. According to
this perspective, space is often conceived as a neutral surface, merely providing migrants a
location in which to settle or work. In this study, we demonstrate how urban space, as a
complex socio-spatial framework, determines migrant settlement and, at the same time,
how migrant settlement transforms cities producing both continuities and discontinuities.
In other words, we highlight the more complex causalities and patterns of migrant settle-
ment and formulate an analytical framework to explain interethnic coexistences in urban
space. We explore our research questions and hypotheses about migrant settlement
through field research and the comparative study of two central neighborhoods: Kypseli
and Metaxourgeio.

Key words: migration, urban space, housing, entrepreneurship, neighborhood

Introduction

F
or almost a century, Greece hardly
received any significant inflow of
foreign migrants and only since the

early 1990s has it become a destination
country for international migrants. Within
the last two decades, large immigration
waves have increased the country’s migrant
stock from 1.6% in 1991 (Emke-

Poulopoulou 2007, 102) to 8.4% of the total
population in 2011 (Triantafyllidou 2014, 7).
Among the migrant groups, Albanians are
by far the largest, followed by migrants
from Eastern Europe and the Balkans, enter-
ing Greece through its long northern border.
After 2000, the flows have become diversified
as migrants from Africa, Asia and the Middle
East have begun to enter the country. More
recently, asylum seekers have been gaining
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access through Turkey and the Aegean Sea,
trying to reach northwestern European desti-
nations (Maroukis 2009).

According to the last National Census of
Population in 2011, 74% of migrants who
arrived in Greece over the previous five
years settled in urban areas (ELSTAT
2011a, 6). Moreover, the great majority of
migrants are concentrated in the two largest
metropolitan areas of Greece, Athens and
Thessaloniki: 405,831 and 116,918, respect-
ively. Their share of the total population of
the region of Attica (10.6%) is considerably
higher than in the region of Central Macedo-
nia (6.2%) and their origins are more diverse
(ELSTAT 2011b), confirming the trends of
the previous decade (Labrianidis and Hatzi-
prokopiou 2008). These figures indicate that
immigration to Greece has been a recent
and primarily urban phenomenon. Over the
last 20 years, the Greek urban space, primar-
ily in Athens, has become significantly more
diverse ethnically and culturally, which has
generated heated debates about interethnic
spatial and social coexistence (Vaiou 2007;
Maloutas et al. 2012).

The aim of this paper is to explore how
migrants make their place in the city particu-
larly through residential settlment and entre-
preneurial activities. Our key hypothesis is
that migrants’ residential and commercial
pathways are directly reflected in space and
contribute to the transformation of the
urban fabric. At the same time, space is con-
stituted by long-established socio-spatial
relations. In this sense, not only does
migrant settlement contribute to urban trans-
formations but it also depends on the specific
characteristics of the urban fabric and the
social dynamics of neighborhoods. It is a
kind of mutual dependency: migrant settle-
ment defines space and space defines
migrant settlement.

This begs two interrelated questions. First,
how are migrants’ settlement patterns and
entrepreneurial activities reflected in space,
and what kinds of geographies do migrants
produce? Can we describe their settlement
in terms of ‘ethnic zones’, ‘enclaves’,

‘clusters’ or ‘niches’? And, secondly, in
what way does space, as a historically
defined socio-spatial framework, influence
and finally define migrant settlement in
Athens?

Based on extensive fieldwork on migrants’
presence in two central neighborhoods, we
argue that migrant settlement in Athens
depends on certain socio-spatial contextual
particularities while producing multiple geo-
graphies, beyond the well-known patterns
observed in other countries of Europe or
North America. Additionally, we argue that
migrants are not necessarily ‘placed’ on the
margins of space and society, but rather
their presence constitutes a factor in urban
regeneration, creating the conditions for
interethnic mixing and coexistence.

Migrant residential patterns and
entrepreneurial activities in urban space:
issues emerging from the literature

Research on the residential settlement of
migrants has long been dominated by
approaches emanating from the Chicago
School of Urban Sociology and Factorial
Ecology, a method used to study residential
location and trajectories. For some research-
ers working from this perspective, the resi-
dential choices of migrants are guided by a
fundamental human desire. For example, in
his early work Wirth ([1928] 1998) claimed
that migrants concentrate in ‘natural areas’
that are formed by the universal ‘natural
desire’ of different groups to preserve their
peculiar cultural forms. This notion was com-
bined with a specific theory of migrants’ resi-
dential pathways, illustrated by Burgess’s
‘concentric zone’ model: migrants are sup-
posed to settle initially in so-called ‘zones in
transition’ around the central business district
and, as they undergo ‘assimilation’, they
become increasingly dispersed throughout
the city and ultimately absorbed into the eth-
nically neutral suburbs. This gradual decen-
tralization and suburbanization of migrants
is conceived as a ‘natural process’ and called
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‘succession’, a term borrowed from studies of
plant ecology (Burgess [1925] 1984, 50–58).
These approaches have often been criticized,
firstly, because they tend to ‘convert
migration history into natural history’ (Wac-
quant 2004) and, secondly, because of their
deterministic view of the integration
process. Instead, many researchers have
suggested more complex explanatory frame-
works based on social factors and highlighted
multiple spatial patterns of residential trajec-
tories and spatial integration, beyond the
classic unidirectional assimilation models.
Thus some have introduced models such as
‘segmented assimilation’ (Portes and Zhou
1993) or have highlighted varied patterns of
social and ethnic residential mix (Leal 2004;
Préteceille 2009).

Similarly, research on migrant entrepreneur-
ship and its spatial manifestations has long
been dominated by approaches which have
been criticized for putting excessive emphasis
either on ‘ethnic’ resources, that is, immi-
grants’ ethnic networks and social capital, or
on the host country’s economic environment.
Portes (1995), for example, has focused on
ethnic-based social networks of solidarity and
support, neglecting wider socio-economic
processes; ethnicity and family emerge as
crucial and dominant factors for migrant entre-
preneurship since they can provide start-up
capital, information, knowledge, low-waged
family or co-ethnic labor, a first customer
base and a supplier chain. Others have
studied immigrants’ entrepreneurial activities
as an alternative to economic and social dis-
crimination in the local economy (Bonacich
1973), but have neglected the role of migrants’
strategies (Engelen 2001). Furthermore,
migrant entrepreneurship has often been
associated with spatial patterns that imply a
de facto concentration in specific neighbor-
hoods and has commonly been considered an
activity addressed exclusively to migrant cus-
tomers. Thus, ethnic economies have usually
been described through narrow terms, such
‘ethnic enclaves’, ‘ethnic clusters’ and ‘ethnic
niche markets’. Moreover, approaches based
on the so-called ‘interactive model’ (Waldinger

et al. 1990) or the concept of ‘mixed embedded-
ness’ (Kloosterman, Van der Leun, and Rath
1999) have analyzed migrants’ entrepreneur-
ship by taking into account their social net-
works and ethno-cultural characteristics
along with the socio-economic and politico-
institutional environment of the host country.
More recently, scholars have proposed more
integrated approaches combining a variety of
factors that determine migrant settlement in
urban space and describe this process in more
complex terms, emphasizing ‘translocal’
experiences and simultaneities in the city
(Smith 2005; Hall 2010), or migrants’ practices
of ‘autonomy’ (Ma Mung 2009).

However, even the most integrated
approaches of migrant settlement in the city
are not always grounded in space; in other
words, they often lack spatiality and ignore
what Soja, building on Lefebvre, calls the
‘socio-spatial’ dialectic (Lefebvre 1974; Soja
1989, 76–93). Though they take into account
the socio-economic and politico-institutional
environment of the host country, they fail to
conceive the specificity of space. Often,
cities appear in the migration literature as
neutral containers, merely providing space
for settlement and work (Germain 2000).
Massey (2005, 130) suggests ‘escaping from
an imagination of space as a surface’ and,
instead, conceiving it as a complex set of estab-
lished relations, as ‘simultaneity of stories-so-
far’. In this sense, the specific characteristics of
the urban fabric and the social dynamics of
neighborhoods have a major role to play in
migrants’ settlement, their geographical dis-
tribution, their choices and trajectories. In
other words, there seems to be a direct and
dynamic interrelationship between migrant
settlement and urban space as a specifically
established social framework that is continu-
ously restructured and rescaled. In this
spirit, Glick Shiller and Çağlar (2009) invite
scholars to ‘theorise locality’ in a comparative
way, in order to understand the differing out-
comes of cities’ (re)structuring and the
varying pathways of migrants.

These recent more integrated, dialectical
and spatialized approaches described above,
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have strongly influenced research on
migrants’ residential and entrepreneurial
settlement, underlying their causalities and
complex patterns, as well as the terms of inter-
ethnic coexistence in Greece and especially in
Athens. In this paper, we adopt this perspec-
tive rather than vague and misleading
notions that are based on deterministic expla-
nations and narrow terms, ignoring contextual
particularities and thus obscuring the com-
plexity of migrants’ presence in urban space.
We refer here to notions and ideas, rep-
resented mainly in Greek public discourse
rather than in academic debates, which
‘place’ migrants a priori on the margins of
space and society, in ‘ghettos’, ‘enclaves’,
‘niches’, etc. and demonize them as collec-
tively responsible for urban, social and econ-
omic decay (Koutrolikou and Siatitsa 2011;
Balampanidis and Polyzos 2012; Balampani-
dis 2015). These discourses have been
applied to certain central neighborhoods of
Athens over the past several years, since the
emergence of the economic crisis.

Methodological considerations

In order to explore the questions raised
above, we focus our study on two different
central neighborhoods in Athens: Kypseli
and Metaxourgeio. The former is one of the
most densely populated neighborhoods and
currently one of the most multiethnic, with
more than 30 different nationalities recorded
in the 2001 census (ELSTAT 2001). The latter
is less densely populated, but also contains a
considerable migrant population and is cur-
rently undergoing considerable socio-spatial
changes. The comparative study of the two
neighborhoods allows a better understanding
of their specific socio-spatial features and the
different ways in which they impact upon
migrant settlement, while providing an
opportunity to move beyond generalizations
and deterministic explanations (Green 2002,
23–35).

Our methodological approach combines
two different methods. First, we study the

historically established socio-spatial struc-
tures of the two neighborhoods, as well as
some key socio-demographic transform-
ations, from the end of the 19th century to
the present, through secondary sources, for
instance, a literature review and historical
studies. Secondly, we illustrate and describe
the socio-spatial patterns shaped by migrants’
residential and entrepreneurial settlement
through field research, for instance, in situ
observation and recording. We systematically
visited the neighborhoods of Kypseli and
Metaxourgeio in July 2012 and March 2013,
respectively, during both morning and after-
noon hours, seeking to record visible signs
of migrants’ residential settlement and com-
mercial activities.

With respect to migrant housing, we col-
lected data marked on the doorbells at the
entrances of the apartment buildings.
Drawing from a representative sample of
apartment buildings, we recorded the total
number of apartments and the number of
vacant ones, the residents’ surnames (Greek
and foreign), as well as the floors where
migrants live (if marked on the doorbell). In
the case of their entrepreneurial activities,
we recorded all migrants’ stores and services,
both open and closed, their country of origin,
the specific types of business and the compo-
sition of their clientele. And last, in both
neighborhoods, we recorded all migrants’
and Greeks’ open and closed stores and ser-
vices along selected streets.

Recording data through visible signs carries
some serious methodological limitations. As
regards data marked on the doorbells, they
are often not updated or they may be incom-
plete because of residents’ strategies of invisi-
bility. As for data marked on the store signs,
they also may be inaccurate with respect to
migrants’ country of origin. For this reason,
apart from the Chinese, we categorized
nationalities in the following larger groups:
Eastern European Asian, Middle Eastern and
African In order to overcome these serious
limitations, data were often confirmed
through informal discussions with some resi-
dents and entrepreneurs.
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Kypseli: diffused migrants’ presence in a
mixed socio-spatial fabric

Socio-spatial background

Kypseli is located northwest of the city
center, in the 6th district of the Municipality
of Athens, and is one of the most densely
populated areas in the city. At the beginning
of the 20th century, Kypseli attracted
mostly the upper- and middle-class strata
due to its privileged position adjacent to the
central axis Patision Avenue, directly con-
nected to the city center. The area was spar-
sely built with a few detached houses,
surrounded by yards and planted grounds.
In the 1930s, its population progressively
increased, as migrants from Greek rural
areas and refugees from Asia Minor settled
on its outskirts.

A few decades later, from 1950 and 1970, a
process of intense urbanization, which
expanded all over the city, transformed Kyp-
seli’s urban fabric and social structure.
Detached houses and yards gave way to
high-density housing, consisting of apart-
ment blocks of five or more floors. It is
important to underline that these newly con-
structed buildings offered multiple types of
apartments, that is, of different size, quality
and price, rising from the basements to the
upper floors, as well as from the back to the
front side (Vaiou 2007). This variety of apart-
ment types and prices attracted different
social groups in the same building, thus
allowing a high social mix, both horizontally
and vertically, across the entire neighborhood
(Maloutas and Karadimitriou 2001). During
this same period, Kypseli became a vibrant
mixed-use area hosting administrative func-
tions, social services, and educational, cul-
tural, sports and commercial activities. At
the same time, the continuing process of
urbanization and the lack of urban planning
generated several problems that remain
unsolved to this day, such as high density,
the near absence of green spaces and an over-
whelming concentration of vehicles.

Since the 1980s and the progressive satur-
ation of the neighborhood’s spatial resources,
some of the local population moved outside
of the city center, in search of improved
living conditions. In fact moving out was
mainly a privilege for middle- and upper-
class households, while lower income and
elderly people remained in the area (Malou-
tas, Emmanouil, and Pantelidou-Malouta
2006). By the end of the 1990s, when
massive immigrant flows had arrived in
Athens, Kypseli had become a neighborhood
with a large stock of vacant, affordable apart-
ments in proximity to the city center, creating
desirable conditions for settlement by newly
arrived migrants.

Migrants’ residential and commercial
settlement

Currently, based on a representative sample
of 600 buildings in Kypseli,1 almost 15% of
the apartments are occupied by migrants,
while 15% remain vacant. Migrants thus
occupy a significant part of the available
apartments, which would probably be
vacant in their absence. At the same time,
by renting and buying apartments in the
neighborhood, they have stimulated the
local economy, namely, the housing market
and all associated professions, such as real
estate, legal services, and notary services.
Additionally, through their own labour and
resources some migrants contribute to main-
taining and upgrading of their apartments,
which would have deteriorated if not rented
or bought by someone else. Thus migrant
settlement has contributed to an upgrading
of the apartment stock while maintaining a
human presence in the neighborhood, pre-
venting its abandonment.

The horizontal geographical distribution
of migrants in Kypseli is relatively uniform,
except for a certain absence along the well-
known central green axis of Fokionos
Negri, probably because of high rents, and a
slightly higher concentration in the
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northwestern part, historically inhabited by
low-income households. Migrant settlement
has followed a settlement pattern, similar to
that of Greek residents, producing a generally
balanced ethnic mix (Figures 1 and 2).

With respect to migrants’ vertical distri-
bution within the floors of apartment build-
ings, almost half of them live on the basement
level or ground floor and a significant percen-
tage (almost the other half) live between the
first and fourth floors. As Vaiou (2007) argues
as the migratory project has become more per-
manent, the need for improved living con-
ditions has increased. This explains migrants’
gradual access to upper floors and spacious
apartments, not only as renters but also as
owners (Balampanidis 2012).

Regarding migrants’ entrepreneurial activi-
ties in Kypseli, 133 open and 48 closed stores
and services were recorded. They are dis-
persed throughout the neighborhood and
along commercial streets, with the exception
of a significant concentration in the northwes-
tern part of Kypseli, due to the proximity of
centrally located Amerikis Square and highly
commercial Patision Avenue (Figure 3). Gen-
erally, migrants’ stores and services follow
similar patterns of establishment as Greek
businesses.

Migrants in Kypseli invest in six general
types of activities: mini markets, call centers,
general commerce, hairdressing salons, ser-
vices and catering (Table 1).2 ‘General com-
merce’ refers to clothing, accessories or

Figure 1 Horizontal geographical distribution of migrants in Kypseli.
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electronic devices stores, while ‘services’
concern migrants’ specific needs, such as
money transfer, translation or travel agencies.
The migrants’ countries of origin could be
categorized as follows: Africa, Asia, Eastern
Europe, China and Middle East (Table 2).

It is important to underline that some
recently arrived migrant groups specialize in
specific activities: for example, African entre-
preneurs specialize almost exclusively in hair-
dressing and cosmetics stores and Chinese
invest mainly in general commerce. In con-
trast, Albanians, who have been migrating
to Greece since the early 1990s and constitute
the largest migrant group, invest in a wider
variety of stores and services, such as bak-
eries, travel agencies and restaurants. The

customer base of migrant businesses is
almost equally shared between an exclusively
migrant clientele (56%) and a mixed clientele
(44%). In fact, only the call centers and the
hairdressing salons concern exclusively
migrant clients. The rest of their economic
activities, mainly mini markets and general
commerce, respond to the needs of both
migrants and Greek clients, offering remark-
able advantages such as long opening hours
and moderate prices.

In order to determine the importance of
migrants’ entrepreneurial activities within
the commercial structure of Kypseli, we
also recorded the totality of stores and ser-
vices along three important commercial
streets (Drosopoulou, Agias Zonis and

Figure 2 Horizontal geographical distribution of Greeks in Kypseli.
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Kyprou Street) (Figure 4). Migrant stores and
services constitute 10% of the total commer-
cial activities, reflecting their share in the total

Figure 3 Migrants’ stores and services in Kypseli.

Table 1 Migrants’ types of entrepreneurial activities in
Kypseli

Type of activity Number of stores Percentage

Mini markets 48 25%
Call centers 46 24%
General commerce 30 16%
Hairdressing salons 27 14%
Services 22 11.5%
Catering 19 10%

Table 2 Countries of origin of migrant entrepreneurs in
Kypseli

Country of origin
Number of

stores Percentage

Africa (Nigeria, Ethiopia,
Maghreb, etc.)

88 46%

Asia (Bangladesh, Pakistan,
India, etc.)

37 19%

Eastern Bloc (Albania,
Poland, Bulgaria,
Georgia, etc.)

26 14%

China 16 8%
Near East (Egypt, Syria, etc.) 13 7%
Non-discernable 11 6%
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population. It is important to underline that
28% of the recorded stores are vacant,
which reflects the consequences of the
current economic crisis (ESEE 2013). Never-
theless, in total, migrants’ entrepreneurial
activities have reduced vacancy rates while
meeting the needs of a customer base living
in the neighborhood. Their presence can
thus be understood as a contributor to
urban and economic revitalization, as well
as a contributor to social cohesion at the
neighborhood level.

In conclusion, migrants’ dispersion in
Kypseli and the neighbourhood’s low resi-
dential segregation rate are directly linked
to the historically mixed social and spatial

fabric of the neighborhood. Similarly,
migrants’ economic activities are dispersed
throughout Kypseli’s main commercial
streets and mixed with Greeks’ businesses,
thus interacting with the existing economic
environment.

Metaxourgeio in transition: complex
geographies of migrant settlement

Socio-spatial background

Metaxourgeio is located in the 3rd district of
the Municipality of Athens, in close proxi-
mity to the centrally located Omonoia

Figure 4 Greeks’, migrants’ and closed stores and services in Kypseli.
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Square and Peiraios Street. It is less populated
than Kypseli, and has lower building density
and building heights.

The history of Metaxourgeio dates from the
establishment of Athens as the capital of the
newborn Greek state. In 1852, the creation
of a silk factory in an abandoned building on
Millerou Street gave the area an industrial
character. At the beginning of the 20th
century, Metaxourgeio attracted mostly
working-class households, craftsmen and
small businessmen, due to the expansion of
small and medium-scale industrial units
across the neighborhood. According to
Agriantoni’s (1995, 166–167) historical study
of the area, 680 out of 1900 addresses recorded
on a 1930 map contained productive activity
on the ground level, such as workshops or car-
riage garages, and the rest concerned housing,
including mainly individual houses of one or
two floors inhabited by more than one family.

Later, in the 1960s and 1970s, socio-demo-
graphic trends in Metaxourgeio generally fol-
lowed those of Kypseli, but with some
important differences. Firstly, apartment build-
ings did not replace the existing housing to the
same extent and at the same rate and, secondly,
the neighborhood’s population increased less
than in the rest of the city. In the late 1970s, as
small and medium-scale industrial units pro-
gressively decreased, following the general ten-
dencies of deindustrialization, the importance
of Metaxourgeio as an area of both production
and employment declined.

In the 1990s, the non-renewal of the build-
ing stock and the existence of incompatible
land uses in proximity to housing, led to
intense depreciation of land prices. A signifi-
cant percentage of apartments, productive
units and warehouses remained vacant and,
consequently, rent prices decreased consider-
ably. Not until after 2000 and the arrival of
migrants did Metaxourgeio’s population
increase, creating demand for both housing
and commercial spaces. One characteristic
of Metaxourgeio is the emergence of vibrant
Chinese commercial activity, attracted by
the stock of abandoned warehouses and
their low rental prices (Polyzos 2014).

Today, this neighborhood is at the epicen-
ter of conflicting socio-spatial dynamics, as a
process of urban regeneration or even semi-
gentrification is taking place. On the one
hand, the municipality of Athens has
already renovated cultural spaces such as
museums and public squares; on the other
hand, considerable private capital is being
invested while new housing complexes, gal-
leries and fashionable bars attract middle-
and upper-class residents and clients.

Migrants’ housing and commercial settlement

In Metaxourgeio, based on a representative
sample of 181 buildings, 16.5% of the apart-
ments are occupied by migrants and another
21.5% of them are vacant.3 The percentage
of immigrants is similar to Kypseli’s, but
the percentage of vacant apartments is
higher. Their horizontal geographical distri-
bution also confirms a general dispersion,
with the exception of a slightly higher con-
centration in the northeastern part, next to
the centrally-located Omonoia Square. Com-
paring migrants’ and Greeks’ horizontal geo-
graphical distribution, there seems to be a
generally balanced ethnic mix and no specific
concentrations that could be interpreted
through an ‘ethnic lens’ (Fox and Jones
2013) (Figures 5 and 6).

As for the migrants’ vertical distribution
within the floors of the apartment buildings,
the vast majority live in apartments from the
first to the third floors and few of them live
from the basement to the ground floor or
from the fourth floor to higher floors. This is
because, buildings in Metaxourgeio generally
do not exceed three floors, and there are still
many individual houses of one or two floors
with no basements. Thus, compared to
Kypseli, it seems that a larger percentage of
migrants live in upper floors in Metaxourgeio.

Regarding migrants’ entrepreneurial activi-
ties, 260 stores and services are open and 28
are closed. Their distribution is not that dif-
fused in comparison to Kypseli, with two
specific concentrations emerging: firstly, a
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concentration of Chinese wholesalers along
Peiraios Street and, secondly, a multiethnic
concentration of migrant activities close to
Omonoia Square (Figure 7).

In Metaxourgeio, migrants invest mainly in
wholesale commerce, general commerce, ser-
vices, mini markets, catering, call centers and
hairdressing salons (Table 3).4 As for the

Figure 6 Horizontal geographical distribution of Greeks in Metaxourgeio.

Figure 5 Horizontal geographical distribution of migrants in Metaxourgeio.
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migrants’ countries of origin, the largest
groups recorded in Metaxourgeio are the
Chinese, with a percentage of 50%, followed
by migrants from Eastern Europe and Asia.
African migrants are underrepresented with
a percentage of 2.5% (Table 4).

As is the case among migrants in Kypseli,
in Metaxourgeio recently arrived migrant
groups tend to specialize in specific activities:
Chinese migrants invest primarily in whole-
sale commerce (clothing, accessories and
shoes) and Pakistani migrants invest mainly
in electronic devices commerce (mobile
phones, telephone cards and DVDs). In con-
trast, migrants from the former Eastern Bloc
invest in a large variety of activities. As

regards their customer base, the majority of
migrants’ stores and services address both
migrants and Greeks (67%), while only
32% of them serve an exclusively migratory
clientele.

Focusing on four specific commercial
streets in Metaxourgeio, out of a total of 195
stores and services, 46% are occupied by
Greeks, 44% by migrants and 10% are
vacant. The percentage of vacant stores is
lower than in Kypseli because of the neigh-
bourhood’s strategic location in the most

Figure 7 Migrants’ stores and services in Metaxourgeio.

Table 3 Migrants’ types of entrepreneurial activities in
Metaxourgeio

Type of activity Number of stores Percentage

Wholesale stores 132 46%
General commerce 41 14%
Services 39 13.5%
Mini markets 26 9%
Catering 22 8%
Call centers 16 5.5%
Hairdressing salons 12 4%

Table 4 Countries of origin of migrant entrepreneurs in
Metaxourgeio

Country of origin
Number of

stores Percentage

China 144 50%
Eastern Bloc (Georgia,

Russia, Albania, Romania,
etc.)

58 20%

Asia (Pakistan, Bangladesh,
India, etc.)

38 13%

Near East (Egypt, Syria, etc.) 32 11.5%
Africa (Nigeria, Ethiopia,

Maghreb, etc.)
7 2.5%

Non-discernable 9 3%
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commercial part of the city center. Moreover,
though the number of migrant and native
Greek stores is almost equal, they differ in
terms of their geographical distribution
(Figure 8). Migrant and native Greek
businesses are clustered, but along specific
commercial streets they tend to separate: for
example, while migrant entrepreneurs are
highly concentrated along Agisilaou Street,
Greeks concentrate along Megalou Alexan-
drou Street. Therefore, migrants’ stores and
services occupy a significantly higher percen-
tage (up to 4 times greater) in comparison to
Kypseli, and, at the street level, they are
more visible and concentrated. This suggests
that in Metaxourgeio migrant entrepreneur-
ship has introduced new and more complex
geographies that intersect with the socio-
economic dynamics of the area.

Conclusions

Inspired by a dialectical approach to space,
this study of migrants’ residential and

entrepreneurial settlement in two central
neighborhoods of Athens confirmed our
initial assumption: there is a dynamic inter-
relationship and a mutual dependency
between the specific socio-spatial context of
the city and migrants’ settlement within the
urban fabric. As a matter of fact, in the case
of Athens, the specific urban features of the
two neighborhoods, along with the historic
transformations of their socio-spatial struc-
ture, proved to be absolutely decisive in the
way migrants settled the city: they settled in
the large, empty and inexpensive stock of
apartments, and a similarly low-priced stock
of commercial spaces and warehouses which
merged from the process of suburbanization
(mostly in Kypseli) and that of deindustriali-
zation (mostly in Metaxourgeio). Moreover,
the proximity of both neighborhoods to the
city center, public transport hubs and impor-
tant commercial avenues has been an impor-
tant factor in migrants’ settlement, while the
pre-existing social heterogeneity has pre-
vented migrants’ spatial exclusion and pro-
duced various patterns of multiethnic

Figure 8 Greeks’, migrants’ and closed stores and services in Metaxourgeio.
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coexistence. At the same time, the multiple
geographies of migrants’ settlement have
transformed long-established urban struc-
tures and produced new patterns of social
relations in space. Migrants’ general dis-
persion throughout both neighborhoods,
along with some areas of higher ethnic con-
centrations, has introduced more complex
geographies and has produced a multiethnic
spatial and social urban fabric. Through
their investments in housing and entrepre-
neurial activities, they have stimulated the
local economy, contributed to the mainten-
ance and upgrading of residential and com-
mercial spaces, and preserved a vibrant
human presence, curbing the trends of aban-
donment, impoverishment and decay. Thus,
they contributed to a kind of urban and econ-
omic revitalization, sometimes moderating
trends of urban regeneration as envisioned
by the municipal authorities and private
investors, especially in the case of Metaxour-
geio. It is important to underline that the
purpose of emphasising the dialectics of
space is not to reduce space to the only or
the dominant factor determining and
determined by migrants’ settlement in
urban space but, instead, to highlight the
‘spatiality’ of social phenomena, which is
often ignored.

This comparative study highlights impor-
tant differences between two neighborhoods
in the same city and thus underlines the
‘specificity of space’ and the importance of
contextual particularities. This approach
avoids deterministic explanations, narrow
terms and generalizations. The specific geo-
graphies of migrant settlement in Kypseli
and Metaxourgeio have not confirmed well-
known socio-spatial patterns established in
other cities of Europe or North America. In
the case of Athens, more complex geogra-
phies have emerged, with significant differ-
ences even between two neighborhoods of
the same city. Thus, it has proven impossible
to describe migrants’ access to housing
through patterns of residential segregation,

such as ‘ghettos’, ‘ethnic belts’ or ‘zones’.
Similarly, it has proven impossible to
describe migrants’ entrepreneurship in terms
of ethnic ‘enclaves’, ‘clusters’ or ‘niches’. In
order to describe migrant settlement in
Athens, rather than insist on narrow defi-
nitions, which do not necessarily apply
everywhere, we need to draw more complex
descriptive frameworks through the use of
analytical terms that better capture the com-
plexity of social phenomena and local parti-
cularities. This confirms what many other
scholars have already suggested (Soja 2000,
7–10; Glick Shiller and Çağlar 2009; Malou-
tas 2012): that only through the study of con-
textual particularities can we understand
migrants’ multiple geographies and analyze
interethnic coexistence in urban space.

Last but not least, the present study has
also confirmed the recent more complex,
integrated and dialectical approaches to
space and urban transformations in particu-
lar. This Athenian case study has demon-
strated how migrant settlement in urban
space may produce ruptures while interacting
with historically established socio-spatial
dynamics. In this sense, urban transformation
implies reproductions and changes, simi-
larities and differentiations, and continuities
and discontinuities simultaneously. In other
words, urban transformation works both
ways and always remains an open process.
This openness is the most interesting and
challenging aspect of space and allows for
the possibility of understanding socio-
spatial phenomena beyond narrow terms. In
this sense, it provides the possibility of con-
testing the stigmatization of migrants as a
priori devastated, marginal and criminal, as
well as contesting the stigmatization of their
neighborhoods as dangerous and unreachable
ghettos. Finally, in spite of xenophobia and
stereotypical representations, it helps us
recognize the importance of interethnic coex-
istences, and migrants’ contribution to urban,
social and economic cohesion in our increas-
ingly ethnically diverse cities.
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Notes

1 This representative sample of 600 buildings (out of a
total of 2543) contains 2800 apartments. The
sample constitutes almost 23.5% of the total number
of the neighborhood’s apartment buildings.

2 The categorization of activities follows their
frequency.

3 This representative sample of 181 buildings (out of a
total of 1235) contains 2800 apartments. The
sample constitutes almost 15% of the total number of
the neighborhood’s apartment buildings.

4 The categorization of activities follows their
frequency.
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Glick Shiller, N., and A. Çağlar. 2009. “Towards a Com-
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The contestation of space in
Milan’s Chinatown1

Nicola Montagna

This paper looks at the transformation of Milan’s Chinatown in the years following the
April 2007 revolts and how these changes have been affected by conflicting interests.
More specifically, I look at the political economy of urban space and the role of Chinatown
in the dynamics of urban restructuring in Milan. Milan’s Chinatown today is neither a
Chinese residential area, nor a tourist district; rather, it is an ethnic economic and commer-
cial enclave in a gentrified area near the city centre, where businesses owned by Italians and
foreign nationals coexist. Since the revolts, Chinatown has become an increasingly contested
space characterised by the presence of conflicting agendas. On the one hand, Italian
businesses, the autochthonous population and local authorities regard Chinatown as a
‘problem’ and have attempted to reclaim the area. On the other hand, Chinese retailers
and workers claim the right to use this urban space and carry out their businesses.

Key words: Chinatown, Chinese migration, politics and migration, contention, Milan

1. Introduction

O
n 7 April 2007, long-lasting and
growing tensions between Chinese
entrepreneurs and Italian auth-

orities, residents and shopkeepers resulted
in a violent clash in Milan’s Chinatown. The
battle between Chinese migrants and police
started with an everyday dispute over a
parking fine, when two traffic wardens
stopped a Chinese trader unloading shoes
into her shop, located on via Paolo Sarpi,
the busiest street in Chinatown, fined her
and threatened to revoke her car’s regis-
tration certificate. The dispute escalated and
soon erupted into a revolt after the business-
woman was joined by Chinese workers, local
shopkeepers, businessmen and residents. The
unrest continued until protesters were finally
dispersed at nightfall. About 10 police offi-
cers and a similar number of migrants were

injured, while many migrants were charged
with offences. This was part of a long
history of strained relations between Italian
residents and entrepreneurs and Chinese
businesses specialising in clothing, leather
and the shoe trade. It brought to the fore
struggles over the uses of urban space,
which did not end with the revolt but con-
tinue to this day. The events on 7 April
have the implications for the processes of
Chinese settlement and incorporation in
Milan.

This paper will explore the processes of
contention, negotiation and incorporation of
Chinatown within Milanese urban space.
The processes through which various
groups claim their own economic and social
space within different urban contexts have
become central at a time when neo-liberal
restructuring has accelerated, while tensions
and conflicts between migrants and ‘natives’
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have emerged across Europe. More specifi-
cally, I will investigate the relationship
between Chinese businesses and Italian resi-
dents and issues of contestation/negotiation
over space and migrants’ incorporation into
the urban space through different layers of
interpretation. In Sections 2 and 3, I will
examine the history of migration and
migration policy by locating both the specific
events and wider issues of Chinese migration
and its growing incorporation in the Milanese
and the Italian migratory context. Policy and
politics are still mediated by the nation-state
and this is why the state remains an obvious
explanatory framework for dynamics of con-
testation. This, however, cannot alone
account for protest and contention unless a
second dimension, the wider political
context, is taken into account. This will be
the subject of Section 4 of this article. By
this I mean not only immigration policies
and different integration models, but the pol-
itical process at large—as reflected in the
respective forms of protest in each case.
Drawing on the literature on social move-
ments (e.g. Snow and Benford 1988; Tarrow
1998), I will discuss the events that led to
the 7 April revolt and argue that, while politi-
cal opportunities encourage contention and
provide incentives for mobilisation, the
framing processes provide signifiers and
meanings for the various forms of collective
action, including revolts.

In Section 5, I will consider the relationship
between immigrant incorporation and the
trends of neo-liberal urban restructuring
(Brenner and Theodore 2005, 101). The
latter relate partly to the repositioning of
cities within a system of global urban compe-
tition, as reflected, for instance, in city-
branding strategies to attract investment and
consumption centred around new-economy
industries, such as knowledge, finance,
fashion, entertainment and culture (Glick
Schiller and Çaĝlar 2009, 186–188). It also
relates to the regeneration and gentrification
of certain metropolitan areas. In both these
respects Milan’s Chinatown plays a crucial
role. The area is located in an economically

strategic position. Via Paolo Sarpi used to
be one of the main shopping streets (along
with the fashion mall Foro Bonaparte and
others), and it is very close to the centre as
well as recently regenerated areas (such as
the railway station Porta Garibaldi), with
property prices sky rocketing in the last
decade or so. Moreover, the area is not far
from where Expo 2015 will take place, and
many of the millions of tourists expected in
Milan will likely visit Chinatown. The con-
tention between Chinese businesses and
Italian residents is related to urban dynamics
and driven by competing interests over space,
which is valued in so far as it generates profit
(Molotch 1976). The analysis thus looks at
Milan’s Chinatown as a socially produced
space in which different conflicting actors,
including local institutions, resident associ-
ation and business organisations, contribute
to its production and meaning.2

2. The Chinese in Italy and Milan

The first Chinese migrants to Italy were from
the southern province of Zhejiang and arrived
in the 1930s primarily through France. Milan
was the main destination, and migrants
settled in via Canonica, at that time a slightly
peripheral and affordable area close to impor-
tant sites such as Castello Sforzesco, Parco
Sempione, and the train station Garibaldi,
where large numbers of internal migrants
from other parts of northern and central
Italy concentrated. From the outset,
Chinese migrants’ settlement was regarded
as relatively unproblematic and characterized
by entrepreneurial activities. They began as
travelling vendors, selling trinkets imported
from France and then silk neckties, often as
the first step towards a more stable entrepre-
neurial career and upward socio-economic
mobility. According to Farina et. al., ‘some
emerged and coordinated other travelling
vendors, some managed to accumulate a
little capital in order to rent a place and turn
it into a shopfloor’ (Farina et al. 1997, 37).
Nevertheless, Italy’s Chinese population
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declined dramatically after the Second World
War dwindling to about 700 people by the
1970s (Farina et al. 1997).

Since the early 1980s, however, a new flow
of migrants has entered Italy and by the early
1990s the country had become a major
Southern European destination for Chinese
migrants (Christiansen 2003; Pieke 2004).
According to the 2011 census, the official
Chinese population grew to about 209,000,
representing the fourth largest immigrant
group in Italy (Blangiardo 2012). The main
regions of settlement are Lombardy and
Tuscany, especially the provinces of Milan,
Prato and Florence. Like earlier Chinese
migrants, entrepreneurship is the driving
force of contemporary migration, facilitated
by legislative changes that aid small business
start-ups.3 The ‘silent’ Chinese migration
(Campani, Carchedi, and Tassinari 1994)
proved to be economically successful, with
an average monthly income in 2010 of
between E1005 (males) and E904 (females),
lower than Italian incomes but higher than
other foreign nationals, while their remit-
tances to China were the highest of all
foreign nationals in 2012 (Fondazione
Leone Moressa 2013).

Milan remains the main destination for
Chinese migrants. The city’s Chinese com-
munity has grown dramatically from 500
people in 1986 to 5700 ten years later, and
reached 22,429 in December 2012, becoming
Milan’s third largest migrant group
(Comune di Milano 2012). Entrepreneurship
in the garment and clothing sector is the key
economic activity for Chinese in Milan. The
number of Chinese firms grew from 1505 in
2001 to 2822 in 2006, while the share of
self-employed among the local Chinese
population in 2006 was 24.5% (Marcaletti
2008). When the first ethnic Chinese 1980s
settled in the streets surrounding via Sarpi,
in the center of what we now call Chinatown,
gentrification in the area had not yet started
and property prices were low (Novak 2001).
Since the late 1990s, the resident Chinese
population started declining, moving
outside downtown Milan (Cologna 2008).

In the early 2000s, the number of Chinese
residents dropped to less than 1000 and in
2006, only 5.8% of the Chinese population
lived there. There is no recent data about
via Paolo Sarpi and the streets surrounding
it. The most recent statistics refer to a wider
area, Zone 8, which is the borough where
via Paolo Sarpi is located in the north-west
of the city and has a population of about
200,000. Statistics show that the concen-
tration of Chinese in the whole borough is
high with 5525 individuals or 25% of the
entire Chinese population in Milan
(Comune di Milano 2012).

In the meantime, Chinatown’s role as a
business district has been rapidly increasing.
In 2007, 18% of Chinese enterprises were
located in the area, while the number of com-
mercial and service activities grew to 482, a
300% increase over six years. The main
businesses are cloth and garment wholesalers
(58.7%)—which provide markets outside
Chinatown and Milan—retailers (23%) and
other services (18.3%) including catering
(Cologna 2008).

Today Milan’s Chinatown is neither a pre-
dominantly Chinese residential area, nor a
tourist district; rather, it is an ethnic econ-
omic and commercial enclave in a gentrified
area near the city centre, where ground level
businesses are owned by Italians and foreign
nationals coexist. The upper floors,
however, are mostly inhabited by Italian
nationals.

3. Italian migration policy: between
economic incorporation and social
marginalisation

Italian migration policies were developed
over a short period of time in order to deal
with increasingly complex migratory trends
and remain dominated by political and secur-
ity concerns. Immigration has become one of
the most politically contentious issues and
dominant views in public discourse consider
it a matter of ‘law and order’ (Hatziproko-
piou and Montagna 2012; Montagna 2013).
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To date there have been three significant
pieces of legislation. These laws have primar-
ily been focused on restricting entry and
combating irregular immigration in order to
comply with European Union directives on
immigration management and the Schengen
Acquis, while addressing security concerns
from the public and the need for flexible
and cheap labour. The current framework
(the 2002 Bossi–Fini Law) regards migrants
as ‘guest workers’, treats migration as tem-
porary and presents it

‘as an acceptable phenomenon only in so far
as it is exploitable and useful in developing the
local economy. It articulates the concept of
the ideal migrant as a single individual whose
ties to Italy are temporary and can easily be
severed.’ (Parati 2005, 155)

However, in this period of economic crisis
the functionalist narrative of migrants as a
resource for the economy has given way to
the populist discourse of ‘Italians first’.
Since the election of the Berlusconi govern-
ment in 2009, ‘security concerns’ have led to
a number of decrees concerning security
with the fight against irregular migration at
their core (Magnani 2012).
The Italian approach to migration is marked
by the ambivalence between economic incor-
poration and social marginalisation. On the
one hand, migrants form a visible and integral
part of the labour market and Italian
economy. On the other hand, they are pro-
vided with little social support, enjoy little
recognition of their rights and cultural identi-
ties by national and local policies, and face an
openly hostile public discourse (at both insti-
tutional and social level) which directly links
the presence of immigrants to criminality.

The Milanese authorities’ approach to Chi-
natown reflects the broader policy frame-
work. Although Milan’s Chinatown is
incorporated in the local economy and its
wholesalers supply retailers across the
country, it is regarded as a ‘problem’ for the
autochthonous population. The April 2007
events were seen as a ‘revolt’, although

some local residents dispute this and argue
that the use of the term is a journalistic dra-
matization. Yet, they did not happen into a
void. Since the late 1990s, there have been
growing tensions between local Italians
(through grass-roots committees, petitions,
Internet blogs, etc.) and the Chinese, who
face increasing pressure from the authorities.
Tensions in the district had mounted on the
eve of the revolt, as pointed out in press
reports. Accordingly, local authorities have
accused the Chinese community of bypassing
the rules that Italian residents and commer-
cial activities have to follow, and this justified
a clampdown on their businesses. In the
words of the Mayor of Milan, Lilly Moratti:

‘Unfortunately, for many years in Chinatown
they haven’t respected the rules that are in
place in the rest of the city. We intend to
follow a path of respecting the rules.’ (La
Repubblica, 12 April 2007)

This view, incorporating the perception that
Chinese shops sell counterfeit goods and by
doing so break the rules of competition, was
reiterated some years after the revolt by the
Deputy Mayor Riccardo De Corato in
order to justify the removal of Chinese
businesses from the area:

‘There are many who arrive, from who knows
where (?) . . . unless they arrive in the
containers with the goods, and they bring
over all kind of counterfeit stuff from China
. . . not one original piece. Everything they sell
is fake.’ (quoted in Manzo 2012, 430)

Even so, local authorities started negotiations
with the local Chinese business association
over the Council’s plan to move Chinatown
to a peripheral area outside Milan, a compro-
mise which was promoted by the local auth-
orities and seen by local Italian residents as
a possible solution to their problems and
the possibility of ‘getting rid of’ Chinese
businesses. In the years following the revolt
several suggestions were made, including the
relocation of retailers and wholesalers to the
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former industrial site of the Alfa Romeo car
factory, in the Arese area, outside Milan.
However, the negotiations, which involved
the region’s president, the deputy mayor,
the government of the province, the Chinese
business association and the Chinese consul,
did not last long, and did not produce any
effect:

‘If the municipality and the mayor’s office
presented a practical and realistic plan, then
someone might take it into account and leave.
So far this plan has not been presented yet and
you could not expect them to leave the area
after they bought these premises at a very high
price and cannot sell them again with the
current crisis. It is unrealistic.’ (Interview
with member of Diamoci la mano, a Chinese–
Italian association based in Milan, May 2013)

Chinatown remains in downtown Milan but
with some major changes. Increasing traffic
controls and the pedestrianisation of via
Paolo Sarpi in 2010 have made the street incon-
venient for wholesalers, forcing many of them
to move elsewhere, while those who have
remained in the surrounding streets, particu-
larly in via Bramante, continue to face resi-
dents’ discontent. In the meantime, via Paolo
Sarpi, the current core of Chinatown, has
turned into a popular street where shops are
largely run by Chinese nationals with custo-
mers from different ethnic backgrounds.
Therefore, according to a representative from
a local language school, the revolt has had
some positive side effects:

‘it has forced everyone to consider the
problem and led to the pedestrianisation.
Now the road, Via Paolo Sarpi, has become
the square of the district and the
pedestrianisation has made this space
available, turned into a square, a meeting
point. Now there are several bars and wineries
attended by Italians and Chinese.’ (Interview
with a teacher in a local Chinese school based
in Milan, May 2013)

However, the pedestrianisation of the street
has not been welcomed by everybody.
While the Vivisarpi association argues that

‘the pedestrianisation of via Paolo Sarpi is
an important step but it is not enough
unless the wholesalers leave the surrounding
streets’ (interview with a representative of
the Associazione Vivisarpi, June 2013), the
Chinese business association is concerned
with the economic outcomes of the move:
‘We were not against the pedestrianisation
but we would have liked it to happen after
the delocalisation of the wholesaling’ (inter-
view with a Chinese businessman, June 2013).

4. Political processes, framing and the 7
April 2007 revolt

The aftermath of the revolts, as discussed
above, reveal that a functionalist interpret-
ation suggesting that the incorporation of
ethnic minorities, including the Chinese, in
urban contexts is a matter of time, does not
provide an adequate analytical tool to inter-
pret the problematic ethnic relations and
why these erupted in violent confrontation
(Hatziprokopiou and Montagna 2012).
Beyond the framework of immigration and
integration policies, it is essential to consider
the historical political context and in particu-
lar the relationship between state institutions
and civil society, that is, the elements charac-
terising the political process at large (Ruggiero
and Montagna 2008, 139–140). As Tocque-
ville has argued in his work on the American
system more than a century ago, centralised
states weaken civil society and incite violence
when collective action erupts (Tarrow 1998).
By contrast, weak states encourage the devel-
opment of civil society and therefore facilitate
peaceful forms of participation. Although
Tocqueville’s analysis of the relationship
between state and civil society was subjected
to criticism and many of his conclusions
were rejected, the idea that strong and weak
states influence social movements’ strategies
remains central to the literature on collective
action in general and violence in particular
(della Porta and Diani 2006). Broadly speak-
ing, the political process approach focuses on
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how the degree of openness or closure of a pol-
itical system might facilitate or discourage the
rise of protest movements and affect the direc-
tion and characteristics of collective action
itself. Therefore, forms of action are chosen
on the basis of the institutional context and
the goals pursued, but also against the back-
ground of established contentious traditions
and available resources. Moreover, collective
action depends on a number of other factors
that fall into the domain of subjectivity and
more specifically that of ‘framing work’. The
concept of framing refers to the process
through which actors define the situation,
and is used to conceptualise the work of signif-
ication and interpretation by activists, who
frame and give meaning to events and con-
ditions that they consider relevant to their
mobilisation. Actors are guided by interpret-
ative schemes that simplify the ‘outside
world’, define social reality, shape grievances
and turn them into broader claims that justify
and dignify discontent while prompting col-
lective action (Snow and Benford 1988). The
process of ‘framing’ not only shapes social
reality, but also defines the enemy, builds
boundaries between ‘us’ and ‘them’ and pro-
vides solutions. My point is that the framing
activity is not restricted to fully fledged
social movements, but can also be applied to
spontaneous revolts such as the April 7 revolt.

These two variables, the political environ-
ment and the framing process, were at work
in Milan when protest turned into a revolt
involving ‘traditionally quiet’ residents,
workers and businessmen reacting to official
hostility and pressure. Within such a con-
straining context, revolting was to some
extent the only ‘opportunity’ offered to the
‘silent’ Chinese community in Milan to
protest against a situation that was becoming
economically unsustainable. On the one
hand, there is a closed politics of non-recog-
nition, nationally and locally, while the clamp-
down and multiplication of administrative
controls on Chinese economic activities
halted any form of mutual recognition. Sym-
bolic of this was an image of a policeman tram-
pling on the Chinese red flag during the

revolts, reported in many media accounts.
Long before these events, local Italian resi-
dents, either with the help of right-wing
parties and the Northern League or on their
own initiative, organised a number of protests,
in some cases with institutional representatives
taking part. For instance, a 600-people assem-
bly that took place in 1999 featured the
future Mayor Moratti, together with Mr De
Corato and the Municipal Police chief, Mr
Bezzon. In the aftermath of the revolt, hostility
towards Chinese economic activities did not
end, although the local administration
changed its tactics. Instead of openly using
repressive forces it developed a range of
measures, including the pedestrianisation of
via Paolo Sarpi, that, with the pretext of
improving conditions in the neighbourhood,
were actually aimed at pressuring the
Chinese to move elsewhere. While the
measures have changed, the goal has remained
the same, as blatantly stated by the deputy
mayor:

‘Now, Paolo Sarpi Street is a pedestrian area
(and they [the traders] didn’t understand this
small footway . . . It’s not that they didn’t
understand, because if you and I understood
it means that they also understood . . . because
we are not that . . . ). What is the declared
purpose of the pedestrian area? It is to make
the Chinese wholesale activities go away.
Why did we do it? Not because we wanted to
increase the air quality on Paolo Sarpi Street
but because we want to get rid of these
Chinese. If they don’t understand this, what
are we supposed to do?’ (quoted in Manzo
2012, 434)

On the other hand, the Chinese community
developed a frame that defined a social
reality of grievances and discrimination,
according to which they were selectively tar-
geted and unjustifiably discriminated against
by local authorities:

‘The revolt was spontaneous, none of us
organised it. But we could feel that enough
was enough and that that kind of pressure was
unbearable. After all, we are here to work. We
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are not killing anyone, we just work and pay
taxes. They fined me every day and many
others like me. We could not understand
why Italians can work and we can’t.’
(Interview with a local Chinese businessman,
May 2013)

By selectively targeting their economic activi-
ties, the Chinese feel that local authorities
intervene in market competition in favour
of Italian-owned shops and businesses:

‘Wholesaling in this area has always existed
but has never been considered seriously and
has always been dealt with in a punitive
manner, even militarily. That day the local
municipality sent its policemen who begun to
fine each Chinese carriage that moved to the
street . . . the Chinese at some point they
could no longer work.’ (Interview with Jianyi,
member of the Chino-Italian association
Diamoci la mano, May 2013)

The revolt was therefore the outcome of the
pressure on Chinese businesses by local insti-
tutions and political actors—related to the
fact that sanctions were regularly imposed
on all activities surrounding Chinese
trade—and the framing of this pressure as
highly discriminatory and threatening their
ability to work.

5. Competing interests and ethnic
relations in the urban context

In his writings of the 1970s, Molotch (1976)
theorises the city as a ‘growth machine’
where ‘any given parcel of land represents
an interest’. Groups and communities
coalesce around land-based interests,
whereby each of them ‘has in mind a certain
future for that parcel which is linked
somehow with his or her own well-being’.
Therefore, any territory is not only marked
by legal, political or topographical borders,
but is ‘a mosaic of competing land interests
capable of strategic coalition and action’
(Molotch 1976, 311). The dynamics of
urban restructuring in Milan and certain

micro-structural elements concerning the
location, role and functions of Chinatown
resembles Molotch’s analysis in many
respects.

Chinatowns across the globe—some of the
major ones at least—have not accidentally
become positive symbols of urban diversity.
In their material success as ethnic enclaves,
their location at the heart of major cities’
centres is crucial. Their development
therefore has been intertwined with urban
restructuring and regeneration in central
neighbourhoods. The discourse surrounding
the Chinese as a successful and model min-
ority recognises an ethnic group’s right to
the city in exchange for revenue and capital
investment (Chan 2005). The tolerance of
difference in urban space is thus understood
in terms of fulfilling certain criteria and
making a contribution. It is not only China-
town’s space that is being branded, but also
the success of an ethnic community that is
considered ‘unproblematic’, because it gener-
ates profit. Milan’s Chinatown is also a
symbol of diversity, but diversity here
assumes negative connotations. According
to Italian residents and developers, the
Chinese and their businesses devalue a part
of urban space that is potentially extremely
profitable. The local community (including
Italian residents and entrepreneurs) has
raised a number of cultural and economic
issues, which often overlap and interweave.
From a cultural point of view, local residents
refer to the usual stereotypes to describe the
Chinese community in Milan:

‘It is an underground world that involves the
Chinese community and we do not know . . . I
have not seen it directly, but I know that it
exists because some people talked to me about
it.’ (Cologna 2001, 24)

‘It is not clear what they do and where they
get the money from to open their businesses
. . . they pay in cash all the time.’ (Interview
with an Italian resident, May 2013)

We may call this the ‘Fu Manchu’ syndrome,
with reference to the fictional character
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invented by Sax Rohmer. During the first half
of the 20th century, the ‘myth’ of Chinatown
referred to a secluded quarter where illicit
activities took place—a representation epit-
omising the mystery, danger and insidious-
ness of Chinese people in the Western
imaginary (Wong 1995; Ealham 2005). In
early 20th-century Britain, Chinese migrants
were associated with crime and decadence
and were often targets of hostile feelings
and race revolts (Benton and Gomez 2008).
Although such negative portrayals have now
given way to positive stereotypes of the
‘model minority’, some similarities can be
found in present-day Italian perspectives. In
Milan, local Italian residents see the Chinese
as invaders, closed and unwilling to integrate
with Italian society, while the area’s ‘Italian
identity’ has disappeared with the arrival of
the Chinese residents and shops (Inter-
national Herald Tribune, 29 April 2007):

‘It’s not just about the carts. The Chinese have
taken over the neighbourhood, they have
stolen spaces from Italians, but they haven’t
developed relationships with the residents.’

‘This used to be a Milanese neighbourhood
with stores to buy thread, bread, electrical
things, the kind of stores neighbourhoods
have.’

Behind historically constructed represen-
tations, however, lie very material issues.
The changing character of the area also has
economic implications, involving direct com-
petition between two agents, the established
and the newcomers—as expressed by local
Italian residents and shopkeepers interviewed
by Cologna (2001, 23):

‘Italian clients do not come because Chinese
clients annoy them. They are very intrusive. If
three of them come in the Italian client gets
annoyed.’

‘The Chinese have been devaluing the area,
not just because they are Chinese, but because
loads of them are coming over.’

With Expo 2015—that will take place not far
from the area—approaching, competing

views have been exacerbated by the idea
launched by some local businesses, both
Italian and Chinese, to build two gates
similar to those of many other Chinatowns
across the globe. Some residents have reacted:

‘The Mayor wants two Chinese arches at the
ends of via Paolo Sarpi. Is this the way to
return the Sarpi area to its residents? We say
no to the “gettoisation” of the area.’ (http://
www.vivisarpi.it/wb/ [accessed 6 December
2014])

Until the current centre-left municipal gov-
ernment won the local election in 2011,
such views were shared by local authorities,
who actively engaged in the conflict main-
taining that the area has lost its value in at
least two respects. Firstly, Italian clients are
no longer shopping in the area, which
means that Milan’s Chinatown is perceived
as an ethnic ghetto where an ethnic migrant
community has set up its activities. Secondly,
the area is no longer economically attractive
and properties have lost their value. Both
authorities and residents thus presented
Chinatown as a place where competing land
interests are mutually exclusive and prevail
only if one group can coalesce at the
expense of the other. While in other places
Chinatown has become a ‘global brand’, in
Milan it has been seen as an intrusive obstacle
to the prosperity of the area, rather than an
economic asset.

6. Conclusion

Recently, some economic potential has begun
to be acknowledged. Via Paolo Sarpi has been
freed of wholesalers, although they still
remain in some surrounding streets, and
been pedestrianised, renovated and decorated
with trees and flowers in 2011. It has become
a shopping street with a variety of shops, the
majority of them Chinese, and trendy wine
bars. In February 2013, a number of
Chinese and Italian organisations organised
the Chinese New Year, with the support of
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the council, for the first time since the revolt
in 2007. Expo 2015 is also being regarded as
an opportunity for further economic invest-
ments by both local Chinese businesses and
the local authorities. The temporary con-
struction of two arches at the ends of via
Paolo Sarpi would attract Asian tourists,
encourage the links with China and recognize
the area as ‘Chinatown’ in much the same
way as in Liverpool, London or
San Francisco. Local residents aim to chal-
lenge this idea, arguing that Chinese
businesses are incompatible with the history
and tradition of the area, and, of course,
their own interests:

‘A whole neighbourhood turned into a
logistics platform for wholesale, certainly not
worthy of China as it prepares to land at
Expo. From the perspective of Expo we keep
wondering how it is that this neighbourhood,
so central to the city, so well characterised
with its history and its specific urbanism, can
present itself to visitors in such a degraded
manner, crossed at any time of day with vans,
bicycles, carts full of boxes, parcels, cartons
which are deposited everywhere, baskets
overflowing with waste almost constantly in
the neighbourhood whether there was any
form of waste collection or not. [We ask the
mayor] to reject unequivocally this absurd
and superficial plan which would be
experienced by the inhabitants, of which less
than 15% are Chinese citizens as confirmed
by the findings of the last census, to
expropriate their district but rather to make
every effort for the neighbourhood to become
a cross-point of different cultures that mingle
without overpowering, and to safeguard the
distinctiveness of all.’ (Cronaca Milano, 19
September 2014, http://www.cronacamilano.
it [accessed 6 December 2014])

The contention over urban space is far from
being resolved and the political and economic
elements that have fuelled it over the last
20 years or so are still at work. While the
centre-left government has changed its
approach to the Chinese community, local
residents are still hostile and right-wing
parties are ready to exploit this hostility.

The area is still, and will increasingly be, a
‘mosaic’ of conflicting and coalescing inter-
ests aiming to produce and shape the urban
space. On the one hand, the local residents,
the vast majority of whom are of Italian
origins, feel deprived of ‘their’ district and
having their properties devalued. On the
other hand are Chinese businesses that aim
to flourish and exploit the profitability of an
area that is close to both the centre of the
city and Expo 2015. Who will win is hard
to say. Certainly, events in recent years
have been more favourable to the Chinese
community than in the past.
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Notes

1 This paper was inspired and re-elaborates some
ideas already presented in Hatziprokopiou and
Montagna (2012). However, while Hatziprokopiou
and Montagna (2012) was a comparison between
the campaign to save London’s Chinatown and the
revolt in Milan in April 2007 and the Milan case
stopped with the revolt in April 2007, the current
paper broadens the perspective on Milan and aims to
explain the contentious relationships between ethnic
Chinese businesses and Italian residents. The time
lapse of the events described in this paper is much
wider and data refers to the period from the late
1990s to 2014.

2 This study is based on material from the printed press
and online resources—e.g. Cronaca Milano,
International Herald Tribune, La Repubblica, www.
vivisarpi.it—as well as from papers by Cologna
(2008) and Manzo (2012)—, which have been
integrated with various interviews with members of
local associations and ethnographic observation
involving a number of visits to Milan’s Chinatown.

3 By 1992, legislation had been introduced so that
only immigrants who had arrived before 1990 were
eligible for self-employment. Only with the 1998
‘Turco-Napolitano’ law was the granting of residence
permits for the purpose of independent work
liberalised.
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Business activities of
immigrants from Turkey and the
former Yugoslavia in Vienna
Group-specific branch concentrations
versus locally determined variations

Josef Kohlbacher and Ursula Reeger

Migrants who came to Vienna as guest workers from the former Yugoslavia and Turkey
during the 1960s still form the majority of the local immigrant population. Business activities
of Turks and former Yugoslavs cover a multitude of diverse sectors; what was once a niche
economy has now become an important part of Viennese business life. This paper combines
official statistics for Vienna as a whole, survey material and expert interviews, to analyse
business ventures run by migrant entrepreneurs on two commercial streets in Vienna.
Our research shows significant local variation in the migrant economies of the two groups
in the study areas, highlighting the importance of the local context as an additional deter-
minant shaping the diversity of business activities of certain immigrant groups.

Key words: Vienna, migrant economy, migrant entrepreneurship, branch structure of migrant
business

1. Introduction

I
n the past two decades, national and
municipal governments, business associ-
ations and a wide array of third sector

institutions have attached increasing value
to migrant business, drawing links between
diversity and the economic performance of
cities (Sahin, Nijkamp, and Baycan-Levent
2007). As a result of this, urban municipalities
have undertaken a broad range of measures
aimed at promoting migrant entrepreneurship
(European Commission 2008). These inter-
ventions have involved for example, infor-
mation services, finding suitable business
locations, improving skills needed for
business, finding personnel, management

skills or obtaining access to finance (see Rath
and Swagerman 2012, 49ff.). The City of
Amsterdam will be presented as an example
of a city that has adopted a wide range of effi-
cient measures (Van Heelsum 2010).

This spatial and community-oriented
analysis aims to contribute to research on
the nature of the local and social embedded-
ness of migrants’ entrepreneurial activities,
and looks at the interaction between ‘business
traditions’ within the different migrant
groups and locally determined opportunity
structures in certain urban areas. It is based
on an analysis of statistical data at the urban
level and a primary survey amongst migrant
entrepreneurs from Turkey or the former
Yugoslavia (Bosnia, Croatia, Serbia ¼ BCS

# 2016 Taylor & Francis

CITY, 2016
VOL. 20, NO. 1, 101–115, http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/13604813.2015.1096056



migrants) migration background on two
Viennese commercial streets. By using offi-
cial data it is possible to gain a more general
understanding of the economy of former
‘guest workers’, and looking at the city on a
street level provides a realistic ‘microscopic
observation’ of local spaces, mirroring how
entrepreneurs experience and shape urban
space.

To date, there has been no analysis at the
micro-level of neighbourhoods and streets
in Austrian cities. Thus, the intention of our
analysis is to move at least one modest step
closer to the outstanding research of
Suzanne Hall (2012; see also Hall and Datta
2010) on localities in London; due to
limited resources, however, it is only possible
to provide insight into the businesses of two
migrant communities on two selected streets
in the Austrian capital. Owing to a lack of
official statistics at the local level, our analysis
is complemented by fieldwork research,
including 12 expert interviews and a survey
of 30 entrepreneurs based on semi-structured
interviews. We hope to identify new and
promising avenues for future spatially
oriented entrepreneurship research and to
allow for a better understanding of local and
supra-local entrepreneurial processes in the
city.

2. Migrant entrepreneurship in the local
urban context: the geographical
perspective

Analysis at the neighbourhood level must
address two sets of factors: (1) location
factors embedded in the broader context of
the entire urban economy and (2) the neigh-
bourhood itself, with its infrastructure of
institutions and local migrant networks. A
relationship exists between urban socio-
economic processes and local factors
shaping the local migrant economies in disad-
vantaged urban neighbourhoods (Meegan
and Mitchel 2001).

From a geographical point of view, migrant
entrepreneurs have much to contribute to

particular streets or neighbourhoods in
cities (Ma Mung and Lacroix 2003; Rath
2005). If streets are deserted by indigenous
businesses and replaced—in an invasion and
succession sequence—by foreign entrepre-
neurs, local economic recovery is possible
(Pang and Rath 2007). As owners of local
businesses, migrants have a clear stake in the
prosperity, accessibility and safety of their
neighbourhoods. These shops often function
as places where members of local social net-
works gather. They are therefore an impor-
tant component of the social fabric
sustaining civic society at the grass-roots
level.

The academic investigation of the economy
of immigrants in Austria started in the 1990s.
Some studies provide a general overview
(Haberfellner 2003, 2011; L&R Sozial-
forschung 2007; Schmid et al. 2006), while
other surveys were conducted with particular
migrant communities (for some examples, see
Cakir 2004; Demircan 2003; Wang 2008).
However, there are still many aspects of
urban self-employment amongst migrants
where relatively little is known. There are
some analyses in which the local context is
at least partly considered (Hatz 1997; Haber-
fellner and Betz 1999; Gollner 2001; Kohlba-
cher and Reeger 2013; L&R Sozialforschung
2007), but studies based on research at the
street level are largely missing. This despite
the fact that streets are important arenas of
interaction and both social and economic
exchange, and as such represent crucial
spatial units reflecting broader dimensions
of immigrant economies.

3. The path of former ‘guest workers’ to
entrepreneurship: political frameworks and
development processes

In Vienna, the term ‘ethnic entrepreneur’ is
not widely used in official documents or the
media. Ethnic entrepreneurs are usually
referred to as ‘entrepreneurs with a migration
background’ or ‘migrant entrepreneurs’,
meaning self-employed people who have
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migrated to Austria or a businessperson who
has at least one immigrant parent. This defi-
nition does not consider the actual citizenship
of the individual. The Austrian media will
sometimes use the term ‘entrepreneurs with
migration roots’.

Since the turn of the millennium, and
because of the crisis of the labour market con-
cerning job loss in production and in other
traditional branches, the Municipality and
Vienna’s Economic Chamber—as well as
other institutions, for example, Public
Employment Service Austria (AMS) and
Vienna Employment Promotion Fund
(waff)—have started to promote self-employ-
ment as a (more or less) attractive income
alternative for the immigrant population
(Kohlbacher and Reeger 2013). In the case of
general economic development, two strategic
plans (largely formulated by Municipal
Department 27) can be considered relevant
benchmarks: the Vienna 2000 Strategy Plan
and the Vienna 2004 Strategy Plan. In these
documents, Vienna’s municipality fully
recognises the increased importance of the
local migrant economy and its promotion.

At the time of our survey, no data source
provided valid information about the exact
number of business owners with a migration
background. Based on the 2010 Labour
Force Survey (Medien Servicestelle 2012),
68,400 people with a migration background
were recorded as self-employed in Austria,
representing 9.2% of all economically active
migrants (the proportion amongst Austrians
without a migration background was 12.1%
in the same year). A total of 12.9% of all
self-employed persons in Austria moved
from other European Union (EU) countries,
the European Economic Area (EEA) or Swit-
zerland, 6.4% were from Turkey and 3.9%
from the former Yugoslavia. Female entrepre-
neurs tend to be underrepresented in many
migrant groups, particularly third country
nationals. This is especially true for the
Turkish community. According to MINGO
Migrant Enterprises (Raeke, n.d.), businesses
owned by migrants represented roughly
30% of the urban economy in Vienna. Of

53,173 single-person enterprises, about
16,000 were run by people with a migration
background and about 40% of all start-ups
were started by migrants.

During the 1960s, the so-called ‘guest
workers’—mainly from the former Yugosla-
via and Turkey—helped to fill a gap in work-
force demand in the quickly growing Austrian
economy. In 1964, an agreement on labour
recruitment with Turkey was signed, fol-
lowed by one with the former Yugoslavia in
1966. Subsequently, recruitment offices in
these countries were established. Some
sectors of the Viennese labour market were
completely dependent on migrant workers
with specific niches being more or less
‘reserved’ for migrants of specific ethno-
national affiliations. In 1973, 227,000 guest
workers lived and worked in Austria, the
majority of whom came from the former
Yugoslavia (Payer 2004). By 2001, 45.7% of
all foreign residents in the Austrian capital
were Yugoslavs and 15.7% came from
Turkey (Kohlbacher and Reeger 2013). In
2011, both groups together numbered almost
250,000 people in Vienna and still form the
most important immigrant communities in
the city.

In the early phase of the ‘guest worker’
migration, self-employment was a rare
phenomenon. Recent decades have seen the
second and third generation increasingly
leave their ‘traditional’ labour market niches
and become active in a broader variety of
sectors in the Viennese economy. In 2011,
the rate of economic inactivity amongst
Turks was slightly higher than that of the
BCS community. Among both groups the
proportion of economically active persons
was much higher than amongst EU-12 and
EU-14 immigrants and also far surpassed
that of the Austrians.

Traditionally, the level of self-employment
in Vienna has been lower than in cities in the
UK, France or the Netherlands, but since the
1990s there has been a steady increase
(Haberfellner and Betz 1999). In the last
three decades, many commercial streets have
been revitalised by ethnic enterprises. The
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path leading to self-employment is not
always entirely voluntary (resulting from
‘push factors’), often representing a survival
strategy during times of economic crisis and
high unemployment rates. This is reflected
by the high correlation between the rates of
the self-employed and the rates of the unem-
ployed, viewed by branch. The ‘classical
ethnic shops’ and restaurants are actually
only one side of the coin, but their visibility
means that the public perception of the
migrant economy is still strongly influenced
by this picture (L&R Sozialforschung 2006).

The available statistics show that there are
clear differences in self-employment based
on country of origin. The proportion of
self-employed persons born in one of the
EU-12 countries is more than triple that of
those born in the former Yugoslavia (4.1%).
One must bear in mind, that in 2011 the Aus-
trian labour market was still more or less
closed to EU-12 migrants (subject to transi-
tional rules) and one of the few possibilities
to work in Austria was self-employment. In
fact, many EU-12 migrants started small,
one-person businesses and, after the transi-
tional rules ended, tried to get salaried
employment at Austrian firms. At a rate of
6.9%, significantly more Turkish-born indi-
viduals are active as entrepreneurs than
those from the former Yugoslavia. Neverthe-
less, these two groups still lag behind the EU-
14 and the EU-12 in this respect.

As far as the distribution of self-employed
persons according to economic activity is con-
cerned, sectoral concentration amongst those
from the former Yugoslavia is markedly
weaker than amongst those from Turkey.
The highest proportion of BCS entrepreneurs
can be found in technical activities, closely fol-
lowed by trade and construction (tied for
second place). Other well-represented cat-
egories are ‘other services’, transportation
and accommodation. Very low numbers of
BCS entrepreneurs can be found in the
remaining categories of economic activity.
Among Turkish migrants a higher concen-
tration is quite pronounced. More than one-
third of the entrepreneurs of Turkish origin

are active in trade and transportation. Of the
remaining categories, Turkish migrants can
be found in significant numbers only in
accommodation and food services (Table 1).

The long-term persistence of an ‘immi-
grant worker’ background is a strong con-
tributory factor to generally weak
participation in self-employment. Migrants’
traditional labour market position on the
lower rungs of the employment ladder and
especially as (unskilled) labour has had the
effect that, for a long time, self-employment
was not even considered an attractive alterna-
tive for gainful employment, as an expert
from Vienna Economic Chamber explained:

‘The traditional “guest worker system”
located certain groups in certain labour
market positions. Starting from these inferior
positions it is extremely difficult to develop
an individual life model of entrepreneurship.’

The explanations for the continuing concen-
tration (especially of Turkish entrepreneurs)
in certain economic sectors in the expert
interviews as well as in the available literature
are varied (see also Cakir 2004; Demircan
2003). On the one hand this concentration
of Turkish entrepreneurs in certain sectors
leads to more business start-ups and greater
numbers of self-employed persons in certain
branches compared to BCS migrants.
However, within these sectors the competi-
tive pressure in the communities increases
even further, as does the risk of bankruptcy.
The absence of a strong spearhead branch
effect in the BCS group also produces
ambivalent consequences. On the one hand,
imitation effects are reduced, weakening the
overall propensity to establish businesses
compared to Turkish immigrants, but on
the other hand, the competitive pressure in
the contested branches is also dampened.
Education levels constitute a clear distinction
between the two ‘old’ migrant worker groups
and ‘new’ immigration from East Central and
Eastern Europe, the latter possessing generally
higher qualifications and greater entrepreneur-
ial success, both in Vienna and beyond.
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Closely connected toeducation levels, one finds
skills gaps in areas such as German and foreign
language skills, management skills, entrepre-
neurial know-how, knowledge relating to
fiscal tax frameworks, the use of modern
sources of information as well as the willingness
to utilise institutionalised assistance. An expert
who is also a successful entrepreneur said:

‘Deficits in formal and informal qualifications
can frequently be found in both the Turkish
and BCS communities. There is a general lack
of management competence and what has
worked in the country of origin will not
necessarily work here.’

Our survey revealed three categories of entre-
preneurs in both migrant communities that
have experienced particular problems (e.g. in

developing a business plan, nowadays a prere-
quisite for successful start-ups): those with a
low level of education; those with a limited
knowledge of German; and those entrepre-
neurs who are forced down this path due to
unemployment.

4. The migrant economy of Turks and
former Yugoslavs in Vienna’s urban
context

The following analysis is group-oriented
and aims to address the nature of the local
as well as community embeddedness of entre-
preneurial activities of Turks and BCS
migrants. Our basic hypothesis was that
there is some interaction between persistent

Table 1 Migrants born in the former Yugoslavia and Turkey in Vienna: activity status and self-employment by economic
sector, 2011

Former Yugoslavia Turkey

N % N %

Total 3904 100.0 2646 100.0
Agriculture and forestry 22 0.6 11 0.4
Mining 4 0.1 0 0.0
Manufacturing 95 2.4 94 3.6
Energy supply 1 0.0 0 0.0
Water and waste management 24 0.6 6 0.2
Construction 484 12.4 160 6.0
Trade 504 12.9 591 22.3
Transportation 367 9.4 403 15.2
Accommodation and food service 377 9.7 377 14.3
Information, communication 101 2.6 48 1.8
Finance, insurance 63 1.6 32 1.2
Real estate 329 8.4 209 7.9
Professional, scientific and technical activities 514 13.2 167 6.3
Other economic services 343 8.8 82 3.1
Public administration 0 0.0 0 0.0
Education 36 0.9 11 0.4
Healthcare and social services 75 1.9 24 0.9
Arts, entertainment, leisure 138 3.5 23 0.9
Other services 402 10.3 402 15.2
Services to private households 22 0.6 5 0.2
Other 3 0.1 1 0.0
Total residential population by activity status
Economically active 94,845 61.9 39,188 59.1
Economically inactive 58,336 38.1 27,155 40.9

Source: Register-based Census 2011. The numbers include assisting family members, however, only a small number:
former Yugoslavia 85 persons, Turkey 106 persons.
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‘business traditions’ in the migrant groups
and locally determined opportunity struc-
tures in certain urban areas.

4.1. The two research neighbourhoods

A spatial focus is now provided through com-
parative structural analyses of the migrant
economy, involving ground floor shops (due
to accessibility considerations) in two differ-
ent urban shopping settings, selected based
on socio-demographic criteria, for example,
the proportion and structure of the popu-
lation with a migration background at the
district and registration district level
(Figures 1 and 2).

The Taborstraße is situated in Vienna’s 2nd
district (Leopoldstadt), close to the city
centre. Starting at Schwedenplatz, it runs
north towards Am Tabor. The total popu-
lation of Leopoldstadt was 96,866 (1
January 2013), of whom 39,833 (41.1%) had
a migration background; 13,601 (31.1%)
came from the EU; and 26,232 (65.9%)
from non-EU countries (see Statistisches
Jahrbuch der Stadt Wien 2013). After some
quiet decades, the area became a very attrac-
tive location for a young and well-educated
‘Bobo’ (a neologism derived from ‘Bourgeois
Bohemian’) population about 15 years ago.

A rather different picture emerges from an
analysis of the Klosterneuburger Straße, situ-
ated in the 20th district (Brigittenau), a tra-
ditionally working-class area with a rather
poorly equipped housing stock and a high
proportion of immigrant population. It starts
at Gaußplatz and runs parallel to the Danube
Canal towards Wexstraße. In 2013, the total
population of the 20th district was 83,977. A
total of 37,426 (44.6%) had a migration back-
ground, of whom 9968 (26.6%) were from the
EU and 27,458 (73.4%) from non-EU
countries (see Statistisches Jahrbuch der Stadt
Wien 2013). The proportion of non-EU
migrants, mostly from BCS countries and
Turkey, is markedly higher in this area than
in the 2nd district. In direct correlation with
the population structure, a considerable

number of low-price sector small enterprises
are situated there.

A first approach to the local business struc-
ture consisted of a systematic survey of shop
vacancies in both areas. The results clearly
show the differences in the economic power
of both areas: amongst 194 shop units in
Taborstraße only 11 (5.7%) were found
vacant, whereas in the 20th district the pro-
portion was 18.8% (25 of 133 shops). At the
time of our survey, no structured measures
of economic revitalisation or image pro-
motion had been taken in Klosterneuburger
Straße.

4.2. Traditional niche economy versus
innovative sectoral differentiation: how
location parameters affect the
entrepreneurship of Turkish and BCS
migrants

A closer look at the shop structures in both
local contexts helps reveal the considerable
local variations of the migrant economy in
general, and among the enterprises of
Turkish and BCS migrants in particular. In
Klosterneuburger Straße in 2012 about 54%
of the shops were owned by migrants,
whereas in the ‘better-off’ Taborstraße the
proportion was 36%. Entrepreneurs from
the former Yugoslavia or Turkey constituted
a minority in both areas, which is not surpris-
ing considering the overall low rates of self-
employment in both immigrant groups. Yet,
the proportion of businesspeople belonging
to the two groups is roughly 4 times higher
(10.2%) in Klosterneuburger Straße than in
Leopoldstadt. In both shopping streets there
are more Turkish shops than BCS businesses;
in Klosterneuburger Straße in particular there
are 4% more than in Taborstraße. This
clearly indicates that the ethnic structure of
the residential population (the high pro-
portion of the non-EU migrant population
in the 20th district) also determines the
ethnic composition of local entrepreneurs.
This is due to three different factors: (1) the
local residency of the businesspeople
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Figure 1 Shops in the northern part of Taborstraße by origin of entrepreneurs, 2012.
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Figure 2 Shops in the southern part of Klosterneuburger Straße by origin of entrepreneurs, 2012.
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themselves; (2) certain branches that domi-
nate locally; and (3) the typical local client
structure. Our interviews showed that the
majority of the shops serve a local clientele,
with few entrepreneurs mentioning custo-
mers coming from a wider catchment area.
Although most entrepreneurs in our poll
denied gearing their products and services
to a specific ‘ethnic’ consumer demand, as
one Turkish entrepreneur verbalised it:

‘For having a drink I would also go to an
Austrian bar, but for having a meal I would
doubtless decide to go to a Turkish restaurant,
because food should be in accordance with
the religion. In general, Turks choose their
own countrymen, if they buy food or go to a
restaurant.’

Obviously, the concentration tendency and
the overrepresentation of certain branches is
particularly pronounced in the 20th district
shopping street; in 2012, about one-third of
the enterprises were in the catering trade,
16% in ‘personal care and grooming’, and
13% in food retail and communication
(mostly cheap ‘all-round’ mobile phone
shops) each. Branches that are more in
demand such as ‘finance’ or ‘leisure’ are
extremely under-represented. In contrast,
the clothing sector (22%) dominates in the
2nd district area, whereas catering makes up
only 17% of the local economy. In this tra-
ditional shopping area, branches such as ‘per-
sonal care and grooming’, leisure and food
retail are relatively strongly represented,
most at a higher price and quality level than
in the 20th district neighbourhood. This
result points to the clear persistence of a
locally specific sectoral structure. Clothing
businesses, personal care enterprises and
shops for hobby and leisure articles in a
medium and upper price segment were tra-
ditionally located in the shopping area
closest to the centre. This was true of this
part of the 2nd district even before the
migrant economy was established (Payer
2004). In contrast, the 20th district area
mirrors the socio-economically marginalised
position of the majority of the residential

population and a branch structure that has
traditionally not been very specialised, but
rather oriented towards the simple everyday
needs of the locals.
The comparative analysis of the branch struc-
tures of the native and migrant entrepreneurs
in Table 2 clearly indicates that Taborstraße is
dominated by the clothing sector (about
40%), distantly followed by the catering
trade (22.7%). Austrian enterprises are well
represented in personal care/grooming
(about 20%), while 14.5% are active in cater-
ing as well as leisure, followed closely by
clothing, accessories and food retail.
Obviously, the sector concentration ten-
dencies in the migrant economy are much
more pronounced, while Austrian entrepre-
neurs are present in a wider variety of sectors.

When the origin of the migrant entrepre-
neurs is taken into consideration, the differ-
ences in the sectoral distribution become
even clearer. The relatively small group of
BCS entrepreneurs in Taborstraße is spread
over a considerable range of sectors. The sec-
toral concentration of Turkish businesses is
remarkable: about 44% are active in clothing
and about one-quarter in catering (see Table
2). These results strongly mirror the analyses
based on census statistics. Even on the small
spatial scale of this 2nd district neighbour-
hood, the structural features of Turkish and
former Yugoslav entrepreneurship are
evident. In Taborstraße, BCS businesspeople
are—from the entrepreneurial point of
view—much more mobile. They react more
quickly to current trends and the requirement
structures of local consumers. Thus, in
Taborstraße they are active in a broader spec-
trum of branches, although their absolute
numbers are considerably smaller than in
the Turkish case (see Figure 3). In the 2nd dis-
trict area the majority of the Turkish entre-
preneurs have not left their traditional niches.

The results of our shop survey were also
confirmed by qualitative interviews. Strong
family and intra-community relations
among Turks perpetuate a traditional sector
orientation. There is less willingness to
move into more innovative sectors, start-ups
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Table 2 Sector distribution total and by origin of entrepreneur, comparison between Taborstraße and Klosterneuburger Straße, 2012

Taborstraße For-mer
Yu. TR

Other
CoO Mig. total AT

Klosterneu-
burger
Straße For-mer

Yu. TR
Other
CoO Mig. total AT

N % N %

Food retail 20 10.9 20.0 12.5 4.4 7.6 12.8 14 13.0 0.0 21.4 3.0 6.9 20.0
Catering trade/gastronomy 32 17.5 40.0 25.0 20.0 22.7 14.5 33 30.6 72.7 14.3 36.4 37.9 22.0
Information, communication 9 4.9 0.0 6.2 13.3 10.6 1.7 14 13.0 9.1 21.4 30.3 24.1 0.0
Personal care, grooming 27 14.8 0.0 6.2 6.7 6.1 19.7 17 15.7 0.0 14.3 12.1 10.3 22.0
Furniture and interior

design
16 8.7 20.0 0.0 6.7 6.1 10.0 9 8.3 0.0 14.3 3.0 5.2 12.0

Finance and insurance 9 4.9 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 7.7 4 3.7 0.0 0.0 0 0 8
Clothing, accessories 41 22.4 20.0 43.8 40.0 39.4 12.8 10 9.3 0.0 14.3 12.1 10.3 8.0
Leisure, artists’ materials 22 12.0 0.0 6.2 8.9 7.6 14.5 3 2.8 0.0 0.0 3.0 1.7 4.0
Other 7 3.8 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 6.0 4 3.7 18.2 0.0 0.0 3.4 4.0
Total 183 100.0 5 16 45 66 117 108 100.0 11 14 33 58 50

100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0

Note: Yu. ¼ Yugoslavia; TR ¼ Turkey; CoO ¼ country of origin; AT ¼ Austria; Mig. ¼ migrants.
Source: Institute for Urban and Regional Research survey 2012.
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are often financed by family capital, and
family members are often employed in
those enterprises. This leaves little scope for
individual decisions and innovative career
models, as was reflected in an interview
with a Turkish entrepreneur:

‘Often the intra-familiar pressure is
enormous, decisions and competencies within
the family will not be called into question.’

Together with qualification deficits, language
barriers, and a reluctance to contact formal
institutions (e.g. the Vienna Economic
Chamber), formally apply for financial subsi-
dies or contact advice centres, this complex
constellation of circumstances creates an
environment that hinders movement out of
a specific niche into more vibrant and
future-oriented sectors in the ‘centre’ of the
urban economy. An expert from the
Chamber of Commerce expressed the
problem in the following way:

‘Many Turks believe that the Chamber of
Commerce is a kind of tax authority. These
people are really afraid of consultation or
advice.’

The strong involvement of the family should
not be overlooked—and the wider migrant
community also has positive consequences—
and is undoubtedly one of the strengths of
Turkish businesses. According to a successful
Turkish entrepreneur and expert:

‘The considerable intra-group solidarity is a
great advantage for Turks as their compatriots
shop exclusively in their country-specific
shops. . . . The Turks usually have a bigger
social environment which supports them in
any case.’

On the other hand, amongst former Yugoslav
businesses in the 2nd district there is much
more flexibility to move into other branches
outside the established ‘canon’ of so-called
‘ethnic’ entrepreneurship. Although BCS
businesspersons mentioned capital con-
straints in our interviews, this group is less
reluctant to take up bank loans or to seek pro-
fessional advice if necessary. Furthermore,
these entrepreneurs are more likely to
employ staff according to formal qualifica-
tions and not because of family affiliation,
often making their start-ups more successful.
An entrepreneur with a Croatian migration

Figure 3 A typical migrant shop on Taborstraße (Source: Institute for Urban and Regional Research 2012).
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background described this ambivalence as
follows:

‘We too have a slight tendency to recruit
staff from within the former Yugoslavian
community, but only as one of many other
possibilities and we are in no way limited to it.
It is typical for Turks that they do not want to
work for a Serbian or in an Austrian small
enterprise. And if a Turk does it, this is only a
temporary solution.’

Concerning the differences in personnel
recruitment between the migrant commu-
nities, one expert stated:

‘Recruiting personnel within one’s own
community is clearly a characteristic of the
Turkish community. In the Eastern European
or BCS community, personnel acquisition
is oriented towards qualification criteria.
Family ties are not essential or, sometimes
they may be, but generally-speaking family
relationships are of little or no significance.’

Table 2 also shows the sector structure in the
20th district research area. Comparing both
locations it becomes clear that in the
working-class neighbourhood of Klosterneu-
burger Straße the sector concentration is gen-
erally more pronounced than in the centrally
located Taborstraße. This structural feature
applies to both migrant and Austrian
businesses, and is a strong argument for
local effects determining the local business
patterns. These configurations are probably
beyond the control of the local business com-
munity and may be found in the socio-econ-
omic composition of the residential
population, their purchasing power and con-
sumer needs. A further valuable result is that
the sector concentration of the migrant
economy is considerably stronger than that
of Austrian entrepreneurs in the same area.
About 38% of the shops owned by entrepre-
neurs with a migration background are active
in the catering trade, and about 25% in com-
munication (mostly mobile phone shops).
With some 10% each in the clothing and
cleaning branches, the other businesses are
strongly underrepresented. Native Austrian

shopkeepers are active in catering, personal
care and food retailing. Interior design,
finance and clothing are also noticeably rep-
resented. Figure 4 shows the business infra-
structure in 2012, categorised by national
origin of the entrepreneurs. It can be seen
that Austrian shops constitute a minority in
this 20th district area, though Turks and
BCS businesspeople are outnumbered by
migrants of ‘other’ descent, including
Eastern Europeans, Chinese, Indians and
other Asians.

Of the two migrant groups at the centre of
this analysis, the strong concentration of BCS
migrants in catering (73%) is a remarkable
phenomenon on Klosterneuburger Straße.
The reason for this was explained in an expert
interview, though this effect may also be
strengthened by specific local characteristics:

‘Actually there is a kind of “Balkan boom” in
catering, and many restaurants have been
started. There is no comparable boom for
example in food retail. Obviously the BCS
community is more willing to do their weekly
shopping in Austrian supermarkets, which
means less of an emphasis on typical products
from their home countries. Because of this
there is less motivation for former Yugoslavs
to start enterprises in certain branches as food
retailing.’

The Turkish community is above all active in
food retail and communication. It is worth
noting that the concentration effect of
Turkish businesses on Klosterneuburger
Straße is considerably weaker than in the
BCS community and is also less pronounced
than among Turkish businesses in
Taborstraße. In the 20th district, more or
less equal shares of Turkish entrepreneurs
can be found in catering, cleaning, furniture
and other interior equipment and clothing,
branches which cater to the daily needs of a
local population with weaker purchasing
power, which certainly points to the flexi-
bility of Turkish entrepreneurs in adapting
to a local demand. This adaption is a visible
indicator of the effects of a locally specific
opportunity structure quite different from
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that of the 2nd district research area. The
cheap goods on offer at the Turkish shops
are predominantly aimed at a clientele
characterised by limited purchasing power,
but mostly with a migration background.
Location decisions by Turkish entrepreneurs
are not only dependent on the potential clien-
tele, but also determined by other restric-
tions, as one expert said:

‘We often observe that the decision for a
location is not based on a strict market
analysis, but is dependent on financial or
material limitations. This applies particularly
to the Turkish small enterprises and not for
Turkish supermarkets and industrial bakeries,
which make their location decisions
according to strictly strategic considerations.’

5. Conclusion

This analysis aimed to illustrate interdepen-
dencies between local opportunity structures
for businesspeople, spatial developments, indi-
vidual entrepreneurial activities and collective
approaches to entrepreneurship amongst

migrants from Turkey and the former Yugo-
slavia in two diverse shopping streets. By ana-
lysing the adaptive practices of the
businesspeople, the shapes of the migrant
economy in areas with diverging population
and socio-economic structures were explored.
Whereas Turkish business still tends to be a
classical niche economy in the 2nd district, it
clearly shows a higher adaptive potential to
local opportunity structures in the 20th dis-
trict. In the case of the BCS community, the
picture is exactly the opposite.

The results reveal the adaptive potential of
migrant businesses and point to locally
specific inter-relationships of the following
variables: (1) there is an obvious commu-
nity-specific affiliation to certain branches
dependent on network effects, existing quali-
fication profiles, innovation orientation,
language skills and strategic locational
decisions; (2) the results of our investigation
point to interdependencies between sectoral
structures and sales opportunities in the
local context. These interdependencies are
also determined by locally bound opportu-
nity structures. Relevant variables are the
local residents’ socio-economic status,

Figure 4 A typical migrant shop on Klosterneuburger Straße (Source: Institute for Urban and Regional Research 2012).
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consumer needs, purchasing power and the
proportions of specific migrant and native
population.

Based on our results, we conclude that
migrant entrepreneurs respond strategically
to micro-scale economic forces, municipal
regulatory frameworks and intra-group net-
works. Specific traditions and practices
related to self-employment in the two
migrant communities also play a role. Whilst
conducting local research we reframed the
local context as a strong factor of influence,
transforming the ‘typical’ niche economy of
certain migrant communities. Individual
entrepreneurial decisions and local opportu-
nity structures are closely interlinked. On
the one hand, this analysis emphasised the
need for disaggregated surveys of migrant
business that reflect contextual differentiations
on a small spatial scale and overcome the pure
‘ethnic’ perspective. On the other hand, the
outcome might help to promote a stronger
demand-oriented planning framework for a
sustainable urban migrant economy. This
could help the entrepreneurs to assess more
accurately the local sales opportunities and
avoid insolvencies. The modern city is a
space for processes of convergence and diver-
gence of migrant business, adapting to urban
terrains and local opportunity structures. The
street level is perhaps the most specific of the
city’s public spaces, allowing for a view of
the local practices of immigrant-owned
businesses and constituting the spatial starting
point for improving the economic situation in
distressed urban areas by creating and imple-
menting locally tailored solutions.
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Transitory community hubs
How temporary migration transforms a
neighbourhood in Singapore

Edda Ostertag

This paper showcases how temporary migration leads to urban transformation processes in
inner-city Singaporean neighbourhoods, creating unique localities which I call ‘transitory
community hubs’. Building on a case study of Little India, it demonstrates how the settle-
ment and incorporation process of transient migrants, specifically foreign workers, has econ-
omic, environmental and social impacts on the neighbourhood. Urban transformation
processes are driven by both global and local influences; their instigators are globally oper-
ating transient migrants, yet they are shaped by national and local conditions (e.g. migration
policies), or the vernacular urban context. Ethnic-focused businesses play an important role
in this process and render it visible for outsiders. However, the transient migrants them-
selves are not permitted to open their own businesses; rather, they feed the ethnic-focused
economy as customers or employees, while the businesses serving them are run predomi-
nantly by permanent residents of Singapore, some with a migration background. Building
on field research conducted between 2011 and 2014, which involved semi-structured inter-
views, participant observation, time-based research and visual analysis, the paper demon-
strates how migrants, on the demand side, and ethnic-focused businesses, on the supply
side, both become agents of urban transformation, yet in ways that differ from conventional
accounts of the ‘ethnic economy’. The paper also shows how ‘transitory community hubs’ are
characterised by particular time rhythms making their presence only temporarily visible.

Key words: temporality, migrants, community hub, public space, diversity, ethnic
entrepreneurship

1. Introduction: ‘temporary migration’
and the migration continuum

A
fter a fatal traffic accident in Decem-
ber 2013, in which a foreign worker
was run over by a bus in Singapore’s

Little India neighbourhood, 300–400
foreign workers attacked the bus and the
ambulance. What came to be known as the
‘Little India Riots’ lasted for approximately
two to three hours, and forced the

government to intervene, including measures
to deter foreign workers from coming to the
area. The neighbourhood in which the riots
took place is centrally located, adjacent to
Singapore’s central business district, and can
be considered the epicentre of South Asian
migrant gatherings. The riots should be
understood within a context of multiple
restrictions on labour and citizen rights
which extend to foreign workers’ daily
experience of the urban. Focusing on Little
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India as a case study, the aim of this paper is
to showcase how temporary migration leads
to urban transformation processes and
creates unique localities, which I will refer
to as ‘transitory community hubs’. Transi-
tory community hubs can be politically
charged, informally structured, and through
which transient migrants act as agents of
urban transformation processes despite the
government’s numerous restrictions.

Scholars have formulated new concepts
explaining the relation between migration
and cities, highlighting the need to acknowl-
edge migrants’ influence on cities at the
larger urban scale. Sassen (1991), for
example, has described the need to under-
stand migrants as part of the global flow of
goods, services and people, and therefore as
a key component of the global city. Glick
Schiller and Çaĝlar (2011, 12) demonstrated
how migrants can be understood as actors
within urban scaling processes, explaining
how migrants become active agents of neo-
liberal transformation processes in cities.
Others (Winnick 1990; Cameron 1997; Rah-
baran and Herz 2014; Zukin, Kasinitz, and
Xiangming 2016), focusing their research pre-
dominantly on migrants’ settlement patterns,
have built a new body of knowledge in which
migrants are framed as actors within urban
regeneration processes. No longer are
descriptions of ghettos and declining inner-
city neighbourhoods en vogue; rather than
holding migrants responsible for inner-city
neighbourhood decline, recent European
and American studies have started to
explore and theorise how migrants’ settle-
ments can spur urban regeneration processes.

Some have studied the impact of new
migration on existing neighbourhoods,
describing in detail how migrants bring new
life to streets by running small stores with
long opening hours (Winnick 1990; Zukin,
Kasinitz, and Xiangming 2016), or how they
revitalise derelict urban areas by moving
into empty apartments, refilling kindergar-
tens and schools, or boosting local property
values (Cameron 1997). Others have uncov-
ered the role of migrants in creating distinct

and diverse transnational spaces (Hou 2010,
2013a; Smith 2007; Tonkiss 2013). Of specific
interest here is how migrants’ everyday
activities can create new forms of transna-
tional space. Hou (2013b, 7) frames this as a
transcultural place-making process addres-
sing ‘not only the intercultural exchange but
also the cultural trans-formation that takes
place in urban places and through urban
place-making’. He defines specific aspects,
like in-between-ness, flux or the transitional
character of space, as common components
of transcultural spaces, whereby place-appro-
priation, the temporal transformation of
space, or the creation of hybrid spaces can
all be understood as typical migration place-
making processes. Lastly, some scholars
emphasise the social relevance of encounters
between migrants and native populations,
focusing specifically on the value of public
spaces as encounter zones where people of
different backgrounds can express their cul-
tural identity freely and have a chance to
engage with people of other backgrounds
(e.g. Watson 2006; Peters 2010).

Although the potential of migrants as
active agents in urban transformation pro-
cesses has been acknowledged in scholarly
research, many governmental policies
(especially in many Asian countries) have
been specifically designed to prevent such
processes from taking place. In Singapore or
Hong Kong, for instance, governments are
trying to prohibit migrants from adopting
such a role, for example, by only allowing
them to stay temporarily or by restricting
their rights, for example, to choose housing
or employment freely. Castles and Miller
(1998) describe temporary migration, prohi-
bition of family reunion and prevention of
permanent settlement as key features of the
migration policies of Asia-Pacific nations.
According to Castles (2002, 1155), transient
migration conforms to an alternative mode
of incorporation, which he calls ‘differential
exclusion’, whereby ‘migrants are integrated
temporarily into certain sub-systems such as
the labour market and limited welfare entitle-
ments, but excluded from others such as
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political participation and national culture’.
Yet, while Castles’ definition accurately
describes the status of individual transient
migrants in Singapore, it does not account
for the actual social interactions and physical
place-making processes observed in Singa-
pore’s transitory community hubs today.

The paper builds on extensive field
research conducted between 2011 and 2014,
which involved semi-structured interviews,
participant observation, time-based research
and visual analysis. I will demonstrate that,
even though the Singaporean government is
trying to inhibit transient migrants from
taking an active role in urban transformation
processes, their pathways to settlement and
incorporation can be traced in the cityscape.
I will further illustrate that some of the
above concepts regarding the relationship
between migrants and the cityscape revealed
in analyses of ‘permanent’ migration settle-
ment patterns can also be identified in tem-
porary migration. The paper proceeds with
an overview of migration to Singapore, key
policy features and the role of ‘transitory
community hubs’ (hereafter, TCHs), before
focusing on Little India to explore the
various ways in which transient migrants
instigate urban transformations.

2. Transient community hubs and the
Singaporean migratory context

Historically, Singapore has always grown
through migration. As early as the 19th
century migrants predominantly coming
from nearby countries (Malaysia, China and
India) began entering Singapore (Huff
1995). While these first migrants are cele-
brated as shapers of the traditions and
customs of Singapore’s multicultural
society, much of its recent migration history
has gone unacknowledged. Since the late
1970s, Singapore has become one of the
major recipients of transient migrant
labourers within South East Asia (Castles
and Miller 1998). The size of the transient
labour force has grown alongside neo-liberal

restructuring processes and policies designed
to render labour more ‘flexible’ (Yeoh 2013).
Singapore learnt from the experiences of, for
example, West Germany’s guestworker
schemes and implemented a policy according
to which labour migration is stringently con-
trolled (Soon-Beng and Chew 1995).

Today Singapore has 1.49 million
foreigners on temporary visas, amounting to
35% of its workforce (Prime Minister
Office 2013). In this paper I will specifically
focus on the 880,000 ‘unskilled’ foreign
workers, filling so-called ‘3D’ (dangerous,
dirty, demeaning) jobs (Yue 2011). Foreign
workers are predominately seen as economic
assets and are understood as an important
element of the city’s competitiveness; their
numbers quadrupled between 1990 and
2010, alongside the growth of the Singapor-
ean economy (Yeoh 2013, 104).

Bilateral agreements with neighbouring
‘approved source countries’ such as China,
Bangladesh and Indonesia, have assured the
steady inflow of cheap labour. While the gov-
ernment does not release figures on foreign
workers’ origins, field observations and inter-
views with NGOs (non-governmental organ-
isations) reveal that there are currently large
groups of mainland Chinese, Bangladeshi,
Indian and Thai workers. The prevalence of
specific ethnicities is reflected in the set-up
of the various TCHs across the island. As
numbers and nationalities have been chan-
ging over time alongside shifting migration
policies, TCHs have also changed and con-
tinue to transform. For instance, since 2000
the origins of construction workers shifted
from Thailand to cheaper source countries
such as Bangladesh, India and Myanmar
(Kitiarsa 2006), evident today in the large
Indian and Bangladeshi TCH and the declin-
ing Thai TCH.

While the economic benefits of immigra-
tion seem relatively clear, city-planning
departments have just recently—in the after-
math of the riots—started to ponder how to
plan for increasing numbers of transient
foreign workers. In fact, the government has
tried to inhibit foreign workers from
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becoming active agents of place-making pro-
cesses by imposing numerous restrictions.
For example, foreign workers can only
remain temporarily, mostly on two-year con-
tracts; they only have limited employment
rights, cannot choose their employer and
can be sent home any time without justifica-
tion. As Singapore is an island with strict
migration policies and enforcement traditions
it is nearly impossible for migrants to remain
in the country ‘illegally’, which makes
foreign workers truly transient. Moreover,
the prohibition of bringing family members
deters foreign workers from exerting any
claims or influence on the education or
other public services (which some describe
as key spaces of interaction between migrants
and residents, e.g. Wood and Landry 2008).

Furthermore, since foreign workers are
regarded as ‘wage-workers’ they are not
legally permitted to open their own
businesses or work for anybody other than
those allowed by their work permit. Thus,
their involvement in Singapore’s ethnic-
focused economy is restricted to remaining
customers and, to a limited degree, illegal
employees. Ethnic businesses such as travel
agencies, garment shops, specialised grocery
shops or fast food restaurants are predomi-
nantly owned and often also run by Singapor-
ean citizens, some with a migration
background. These businesses thus depend
on but are not run by recent migrants, and
can only partially be classified as ethnic enter-
prises as defined in the literature (Portes and
Jensen 1989; Light and Gold 2000). Thus,
most of the socio-economic implications
typically linked to migrant entrepreneurship,
such as social ascent or wealth accumulation,
are largely not applicable.

Restrictions on foreign workers’ rights
extend to the domain of daily life, since they
are not allowed to choose a place to live or
express their interests or concerns in public.
While the government does not supply
housing to foreign workers, it has released a
set of relevant guidelines. As of 14 August
2014, the Ministry of Manpower website
states that foreign workers should be

accommodated in specific housing types, for
example, purpose-built dormitories, con-
verted industrial premises, quarters on con-
struction sites, farms or within a
‘habourcraft’, for example, vessel or ship.
The choice of housing is the responsibility of
the employer, who has to ensure that the
housing is ‘acceptable’. Thus, foreign
workers have limited direct influence on the
housing market (which is often described as
a key way immigrants’ settlement affects
inner-city neighbourhoods; Cameron 1997;
Ray and Moore 1991).

The same Ministry also states that ‘it is the
employer’s responsibility to take care of the
worker’s social and recreational needs’. Dor-
mitory managers advertise their dorms as ‘self
sufficient living enclaves’, yet the commercial
and recreational facilities are limited to an
ATM machine, a food court,1 a convenience
shop, a beer garden and some recreational
sports facilities. Foreign workers housed in
any of the other housing options mentioned
most likely have no recreational facilities at
their disposal. Additionally, exceptionally
long working hours (up to 15 hours a day)
and only one rest day a week (Sunday),
further limit their ability to take part actively
in Singapore’s city life.

While leaving most practical arrangements
concerning the livelihood of foreign workers
to the private sector, the government actively
requires employers to segregate foreign
workers from Singapore’s other residents.
For example, the hotel accommodation facil-
ity guidelines circular requires ‘The location
for proposed workers’ dormitory to be
located away from residential areas and
areas where the use is likely to cause
amenity problems’, generally stipulating
that foreign workers are not allowed any-
where within in the Central Area (Urban
Development Authority 2013).

Hence, limited discretionary free time,
access to amenities and social interaction
make the foreign worker’s off-day a day of
great importance. Thousands of foreign
workers are busy on Sundays meeting up
with friends, running errands, and contacting
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their families and friends at home. Currently
there are five large TCHs representing the
largest ‘unskilled workers’ groups: mainland
Chinese, Bangladeshi, Indian, Filipino, Indo-
nesian and Thai migrants. These TCHs can be
mapped across central Singapore. All TCHs
are well connected to the public transport
network and are reachable by multiple trans-
port services. The number of migrants fre-
quenting these hubs varies, but can reach
12,000–30,000 in Little India alone, as esti-
mated by a local newspaper (Chang 2013).
All larger TCHs offer space to gather and
house businesses catering specifically to the
needs of the transient migrants, for example,
money changers, pawn shops, phone stores,
garment shops, hairdressers, food stores as
well as eating houses. In most cases, a specific
‘landmark building’—often a shopping
mall—constitutes the TCH’s centre, for
example, The Goldenmile Complex, Lucky
Plaza or City Plaza, giving each TCH an
easily recognisable identity.

Even though there is no official recognition
of these community hubs, the local popu-
lation is fully aware of them as transient
migrants’ gathering places, and generally
tries to avoid them; parts of the city thus
convert to no-go zones for locals on
Sundays. Residents in the vicinity of TCHs
often complain about migrant gatherings,
seeing them as a nuisance; residents have
been quoted saying that migrants ‘will drink
together and get into fights’ (today online
portal, 14 March 2014), ‘they defecate in car-
parks and sleep on the roads, causing traffic
hazards’ or ‘they leave behind their litter,
which attracts rats and cockroaches’
(Asiaone, 20 June 2011). In many places
signs and fencing have been put up to deter
migrants from using the space in front of
commercial and residential properties.

While Singaporean public opinion favours
decreasing dependency on migrants, the gov-
ernment has announced its intentions to
increase the numbers of foreigners especially
low-skilled migrants from the current
1.5 million in 2013 to 2.5 million by 2030
(Marshall 2014, 6). From a governmental

point of view, further increase is necessary to
ensure future economic competitiveness and
steady GDP (gross domestic product)
growth in times of labour shortages, an
ageing population and declining birth rates
(Prime Minister Office 2013). This govern-
mental assessment, together with the reality
that large numbers of transient migrants have
been living in Singapore since the 1980s, high-
lights the necessity of viewing transient
migrants as a permanent phenomenon.

3. A Bangladeshi community hub

Little India is a focal point of the South
Asian—predominately Bangladeshi—foreign
worker community, currently one of the
largest transient migrant groups in Singapore,
whose numbers have drastically increased
since the 1990s. A local newspaper estimated
the Bangladeshi population at over 100,000
in December 2012 (Tai 2012). The vast
majority are young men in their 20s or 30s
migrating for economic reasons.2 On
Sundays 12,000–30,000 foreign workers
come to Little India either individually by
public transport, by pickup busses or via
special Sunday bus shuttle services (Chang
2013). Foreign workers gather in the area to
socialise, entertain themselves and run
errands, for example, shop for groceries or
send remittances to their families abroad. All
these basic needs go far beyond what a stan-
dard dormitory can offer, making the very
existence of the TCH essential.

Historically, the neighbourhood was
formed by South Indian Tamil immigrants in
the early 1800s. Small, two- to three-storey
shophouses3 make up the main urban fabric.
Nowadays the area houses many businesses
either serving the foreign workers directly—
like money transfer, travel agencies, mobile
phone and convenience stores—or relating to
their sectors of employment. Business estab-
lishments vary between makeshift stalls to
actual shops (Figures 1 and 2). While the area
has grown into a TCH, one can still encounter
shops and services catering to a wider clientele,
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for example, shops serving the local Singapor-
ean Tamil Indian population as well as low-
cost businesses such as second-hand furniture
stores, recycling businesses, motorcycle repair

shops and budget hotels. The rents for both
commercial and residential units are reported
to be generally lower than in other similar
central neighbourhoods in Singapore.

Figure 1 Figure ground of ethnic enterprises catering to foreign workers in Little India.

Figure 2 Images of ethnic enterprises catering to foreign workers.
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The heart of the TCH is ‘Bangla Square’, a
gravel square formally known as Lembu
Road Open Space. The first Bangladeshi res-
taurant at ‘Bangla Square’ opened in the early
1990s, when the square was still a green
vacant land plot. Local business owners
around the square mentioned that large
numbers of Bangladeshi workers started fre-
quenting the area around the mid-2000s. A
first sign of changing activities in the neigh-
bourhood was the replacement of the pre-
vious transsexual sex business by
Bangladeshi provision shops selling familiar
groceries and ingredients to Bangladeshi
migrants. With the crowding of foreign
workers, the vacant plot became ‘rather
muddy’, in the words of a local business
owner, and finally was resurfaced by the
Urban Redevelopment Authority (URA).4

The temporary gatherings of foreign
workers in the area appear to have led to a
permanent change of the environment.
Today there is a CCTV camera placed at
the centre of the square. Cameras are uncom-
mon features in Singapore’s public spaces,
and indicate fear as well as the wish to
control the gatherings of foreign workers.
Nevertheless, the CCTV camera does not
seem to deter the thousands of foreign
workers gathering in the square in small
groups from late afternoon until late
evening. At peak times on a Sunday around
6:30 p.m., I counted up to 2000–3000
people in the square (Figure 3).

While the square is most crowded on
Sundays, there are also foreign workers socia-
lising there every weekday evening, predomi-
nantly after dusk (i.e. after finishing work),
playing Carrom5 or the just chatting. These
foreign workers often live in illegal ‘dormi-
tories’ (converted shophouses with bunk
beds) which have been generally tolerated
by the authorities. While some smaller
employers may take advantage of this illegal
housing arrangement for their employees,
many ‘special pass’ migrants6 find temporary
shelter there.

While Little India may be seen as
a typical neighbourhood concentrating

ethnic businesses as described by Waldinger,
Aldrige, and Ward (1990)—as a low-rent
neighbourhood housing large numbers of
migrants and functioning as a central place
where an ethnic economy serves a spatially dis-
persed ethnic community—the way the area
transforms is uniquely linked to the transience
of foreign workers and is guided by the restric-
tions under which they live. Having outlined
the broader context of temporary migration
in Singapore, as well as the role of TCHs, in
the following section I describe how foreign
workers around ‘Bangla Square’ have contrib-
uted to urban transformations.

3. Urban transformations in Little India’s
transient community hub

3.1. Economic transformations

The economic transformations can be
described on two levels: from the perspective
of foreign workers themselves and from that
of the businesses catering to them. As the
latter play a major role, I first describe them
and subsequently discuss how they have
transformed the city. Today one can count
around 40–60 small shops specifically
addressing the needs of the growing number
of male Bangladeshi foreign workers. These
offer a wide selection of goods and services:
from betel nut or atta,7 to religious books in
Bengali and Singapore’s only Bengali news-
paper Bangla Kantha (Voice of Bengal) pub-
lished locally. In addition to the shops selling
ethnic goods directly to foreign workers, the
area also houses businesses related to the
industries where foreign workers are
employed, for example, stores selling con-
struction boots and clothing or construction
machines. Collectively, these businesses
have significantly increased the mix of retail
choices in the neighbourhood.

A variety of specialised services can also be
found around Bangla Square. These include
doctors specialising in medical tests required
for migrant workers, mass catering services
(which, with a few men cooking over an
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open fire, produce around 1400 meals a day for
workers on remote sites) or tailors offering
clothing-alteration services on the spot.
These examples reveal how foreign workers’
needs produce new, innovative, yet simple

business ideas. Overall, the majority of
ethnic-focused businesses are rather small,
limited to the footprint of the shophouse
ground floor (approximately 100 square
metres). In order to maximise space, the

Figure 3 Foreign workers gathering at Bangla Square, Little India.

Figure 4 Subdivision of ethnic enterprises.
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primary renter or sometimes the owner
decides to further subdivide the space in
order to provide various services in one place
(Figure 4). For example, a shophouse ground
floor may be primarily utilised by a store
selling accessories for mobile phones, while
part of the front entrance could be rented out
to a booth selling prepaid cards and the back
could be converted into a money exchange
counter. In some cases, all services are pro-
vided by one entrepreneur; in other cases,
different parts of the store are sublet to differ-
ent entrepreneurs.

Lastly, as many foreign workers gather in
the evenings or on Sundays, the neighbour-
hood has attracted many temporary
businesses, often opening up after regular
business hours on sidewalks or in front of
otherwise closed stores. Thus, the general
business hours in the area have been drawn-
out, which leads to extended economic
activity. Not by coincidence, Singapore’s
only 24-hour department store is also
located here and night shopping is a popular
leisure activity in the area. The variety of tem-
porary businesses includes informal sidewalk
stands, temporary small booths and full-
fledged market stalls set up in empty car
parks (Figure 2). While some stall owners
are local entrepreneurs running shops on
weekdays, other stalls are run by subcontrac-
tors for larger Singaporean companies such as
SingTel, the nation’s largest telecommunica-
tions company, which subcontracts roughly
12 stalls in Little India alone.

The smallest businesses involve peddlers
with foldable tables or blankets illegally
selling fruits or newspapers, which have been
tolerated by local authorities over the past
few years. Slightly larger stands often find
space within the five footway8 area of a shop
and are rented individually from the main
shop owner. By contrast, the largest stalls
often utilise car parks or privately owned
squares, renting space from shopping mall
operators or in some cases from the Little
India Shopkeepers and Heritage Association
(LISHA) managed by the Singaporean
Tourist Board. Additionally, nearly every

other store in the neighbourhood adapts its
range of products on weekends to cater to
the foreign workers. Around midday on
Sundays, shop owners fill the front row of
their shops with large plastic boxes with ice
for selling drinks or fruits to foreign workers
in addition to their usual goods. It can thus
be argued that space in the neighbourhood is
used exceptionally well, as on the one hand
spaces which are normally not used for com-
merce (such as sidewalks, car parks, etc.) are
utilised as marketplaces in the early evening
and on Sundays, and, on the other hand,
space is utilised differently over the course of
the day and week in accordance to the chan-
ging clientele and their requirements.

Many foreign workers living around
‘Bangla Square’ are officially not allowed to
work, but ‘moonlight’ in the neighbour-
hood’s restaurants and small businesses in
order to cover their expenses. Illegally
hiring cheap ‘culturally aware’ labourers is
crucial for many small businesses such as res-
taurants serving authentic Indian and Bangla-
deshi cuisine. While this is known to local
authorities, they intervene only occasionally.
It can thus be said that the presence of foreign
workers enriches and diversifies the overall
labour supply in the neighbourhood and con-
tributes to the generally low food and retail
prices locally, which also attract other low-
income groups—thus indirectly assisting in
preserving a low-income neighbourhood
within central Singapore.

Hence, the influx of foreign workers in
Little India has created social–economic het-
erogeneity in the neighbourhood; land-use
mix has been diversified, new business con-
cepts have emerged, business hours and
places have been enlarged, and the labour
force has diversified. Socio-economic hetero-
geneity in cities as described in the Little
India case study is generally praised for sup-
porting dynamic labour and retail markets,
leading to limited price and wage inflation,
promoting enterprise and market opportu-
nities, and helping prevent problems of
spatial mismatch between housing and
employment demand (Tonkiss 2013). In
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other words, the ethnic-focused businesses
and the foreign workers themselves have gen-
erally increased the area’s economic vitality.

3.2. Social–spatial transformations

Not only have economic activities in Little
India changed, expanded and diversified, but
the influx of foreign workers has also led to
new social–spatial transformations,
especially visible in the use of public space.
The neighbourhood has an abundance of
open spaces, in which foreign workers can
gather relatively undisturbed. Large vacant
land sites, squares, playgrounds, car parks,
Housing and Development Board9 (HDB)
green spaces, backlanes,10 streets and side-
walks all play an important role in accommo-
dating the weekend gatherings. Most places
represent freely available open space for the
foreign workers that can be appropriated par-
tially also by large crowds. Within the larger
vacant land plots up to 5000 people standing
and chatting in small groups were counted
on a Sunday afternoon.

The influx of foreign workers has trans-
formed the uses and character of open
spaces. Vacant land plots have been revita-
lised as ‘picnic’ spaces, where the foreign
workers sit in circles in the grass, surrounded
by their shopping bags sharing food and
thoughts. In doing so, they create bonds
and lasting social networks and reduce some
of the stress of living abroad. On specific reli-
gious days such as the end of Ramadan, the
vacant land plots allow foreign workers to
celebrate Bangladeshi traditions and
customs. The foreign worker gatherings
manage to transform dull leftover plots into
actual public spaces where social interactions
are foregrounded (Figure 5).

In fact, the reuse of public and semi-public
space by foreign workers has created tempor-
ary alternative public spaces in the neigh-
bourhood. Semi-public playgrounds in front
of shopping malls or HDB residences are
re-purposed as public squares where adults
meet and exchange news and gossip.

Around Bangla Square large crowds of
foreign workers walk on the streets and infor-
mally pedestrianise them. Shopfronts dis-
playing Bangladeshi dramas on TV screens
turning the open spaces facing them into a
temporary open-air cinema space. Private
entrances to condominiums or HDB com-
plexes become temporary mobile phone
booths where foreign workers can rest and
chat on the phone with their missed ones at
home.

While not all local residents are happy
about the transformation of public spaces, it
is obvious that the influx of foreign workers
adds a lot of vitality to the area. The liveliness
of the open spaces is carried further into the
urban fabric as most stores selling to the
foreign workers have open street façades to
accommodate large crowds of people. This
practice allows people to meander easily in
and out and results in a more fluid transition
between public space and private space,
which further enhances the liveliness of the
streetscape.

While concrete open spaces change through
Sunday gatherings, it can be argued that the
whole neighbourhood suddenly becomes a
very crowded and vital ‘foreign place’. The
particular rhythms that the foreign workers
are forced to live by, and the restrictions on
participating in urban life at other times,
have produced a neighbourhood that is not
only in constant flux but is regularly remade
by large numbers of foreign workers. In this
way, the neighbourhood is repeatedly trans-
formed into a transnational space that
becomes more foreign than local at certain
times. While the intensity and rhythm is
very specific to this particular form of tempor-
ary migration, in-between-ness and flux have
both been described as typical components
of transcultural place-making processes (Hou
2013b). Moreover, it should be underlined
that the gatherings in Little India are among
the very few moments in which foreign
workers and local residents can encounter
each other. Encounters are generally seen as
a very loose form of interaction, happening
often in places that are not primarily designed
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for this purpose (Sassen 2005). These spaces
can be seen as an example of what Peters
(2010) calls ‘multi ethnic encounter zones’ in
public spaces. He argues that these spaces
are generally required in globalised cities,
whether planned for or not.

4. Conclusion

This paper has demonstrated that, foreign
workers, transient migrants have initiated
urban transformation processes at various
scales. At the urban scale they are important
as they enhance Singapore’s competitiveness,
forming an essential part of Singapore as a
Global City, as described by Sassen (1991).
At the neighbourhood scale they have gener-
ated a set of urban transformations that have
turned Little India into a transnational space.
My case study illustrates that these trans-
formations are guided globally as well as
locally: on the one hand, its agents are glob-
ally operating foreign workers; on the other,

its guiding framework (e.g. migration pol-
icies, businesses serving migrants, the verna-
cular urban context) derives from its local
components. Economically, foreign workers
have diversified business types, concepts,
products, services, opening hours and spaces.
Those on ‘special passes’ have been fuelling a
black labour market supporting low-cost and
ethnic businesses in the neighbourhood, and
have added a new residential type of ‘dormi-
tory living’ to the land-use mix. Socially and
spatially, foreign workers have changed the
use of open spaces and have remade vacant
land into public space. They have created
civic squares out of a green patch of land,
have regularly established temporary ped-
estrian streets and have been operating
markets in spaces normally used only by
vehicles. In that sense, the Little India TCH
supports and informs the broader discussion
around how migrants act as active agents of
urban transformation processes as initiated,
for example, by Glick Schiller and Çaĝlar
(2011), Smith (2007) or Hou (2013b).

Figure 5 Foreign workers public space use.
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Furthermore, I have demonstrated that
while some elements of the neighbourhood
structure and some elements of the transform-
ation processes are typical characteristics of
ethnic neighbourhoods as described by Waldi-
ger, Aldrige, and Ward (1990) and others,
factors such as the fact that the foreign
workers are transient with restricted labour
and citizen rights have led to the production
of very specific and unique settlement patterns
which differ distinctly from long-term
migration settlement patterns. For this
reason, I have introduced the term ‘transitory
community hub’ to describe the economic,
social and spatial urban transformation pro-
cesses in Little India. What makes the TCHs
unique is the inherently temporal status of
their existence and the constantly changing
time rhythm determining the intensity of the
urban transformation. The very existence of a
TCH relies on the continuous inflow of transi-
ent migrants of certain origins. In the past this
dependency has shown itself to be fragile as
not only has the number of foreign workers
fluctuated depending on economic and politi-
cal conditions but their places of origin have
been changing due to changing labour avail-
ability and labour costs in the region.

Moreover, the restrictions under which
foreign workers must live have led to distinct
migration patterns, as have the restrictions on
housing choice and living area, led to the
creation of a central meeting place. The long
working hours and the specific working
rhythm have induced temporary activities
and businesses that are flexible, matching
the time rhythms of the workers. Throughout
the week the rhythm of the foreign workers
has prompted the establishment of a 24-
hour shopping zone and has enhanced the
evening vitality of the area. On Sundays the
rhythm of the foreign workers has triggered
the creation of new public spaces, the refor-
mulation of existing public spaces and the
drastic increase of weekend economic activi-
ties. Local restrictions on foreign workers
have thus initiated a kind of ‘change of own-
ership’ process, through which what is nor-
mally a Singaporean neighbourhood with

foreign influences transforms on Sundays
into a foreign neighbourhood in Singapore.

In conclusion, the emergence of THCs
proves that a purely regulative approach to
inhibiting settlement has been unsuccessful
in stopping foreign workers from acting as
active agents of urban processes. Addition-
ally, the December 2013 riots raise questions
of whether regarding over a million transient
migrants predominately as economic assets
and leaving their livelihoods in the hands of
private companies is a feasible way forward.
On this note, Wood and Landry (2008) have
noted the lack of positive planning policies
for ethnic diversity in cities and have argued
for research on ethnic diversity that will
inform policy measures that strive to foster
diversity in cities.

Lastly, comparable settlement patterns with
distinct local colourings can also be found in
other Asian countries like Hong Kong and
Malaysia. Under conditions of increasingly
ageing populations and existing or expected
labour shortages in most Western countries,
the intensification of temporary migration is
seen as a possible option to secure a future
workforce (Castles 2006). Countries such as
Canada and the UK are already testing new
temporary migration policies specifically
designed to fill gaps in child and elderly care,
other countries are due to follow. This trend
will increase the importance of understanding
temporary settlement structures in the near
future and raises questions about citizenship
and rights of temporary migrants in our cities.
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Notes

1 A food court is an indoor plaza or common area
within a facility that houses multiple food vendors
and provides a common area for self-serve
dining.

2 One-third of the workforce in Bangladesh is estimated
to be unemployed (Rahman 2004), and remittances
are Bangladesh’s second leading source of foreign
currency, after garment exports (Martin 2006).

3 A shophouse is a vernacular architectural building
type in urbanSouth EastAsia, commonly twoor three
storeys high, with a shop on the ground floor for
mercantile activity and a residence above the shop.

4 The URA is the governmental planning agency in
Singapore. Through all-encompassing master
plans, planning guidelines as well as through a
government-led land sales programme, URA is able
to steer nearly all urban developments in Singapore.

5 Carrom is a table game of Eastern origin similar to
billiards and table shuffleboard.

6 Foreign workers are issued a special pass while they
are in legal dispute with their employer, for example,
over salary or medical claims. These foreign workers
need to remain in Singapore until the dispute is
settled as otherwise their claims will not be heard.
Many either cannot as they are physically injured or
are not allowed to work over the time in dispute.

7 A specific whole ground wheat flour used for
making ‘luchi’, ‘porota’ or ‘pitha’ in Bangladeshi
cuisine.

8 A traditional arcade structure attached to
shophouses acting as threshold between the public
and the private domain.

9 HDB housing is substituted by the Singaporean
government. In Singapore over 80% of the
population live in HDBs.

10 Backlanes are a relict of an act of a sanitisation
scheme. In the 19th century, shophouses were
originally built back to back with only one entrance
point.As this physical set-upproved tobe insanitaryas
night soils and other waste had to be carried through
the main hall, backlanes were introduced. Narrow
lanes thatwere cut through thebackof the shophouses
provided the shophouses with a new rear access.
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Afro-Colombian integration in
mestizo cities
The case of Bogotá

Jorge Ivan Bula Escobar

Bogotá is a city of around 8 million inhabitants, composed of migrants from across Colom-
bia, but mainly descendants from Spaniards or mestizos. Black or Afro-Colombian residents
represent just 1.5% of the urban population. Increasingly, larger numbers of Afro-Colom-
bians are migrating to the city for different reasons: internal conflict (internally displaced
people) or the search for economic opportunities (economically displaced people), among
others. Though racism in Colombia is not considered a social problem, in fact, racial dis-
crimination persists in the imaginary of a large segment of the population, making the
urban integration of Afro-Colombians a stressful and difficult process. As a result, many
black settlements have emerged across the city, creating zones that separate them from
the rest of the city, and stress the cultural traits and ethnic identity of their inhabitants.
This paper tries to assess the urban dynamics that might explain the living conditions and
the modes of insertion of Afro-Colombian residents in large cities like Bogotá that are
both racially diverse and racially segregated.

Key words: urban insertion, racial discrimination, resilience, collective action, social
construction

Introduction

B
ogotá is said to have reached more than
8 million inhabitants. The majority of
its population, composed of migrants

from across the country, are mainly mestizos,
descendants from Spaniards, and thus. Black
Colombians, also called Afro-Colombians,
represent only 1.5% of the city’s total popu-
lation. They have migrated to Bogotá for
different reasons, including the violence
related to the more than 50 years of internal
conflict in Colombia. These migrants can be
thought of as ‘internally displaced people’.
Others have migrated for economic reasons.

These ‘economically displaced people’ have
come in search of economic opportunities
since the regions from which they have
migrated tend to be underdeveloped or have
very few opportunities for improving the
quality of life.

Though racism is not considered a social
problem in Colombia, in fact, many studies
have shown that racial discrimination persists
in the minds of a large segment of the popu-
lation. This makes the integration of Afro-
Colombians in a big city such as Bogotá a
stressful and difficult process. As a result,
and despite Afro-Colombians being a min-
ority among the larger population, many
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Afro-Colombian settlements have emerged
across the city. Such settlements have pro-
duced a range of cultural and economic
activities led by Afro-Colombians, differen-
tiating, to some extent, these zones from the
rest of the city.

This paper assesses the urban dynamics
that explain the living conditions and modes
of insertion of Afro-Colombians in major
cities in Colombia. In particular, it takes up
resilience practices deployed in order to
survive in large, racially-diverse yet segre-
gated cities such as Bogotá.

A brief history

The first African slaves arrived in the Amer-
icas in the 16th century. In Colombia, the
main settlements took place on the Caribbean
and Pacific coasts (see Figure 1). Gonzalo
Jimenez de Quesada, Bogota’s founder,
brought the first African slave to Bogotá in
1539 as his personal assistant. Twenty more
slaves were brought five years later by
another Spaniard, Hernán Pérez. By 1789,
there were 762 African-born residents in the
city. Almost 100 years later (1886) out of
the city’s 18,455 inhabitants one-third were
white and the rest were a mix of mestizo,
mulatto, black and indigenous people
(Observatorio DDHH y DHI 2009, 26–27).

In the 20th century, Afro-Colombian
migration to Bogotá came from previously
settled Afro-Colombian communities
spread across the two coasts. The killing of
a popular leader and presidential candidate
of the Liberal Party on 9 April 1948 was the
starting point of the period called La Violen-
cia (The Violence), which arguably and in
some respects has lasted until today. This
was the start of a kind of civil war that took
place mainly in the countryside and led to a
large migration of peasants—among them
some Afro-Colombians—towards the big
cities during the second half of the 20th
century. A second wave of Afro-Colombian
migration started in the mid-1990s, when
the internal conflict intensified, and at

which point the phenomenon of internally
displaced people emerged as a significant
issue. Afro-Colombians were forced to
abandon their original communities in the
south of the country, alongside the Pacific
coast near the Ecuadorian border, as well as
on the Caribbean coast in the north, close
to the border with Panama (Arocha 2002, 16).

According to the 2005 census, 97,885 Afro-
Colombians live in Bogotá, representing
1.49% of the city’s total population
(6,778,691). However, some Afro-Colom-
bian organisations estimate the number of
Afro-Colombians in the city to be between
800,000 and 1 million (Observatorio
DDHH y DHI 2009, 27). The Afro-Colom-
bian population in Bogotá’s metropolitan
area represents 2.39% of the total Afro-
Colombian population in the whole country
(Observatorio DDHH y DHI 2009, 3).

Traits of a racist society

Recent accounts have revealed that, despite
the absence of a public debate about racial
discrimination, Afro-Colombians experience
discrimination in Colombia. As reported by
the rapporteur of the Inter-American Com-
mission on Human Rights: ‘In many cases,
despite accepting the impact of deep social
inequalities that affect Afro-Colombian
people, authorities and public servants did
not recognise racial discrimination as a struc-
tural problem’ (Mow 2010, 8). Looking at
some key figures may be indicative in that
respect. While average life expectancy in
Colombia is 72 years, for Afro-Colombians
it is 55 years. One possible reason for this is
lack of access to health services. While 80
percent of Colombians have access to health
services some 53.5 percent of Afro-Colom-
bian households living in cities and 73.8 per
cent living in rural areas do not have access
to any kind of health service. As mentioned
previously, the recent migration of Afro-
Colombian people to Bogotá and other
major cities is related to the phenomenon of
internal displacement in the country. In fact,
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Afro-Colombian people represent 54% of all
displaced people in the country (Observa-
torio de Discriminación Racial 2008, 2). In
many cases the lands and properties they
left behind have been seized (legally or illeg-
ally) by more powerful economic actors (e.g.
paramilitary groups, guerrilla groups, regular
military forces, landlords and entrepreneurs).

Moreover, in 2004 nearly 85% of Afro-
Colombians were estimated to live in
poverty, compared to a nationwide poverty
rate of 34%. Salaries for Afro-Colombians
are 75% below the official minimum salary
level, and on average their per capita income
is around US$500, compared to a national

average of US$1500. The number of Afro-
Colombians with a secondary education is
40 percent below the national average level
and only 2 percent of Afro-Colombian
pupils have higher education, whereas the
rate for the country as a whole is around 25
percent. The districts in which Afro-Colom-
bians are the majority are among the ones
with the lowest quality of life. While Chocó
has improved its Conditions of Life Index
(CLI) from 56.9 to 60.5 between 2002 and
2005, it remains the district with the lowest
CLI in the country. In 2005, this was 0.67
compared to the national HDI of 0.78, a
difference of more than 10 points. Looking

Figure 1 Map of Colombia and its position in South America (Source: http://obryadii00.blogspot.com/2011/04/
maps-of-colombia-south-america.html).
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at the Conditions of Life Index (CLI), Chocó
improved its CLI between 2002 and 2005 from
56.9 to 60.5, but even so it remains the lowest
one in the country. In 2005, it was more than
18 points below the national level (78.8)
(Reales Jiménez 2004; Garcı́a Cano 2008, 10,
14).

With respect to racial discrimination
against citizens of African descents, these
trends are consistent with most Latin-Ameri-
can countries. According to Escarfuller and
Frankel (2013), people of African descent rep-
resent one-third of the total population in the
western hemisphere. The United States,
Brazil, and Colombia are the main countries
with a significant population of African
descent. In Brazil, much like in Colombia,
access to higher education is much more
limited for people of African descent than
for ‘whites’. While only 1.3% of Afro-descen-
dants possess degrees in higher education,
6.7% of the rest of the population have such
degrees (Rangel and Del Popolo 2011, 24).
According to Paixão et al., in 2008, 20.5% of
Caucasians between 18 and 24 years old
were enrolled in a higher education institution
compared to 7.7% for Afro-descendants
(quoted by Rangel and Del Popolo 2011,
26). As the authors state:

‘Moreover, the discrimination and structural
racism these people suffer are manifested in
various forms and on several levels. Culturally
appropriate education policies that recognise
Afro-descendant history and identity and the
contribution Afro-descendants have made to
the development of their countries are virtually
non-existent; and the lack of effective
participation mechanisms combines with
discrimination in classrooms to produce an even
more dramatic situation than simply difficulties
in gaining access to education establishments.’
(Rangel and Del Popolo 2011, 26)

Generally speaking, lack of enrolment in ter-
tiary education may often imply transition in
the labour market. However, in many Latin-
American countries Afro-descendant youth
are usually excluded from both higher edu-
cation and decent employment: for example,

in Brazil, the youth unemployment rate for
African descendants is 26%, twice the rate
in Colombia where it is only 13% (Rangel
and Del Popolo 2011, 29). In addition, in
the context of intensifying urbanisation,
Afro-descendant youth tend to work for
very low pay in the informal labour and a
wage gap between ethnic groups has
emerged:

‘Several studies reveal the ethnic
discrimination that persists in the region; in
Brazil, for example, even when controlling for
education levels and the number of hours
worked, Afro-descendants receive lower pay
than “whites” (Afro-descendant women
lower still), and ethnic gaps are even growing
in the higher education brackets.’ (Rangel and
Del Popolo 2011, 33)

This is confirmed by the Inter-American
Commission on Human Rights in its report
on the situation of African descendants in
the Americas:

‘As regards the right to work, the statistics
indicate that the Afro-descendant population
occupies the lowest positions in the job
hierarchy and mostly perform informal-
sector and low-grade tasks or work that is
poorly remunerated—even when comparing
wages of non-Afro-descendants people who
perform the same tasks—they lack the social
security benefits and the rate of
unemployment of this community is greater
than for the population as a whole.’ (CIDH
2011, 19)

In the case of Brazil, for instance, the Com-
mission found that:

‘one half of all Afro-descendants receive a
monthly income of less than two minimum
wages, and inversely, in the upper income
brackets, while 16 percent of whites receive
over 10 minimum wages, the proportion of
Afro-descendants, at 6 percent, is
considerably lower’. (CIDH 2011, 6)

The Commission has also recognised that,
based on a number of other social indi-
cators—such as housing, quality health,
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access to credit, life expectancy, nutrition
rates, and access to public facilities—Afro-
descendants in Latin-American countries
experience discrimination, as many are con-
centrated in the poorest areas with the great-
est exposure to violence and crime (CIDH
2011, 17). In Brazil, for instance, crime,
drug trafficking and violence in poor neigh-
bourhoods, notably in Rio de Janeiro, are
instantly associated with black people, and
‘favelas’ are assumed to be inhabited mainly
by Afro-descendants who make those places
unsafe (Vargas 2006, 51). Yet, such an imagin-
ary produces, in fact, an unsafe place for
precisely those Afro-descendants living in
these neighbourhoods. Excessive police inter-
vention under the pretext of establishing
order in these places usually gives rise to
clashes between residents and the police. As
Vargas argues, ‘the police constitute the first
line of attack—preemptive as well as reac-
tive—against the politics of resistance emer-
ging from marginalized communities’
(Vargas 2006, 59). Such a situation resembles,
for example, that of the United States—a
country where racism has been clearly recog-
nised, and has thus produced similar
responses: in some favelas, inhabitants react
to police intervention by means inspired by
the African-American movements.

Finding a way in the big city

As stated earlier, many Afro-Colombians
arrive in Bogotá either as victims of the
internal conflict or for economic reasons. In
the 1950s and 1960s, the latter was the main
cause of migration to Bogotá. Since 1995,
however, in regions where Afro-Colombians
have a significant presence, internal displace-
ment caused by violence created a new wave
of migration. The main regions of origin
were the Pacific littoral and, to a lesser
extent, districts located on the Caribbean
coast. These regions are rich in minerals, oil,
fishing and many other export products, but
are unfortunately areas in which guerrilla

and paramilitary activities are prevalent
(Arocha 2002, 16).

Most Afro-Colombian settlements are
located in 5 of the 20 localities in Bogotá, as
shown in Figure 2: Bosa, Kennedy, Ciudad
Bolı́var, Suba and Engativá (Dirección
Equidad y Polı́ticas Poblacionales 2011, 5).
Afro-Colombians have an important tra-
dition of collective life and the use of
common properties as well as other cultural
features, mostly inherited over centuries
from their native communities in Africa.
Social relations express the closeness of com-
munities, where extended family kinship pre-
vails in everyday life. Some of these—such as
family and kinship relations, the leadership of
women, and the way the urban territory is
approached by their people—are reproduced,
with slight variations, in the city (Observa-
torio DDHH y DHI 2009, 28).

Although many Afro-Colombians find
better socio-economic conditions in Bogotá,
similar patterns of social inequality as those
persisting across the country are reproduced
in the capital such as restricted access to edu-
cation and health services. Although Afro-
Colombians living in Bogotá have higher
levels of university enrolment as compared
to Afro-Colombians in other parts of the
country, these rates are still comparatively
lower: 14.3% of Afro-Colombians in
Bogotá have a university degree compared
to 17.1% of non Afro-Colombians, accord-
ing to the last census (see Table 1). Moreover,
29% of Afro-Colombians between 12 and
18 years of age reach high school, whilst
33% of the rest of the population in the
same age group have this opportunity. One
of the reasons for the lower education levels
is the need for adolescents to work; they
often have to find a job in order to support
their families in the city; in fact, 55.6% of
Afro-Colombians abandon school in order
to work (Dirección Equidad y Polı́ticas
Poblacionales 2011, 10). Labour market
insertion for Afro-Colombians in Bogotá
takes place mainly through the informal
sector, especially for young people. The
informal labour market in Colombia is quite
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significant, with around 45% of the active
population estimated to work in the informal
sector.

The lower rates of access to health services
is also related to the working conditions of
Afro-Colombians in Bogotá, as they are less
likely than other segments of the urban
population to contribute to the health
system since such a high proportion work in
the informal sector. Afro-Colombian
women, in particular, because of their lower
access to formal waged labour, have lower
levels of health coverage as compared to
Afro-Colombian men, who have better
access to the subsidised system. Compared
to women of other ethnic backgrounds, for
instance, 13% of Afro-Colombian females
work as domestic employees in households
whilst only 2% of non-black women have
this kind of job. In total, some 14.6% of
Afro-Colombians did not have access to the
health system in 2009, compared to 8.6%
among the rest of the population; this has
risen to 16.1% among Afro-Colombian
women compared to 7.1% for females of
other backgrounds (Dirección Equidad y
Polı́ticas Poblacionales 2011, 11). Generally

speaking, however, Afro-Colombians in
Bogotá are in a better situation than Afro-
Colombians in other regions of the country
in terms of access to the health system (14).
Yet, this lack of access to health services has
led to a reintroduction of traditional medi-
cine in some Afro-Colombian communities,
both as an alternative health support and as
a way to recover traditional knowledge by
the use of medicinal plants and practices of
paliadera, that is, palliative care (Observa-
torio DDHH y DHI 2009, 29).

The difficult conditions confronting Afro-
Colombians in Bogotá have had a significant
impact of the role usually played by women
in Afro-Colombian communities. During
their daily life in the city, their leadership
role is diminished because they are usually
involved in low-level productive activities.
Not only do they mainly engage in the infor-
mal sector but generally in sectors in which
productivity is among the lowest (e.g. dom-
estic labour). When they maintain their role
as heads of households, this is usually
because some Afro-Colombian households
are led by women as breadwinners (often in
displaced families where an adult male

Figure 2 Areas in Bogotá with larger Afro-Colombian settlements (Source: Based on Figure 2 of Dirección Equidad y
Polı́ticas Poblacionales 2011, 4).
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member has been killed or disappeared), a
situation less commonly found among other
social and ethnic groups. These changes
have also impacted fertility rates and house-
hold size. As opposed to the large family
type that may be found in other regions of
Colombia, Afro-Colombian families in
Bogotá have an average size of 2.98 persons,
the lowest for Afro-Colombians in the
country, and lower even than the average
family size of non-Afro-Colombians in
Bogotá, which is 3.47 (Dirección Equidad y
Polı́ticas Poblacionales 2011, 6).

Afro-Colombians have also found ways to
establish their own spaces in order to adapt to
the urban way of life. For example, they have
their own shopping malls in a city that has
more than 50 malls across the city. In some
malls (notably those located in wealthy
areas), however, Afro-Colombians have
been subjected to racial discrimination and
in some cases denied entry altogether.
Together with some public parks, shopping
malls are the preferred place for leisure,
since they are safer in terms of weather and
exposure to violence and crime. Such is the
case of the Galaxcentro mall, situated in the
inner city, an area that has suffered from
urban decay in the past. This is a place

where Afro-Colombians may find restau-
rants with their own cuisine and services,
including hairdressers. Near the shopping
mall, there are nightclubs where Afro-
Colombians are the main clients and which
serve as meeting points (Arocha 2002, 16).
This is an area that not only responds to
potential or real racial discrimination, but
also a space where Afro-Colombians can
reinvent their social ties and re-establish an
imagined community in an environment
totally different from where they originally
came from—spaces in which people, despite
migrating from different regions, might
share a worldview.

Downtown is also a coveted place for
Afro-Colombians. Many restaurants owned
by Afro-Colombians have become meeting
places for Afro-Colombians from the
Pacific coast to find seafood and fish. Since
these places are also attended by non Afro-
Colombians they also serve to highlight the
unique characteristics of Afro-Colombian
culture. No more than ten blocks from the
historic centre, in an area of around 12,000
square metres, there is a high concentration
of restaurants and seafood markets owned
by Afro-Colombian migrants from the
Pacific coast.

Table 1 Percentage of population with higher education

City

Afro-Colombian Other ethnic groups

Men Women Total Men Women Total

Bogotá 15.3 13.4 14.3 17.5 16.8 17.1
Cali 5.9 6.1 6.0 13.8 13.0 13.4
Pereira 7.9 7.5 7.7 9.6 9.4 9.5
Medellı́n 8.3 7.7 8.0 13.0 11.9 12.4
Total national urban 6.8 6.3 6.6 10.9 11.0 11.0
Cartagena 6.5 7.0 6.7 13.9 13.5 13.7
San Andrés and Providencia Archip. 6.5 8.2 7.3 7.5 7.8 7.7
Total national 5.4 4.9 5.1 9.1 8.7 8.9
Buenaventura 3.5 5.0 4.3 5.9 6.1 6.0
Quibdó 13.5 15.7 14.0 9.9 11.0 10.4
Total national rural 1.1 0.9 1.0 1.3 1.2 1.1

Source: Desigualdades sociodemográficas y socioeconómicas, Mercado laboral y discriminación con base en información
censo 2005. Carlos Viáfara and Fernando Urrea (2009) (quoted in Dirección de Equidad y Polı́ticas Poblacionales 2011,
10).
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As strangers in the city, newcomers are
often integrated into the city by relatives or
friends who have settled earlier, whose
homes constitute an initial place of contact
and who introduce them to community net-
works, which in some cases have already
been set up. Such a process leads to the for-
mation of ‘colonies’, firstly based on house-
holds of the same origin (e.g. town or
municipality), then on the province or district
to which the town is administratively
attached, and finally as an extended Afro-
Colombian network. As stated by Quintero
Ramirez (2010, 75), ‘the role of colonies,
understood as “communities of origin”,
which are formed through the immigration
process, acquires roles of social cohesion
and mediation between those immigrant
groups and the recipient society’.

This form of adaptation contrasts with the
hegemonic logic of entrepreneurialism that
informs both the behaviour of social actors
as well as political decision-making processes
in contemporary societies. The former is
produced at the micro level, the latter is
(re)produced at the macro level. But certainly
such a logic leaves Afro-Colombians at the
crossroads between preserving (or adapting)
their way of life and responding to the press-
ures of being successful in an environment
that does not recognise itself as racist, yet
does not provide equal opportunities. The
latter perspective is exemplified in the Afro-
Colombian youth aspiration to become a
football player; becoming a football player
is seen as a way to be successful, and an
option that reaffirms the imaginary of black
people as strong, fast and fitter to play
sports. However, in this case, it is not sports
that are an issue as such: football, as analysed
by Ehrenberg (1991), is a kind of harmonious
marriage between competition and justice.
Being a popular game (the most popular one
in fact), a mass sport, makes football ‘la
passion d’être égal’; the imaginary that being
a football player is an opportunity to scale
up in the social structure, renders sporting
success an equivalent to social success
(Ehrenberg 1991, 28). However, what looks

like the means of overcoming racial discrimi-
nation is a very narrow and selective world
that very few will enter.

Performing ‘well’ does not only apply to
competition in sports; it is the leitmotiv of
being in society today. By stressing the capa-
bilities of the self, of building up the individ-
ual capable of overcoming any obstacle in
his/her race to success, social and cultural
ties may become threatened. Yet, for Afro-
descendants, additional threats come from
the entrepreneurial view at the macro level.
The globalisation process has led to a world-
wide competition between cities and even
within them; building a world-class city,
attractive to globalised agents, is today the
main objective of most local governments,
at least in the major cities in any country.
Entrepreneurialism has become a new way
of literally producing urban and social
space. Through public–private partnerships
new urban projects are conceptualised in
order to make the city attractive and competi-
tive. As David Harvey (1989, 7) states:

‘entrepreneurialism focuses much more
closely on the political economy of place
rather than of territory. By the latter, I mean
the kinds of economic projects (housing,
education, etc.) that are designed primarily to
improve conditions of living or working
within particular jurisdiction.’

Urban development in this perspective
tends to focus much more on a kind of ‘phar-
aonic’ project like a mall, an industrial park,
etc. rather than public facilities. This
public–private partnership prioritises specu-
lation activities rather than improving con-
ditions in undeserved neighbourhoods
(Harvey 1989, 7).

This dynamic in our case may have a
double impact on the neighbourhoods in
which Afro-Colombians live. On the one
hand, resources that could be invested to
improve social conditions in poor neighbour-
hoods where most Afro-Colombians (or gen-
erally Afro-Americans) live, may be diverted
towards such ‘pharaonic’ projects in order to
make the city more competitive. On the other
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hand, this kind of urban development may
lead to processes of gentrification in
decayed urban areas or poor neighbour-
hoods, once again putting at risk the places
where Afro-Colombians live or work.
Places that used to be inhabited by Afro-des-
cendants may become places that they will
find difficult to reach either because of econ-
omic barriers or racial discrimination. The
construction of shopping malls across the
city, for example, despite the economic
status of the neighbourhoods in which they
are located, has produced a rise in the price
of land and houses that has made housing
unaffordable for local residents. In Bogotá
there are around 53 shopping malls, many
located in low- and medium-income zones
where, as mentioned before, Afro-descen-
dants used to live. The most recent process
of gentrification is taking place in parts of
town where recolonization by wealthier
people has yielded a rise of house prices
thanks in part to the renewal of old buildings.
An old and, in its time, very popular billiard
room has been renewed and a disco installed
with now a quite costly entrance fee.1

However, urban entrepreneurialism may
be seen as a strategic dilemma. Since this
competitive race between cities also tends
to reinvigorate local culture and vernacular
idiosyncrasies in some cases, there is the
potential to appropriate urban and social
spaces with more robust collective and indi-
vidual identities based on traditions and new
social representations of being ‘Afro’ in a
predominantly ‘white’ and ‘mestizo’ city.
According to Harvey (1989, 14), ‘Urban
entrepreneurialism (as opposed to the much
more faceless bureaucratic managerialism)
here meshes with a search for local identity
and, as such, opens up a range of mechan-
isms for social control.’ In this perspective,
a way of curbing the entrepreneurial urban
process is through collective action, which
looks at strengthening the presence and rec-
ognition of Afro-Colombians as an urban
minority enjoying complete human and citi-
zenship rights based on the assertion of their
own cultural traits and racial identity.

Towards collective action

The organisations that Afro-Colombians have
been able to build up in Bogotá are at the same
time a mechanism to be recognised as an active
community in the city, ones capable of repro-
ducing social relations in a large urban area.
Since 1995, the number of organisations has
increased due to the growth of migration
caused by the internal conflict. Thanks to
affirmative action policies introduced by the
local government in 2006, by 2009 there
were 128 organisations in Bogotá, formally
recognised and registered vis-à-vis the Minis-
try of Interior’s national entity responsible
for minorities (Observatorio DDHH y DHI
2009, 30). Afro-Colombian organisations in
Bogotá represent 15% of the total number of
Afro-Colombian organisations across the
country. Despite the fact that Bogotá is not
recognised as a city of ‘black’ people, the
capital has the second largest number of
Afro-Colombian organisations in Colombia
after Bolivar—a Caribbean district in the
north of the country (Quintero Ramirez
2010, 69).

Colombia’s Ombudsman Office defines
collective action as the mobilisation of a
group of people around a common identity,
an interest or a situation of inequality, subor-
dination and scarcity of material and sym-
bolic conditions determined by the social
and historical moment in which they take
place (Romero Barreiro 2008, 40–41). Due
to the fact that most recent migrations are
connected to the internal displacement
phenomenon, one of the main associations
is related to Afro-Colombians who have suf-
fered such a condition. The Association of
Displaced Afro-Colombians (Asociación de
Afrocolombianos Desplazados) which
brings together around 2400 families at the
national level aims at the ‘autonomous recon-
struction of life projects and cultural identity’
(36). Certainly, other types of organisations
have emerged according to the interests or
objectives that arise from the community,
such as gender issues, self-support, cultural
identity, etc.—very often other ethnic
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groups in the city look at Afro-Colombians
as being a homogenous group, but in fact
Afro-Colombians usually cluster around
each other based on their geographical
origins.

Following Quintero Ramirez’s (2010, 74)
classification there are five types of organis-
ations: (1) those based on migrants’ urban
‘colonies’; (2) non-governmental organis-
ations; (3) cultural organisations, representing
both large and smaller groups; (4) political
organisations of national or territorial rep-
resentation, or those focused on grass-roots
organisational processes; and (5) organis-
ations of specific population groups (women,
youth and students, professionals and intern-
ally displaced people). These organisations
generally help Afro-Colombian migrants
face two challenges. First, they provide indi-
vidual pathways to social mobility in a new
environment which is full of risks, problems
of social exclusion, etc. and in which the
organisation serves as a leverage to reinforce
their social capital. Second, for those enrolled
in these organisations, this is a way to
strengthen their ‘black identity’ by recon-
structing their collective life while adapting
to a new environment, both as a defence mech-
anism to fight racial discrimination and other
social and economic risks and in order to
promote their racial and cultural identity
(Quintero Ramirez 2010, 77). Perhaps this is
why Afro-Colombian organisations in
Bogotá, despite the relatively small size of
the ethnic group they represent, have been
playing an increasingly important role in
Bogotá’s life, leading a process which facili-
tates Afro-Colombian social insertion and at
the same time promotes an awareness of
Afro-Colombians as part of Colombia’s cul-
tural roots and as people with the same citi-
zenship rights as any other social or ethnic
group.

Similar processes, in spite of the particular
conditions of Colombia, have taken place
across Latin-American countries, notably in
those with higher shares of Afro-descendant
populations. This process of black identity

building has been strengthened with increased
awareness of their rights and citizenship. These
new identities are stronger among young
people and are related to a more active partici-
pation in civil society. In Brazil, for instance,
two organisations deserve to be mentioned:
the National ‘Black’ Youth Forum (Forito)
and the ‘Black’ Youth political articulation.
These organisations, ‘aim to discuss and
design proposals for the development of col-
lective transformation and construction prac-
tices in education, health, human rights,
employment, sexual diversity, and disability,
culture and economy, among others’ (Rangel
and Del Popolo 2011, 42). Other organisations
in Brazil include the National Black Youth
Conference (EJEUNE), the Favela Black
Youth Movement or the Young Black Active
Women’s Organisation.

Nevertheless, the development of insti-
tutions protecting Afro-descendants’ human
rights is very uneven in the region, as has
been declared by the Inter-American Com-
mission on Human Rights:

‘In terms of public policies, the approach in
the countries of the Hemisphere is not
homogeneous. In some cases, there is no
federal agency specifically in charge of
evaluating and promoting the situation of
Afro-descendants nor is there an
independent national institution on human
rights or a Constitutional Court.’ (CIDH
2011, 69)

Even so, some progress has been made in pro-
viding a legal framework and mechanisms in
order to fight racial discrimination.

A final remark

This paper has tried to show that an ethnic
group in Bogota that has suffered social and
racial discrimination silently and is not for-
mally recognised in the country, has nonethe-
less produced mechanisms of social survival
and managed to reinvent collective life and
cultural identity. To some extent the
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discussion here shares findings derived from
other contexts in relation to resilience mech-
anisms that serve Afro-descendants facing
racial discrimination, notably in the USA.
As stated by Danice Brown (2008, 43):
‘Both theoretical and empirical research
studies of African-American populations
have noted the inherent role racial socializa-
tion and social support has in the lives of
African-Americans and the protective
power of these factors.’ These kind of resili-
ence mechanisms strengthen racial identity
by contributing to ‘the significance and quali-
tative meaning that individuals attribute to
being Black in their conceptualizations of
self’ (Sellers and Shelton 2003, 1080, cited in
Brown 2008, 33). Furthermore, apart from
the survival strategies that become part of
the social and economic life of the city, col-
lective action becomes perhaps one of the
main pathways through which to advance
social insertion, by stressing the cultural
values of Afro-descendants and making
them visible in a mainly mestizo and white
society.

This paper provides some steps towards an
understanding of how such mechanisms, pro-
cesses, and practices of migrants’ settlement
have made an impact in shaping social and
urban spaces. It highlights how everyday
practices help construct new urban environ-
ments thus effecting the social construction
of space, in this case in the capital city of a
developing country such as Colombia. It
also identifies how Afro-Colombian spaces
help in the building of racial identity and
social defence mechanisms. Space thus is a
social construction both as the product of
social practices and as the producer of social
behaviour. The way Afro-Colombians have
been able to adapt to an aggressive urban
social environment, shows the interplay of
these processes. Considering that studies con-
cerning these types of resilience mechanisms
in the face of racial discrimination and urban
insertion are not very common in Colombia,
this paper may be seen as just a prolegomenon
for deeper and more detailed research that
should be undertaken in the future.
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Note

1 In this place, called London Billiards, one Afro-
Colombian woman had not been allowed to enter
based on excuses related to her look, not her ethnic
origin (see Las 2 Orillas 2014, http://www.las2orillas.
co/el-dia-en-que-no-me-dejaron-entrar-a-billares-
londres-por-ser-negra/).
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Reales Jiménez, Leonardo. 2004. “Informe DD.HH (1994–
2004) / Movimiento Nacional Afrocolombiano
CIMARRON sobre la situación de derechos humanos
de la población afrocolombiana (1994–2004).”
http://www.urosario.edu.co/jurisprudencia/catedra-
viva-intercultural/Documentos/informecimarron.pdf.

Romero Barreiro, Patricia Claudia. 2008. “Condiciones de
vulnerabilidad social y acción colectiva de la pobla-
ción desplazada ubicada en Bogotá.” Revista
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Debates
Can resilience be redeemed?
Introduction

Zac Taylor and Alex Schafran

I
n 2014, in response to an invitation to
suggest topics for debate, Geoff DeVer-
teuil made the wise suggestion that the

question of resilience remained wide open.
Not the question of whether or how cities
and societies were or were not resilient, but
rather the issue of whether resilience as an
idea, as a set of interwoven discourses, as a
component of social movements and policy
paradigms, was itself still useful, powerful
and critical, or whether it had become hope-
lessly co-opted, overused and even danger-
ous. Stinging critiques were mounting, and
as editors we wondered whether authors
would respond effectively, if at all. Could
resilience be redeemed, repurposed or
rebuilt? Our initial call, for a debate held at
the Association of American Geographers
conference in Chicago, elicited many ideas
and proposals. Six authors joined us in
Chicago, and in the pages that follow, we
bring together three very different perspec-
tives on resilience, each offering a critical per-
spective on how the concept might be
repurposed. A heartfelt thanks to all who
made initial proposals, attended the sessions
in Chicago or participated in any way to
these conversations and debates.

In the first piece, Geoff DeVerteuil and
Oleg Golubchikov mine existing resilience
debate as a means to propose a critical resili-
ence that frames and aids processes of social
resistance and transformation. Next, Tim
Schwanen takes up resilience through the
notion of endurance, using the example of
automobility to consider how urban
systems and structures evolve and iterate
through specific path dependencies and

feedback loops. Kate Driscoll Derickson
rounds out the collection by drawing on her
own entanglements with resilience talk as a
scholar activist, redoubling her earlier calls
to think about resilience in relation to the
resourcefulness of social actors.

If there is one overarching sentiment that
runs throughout this collection, it is that resi-
lience can only be redeemed in so far as it is
critically engaged with the everyday and
actually existing urban politics and processes.
In this view, we might view such a redeemed
resilience as both a tool and a practice, as a
means of both imagining and building better
urban futures. Writing from Tampa Bay,
Florida, as one of us is, a seemingly inevitable
and potentially catastrophic sea level rise now
stands to wash over the very low-lying and
sprawling coastal communities that figured
greatly in the still-simmering subprime mort-
gage crisis of the last decade. Here, as tides
rise and an entrenched growth machine sput-
ters, it is strikingly clear that the status quo
cannot endure—that ‘resilience is not
enough’, in the words of one of our contribu-
tors. And so, as we continue to reimagine and
retrofit cities in the face of uncertain futures,
can resilience be redeemed as a useful frame-
work for knowing and shaping the urban?
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Can resilience be redeemed?
Resilience as a metaphor for change, not
against change

Geoff DeVerteuil and Oleg Golubchikov

Resilience has been critiqued as being regressively status quo and thus propping up neo-
liberalism, that it lacks transformative potential, and that it can be used as a pretence to
cast off needy people and places. We move from this critique of resilience to a critical resi-
lience, based in the following arguments: (i) resilience can sustain alternative and previous
practices that contradict neo-liberalism; (ii) resilience is more active and dynamic than
passive; and (iii) resilience can sustain survival, thus acting as a precursor to more obviously
transformative action such as resistance. These bring us more closely to a heterogeneous de-
neo-liberalized reading of resilience, explicitly opening it to social justice, power relations
and uneven development, and performing valuable conceptual and pragmatic work that
usefully moves us beyond resistance yet retaining (long-term) struggle.

Key words: resilience, transformation, critical geography, critical resilience

Introduction

W
hat is resilience? From a physical
and natural sciences perspective,
it implies the ‘capacity of a

system to absorb disturbance and reorgan-
ize while undergoing change to still retain
essentially the same function, structure,
identity, and feedbacks’ (Walker et al.
2004, 1). This is translated into the two
essential categories: ‘bounce-back-ability’
and adaptability. But as critical geogra-
phers interested in transformative poten-
tials, rather than disaster management,
policy studies or ecology, we can underline
Katz’s (2004) more useful social definition
of resilience as something additional to
and yet distinct from ‘reworking’ and
‘resistance’. Reworking involves shifting

the conditions of people’s reality to enable
more workable lives; resistance draws on
and constructs a critical conscience to chal-
lenge and rectify conditions of oppression
and exploitation. Meanwhile, resilience
captures the ‘autonomous initiative [and]
recuperation’, the ‘getting by’, protection,
care and mutualism that ensure survival
in circumstances that disallow changes to
the frameworks that dictate survival
(Katz 2004, 242).

We want to use Katz’s formulation as a
point of departure for revisiting resilience
along the lines of critical resilience. In the
next section, we outline the important cri-
tiques of resilience emanating from our aca-
demic discipline, but we also argue that
critical geographers should not relinquish
the term without trying to co-opt it for
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their own ends, given that the resilience
metaphor is powerful enough to capture
the essence of important social processes
and yet flexible to work for a variety of
systems and temporal frames. Put bluntly,
there is nothing inherently negative or posi-
tive about resilience, as it is entirely contin-
gent on who is wielding it, and for what
political purposes (Cretney 2014). Recog-
nizing the value in resilience as an analytical
tool, we offer insights into the possible
entries through which the metaphor of resi-
lience can be ‘redeemed’ from neo-liberal-
ized connotation—transforming a critique
of resilience into a critical resilience, articu-
lated via three theses. What we are particu-
larly concerned in formulating these
perspectives is the resilience of those
groups and institutions that are threatened
by neo-liberal ideologies and practices. The
conclusion will then address some of the
emerging shortcomings of a thus formulated
critical resilience.

Resilience subsumed?

Over the past decade or so, resilience has
undoubtedly become a buzzword in the
social sciences and the policy world (Brown
2014; Cretney 2014; Slater 2014), emerging
to some

‘as the perfect symbol of its time—a
conveniently nebulous concept incorporating
shifting notions of risk and responsibility
bounded within a reconstituted governance
framework—all of which can engender
confidence and potentially facilitate the
transfer of costs away from the state to the
private sector and communities’. (White and
O’Hare 2014, 947)

Not surprisingly, this ascendancy has sown
suspicion, consternation and sometimes ridi-
cule among critical geographers (e.g. Cook
and Swyngedouw 2012; Ward 2012; Slater
2014), including the fear that resilience nulli-
fies transformative action while lacking con-
ceptual rigor. More to the point, we can

summarize the various critiques under three
rubrics:

(1) Resilience is not ideologically neutral
(even if it appears so) but necessarily
props up the dominant system, which
today is decidedly neo-liberal in its
ideology (Cretney 2014). Here, resili-
ence becomes a reactionary ‘tool of
governance’ (O’Hare and White 2013)
to perpetuate, sustain and reinforce a
hegemonic status quo of dispossessing,
predatory capitalism. As MacKinnon
and Derickson (2013, 258) strenuously
argued:

‘resilience is fundamentally about how best to
maintain the functioning of an existing system
in the face of an externally derived
disturbance. Both the ontological nature of
“the system” and its normative desirability
escape critical scrutiny. As a result, the
existence of social divisions and inequalities
tend to be glossed over when resilience
thinking is extended to society.’

While the general system stability and its
boundaries are protected, the naturalistic and
functionalistic framing of resilience is also
mobilized to ‘naturalize’ particular agendas
for reforms. The dominant powers provide a
set of prescriptive fixes to ongoing problems
or disturbances—be those linked to the crises
of neo-liberalism or capitalism’s
environmental degradations—when what is
essentially a political choice appears
naturalized and thus void of alternative
strategies that could disrupt the dominant
modus operandi (e.g. Cook and
Swyngedouw 2012).

(2) As an extension from the above, resili-
ence lacks progressive potential, is inher-
ently conservative yet appears politically
anodyne, and thus serves the ‘powerful
interests to protect against . . . a
dynamic or adaptive strategy’ (Brown
2014, 109). Critical geographers insist
that, as resilience cannot be constructed
as a verb—contrary to the preferred
‘rework’ and ‘resist’—it implies
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passivity, a condition but not a process to
secure a better future advocated. Here,
calls for social justice and transformative
(political) action are comfortably side-
lined. As Hornborg (2009, 252) has
vividly noticed in this regard, ‘the rally-
ing-cry of the early 21st century is not
“revolution” (as in the early 20th
century), but “resilience”’.

(3) ‘Needy’ people and regions can be cast
off under the cynical pretence that they
are ostensibly resilient (Andres and
Round 2015). As MacKinnon and
Derickson (2013) argued, this shedding
means that resilience becomes integral
to neo-liberal urban governance, in
which ‘the vacuous yet ubiquitous
notion that communities ought to be
“resilient” can be seen as particularly
troubling in the context of austerity and
reinforced neoliberalism’ (262). This off-
loading and devolution of responsibility
and redistribution leaves ‘disadvantaged
communities having fewer material
resources, professional skill sets, and
stocks of social capital to “step up” to
fill the gaps created by state retrench-
ment’ (263). In a charming (yet ulti-
mately wayward) blog by Tom Slater
(2014), the concern was that, at least in
the policy and think-tank world, vulner-
able people and places are deemed resili-
ent for sinister means, and that it is ‘no
coincidence’ that ‘an entire cottage
industry on “resilient cities” has
emerged at a time of global austerity’.

These critiques must be taken seriously
indeed, but they are insufficient to irrevoc-
ably and universally reject resilience.
Rather, these critiques may be a useful
handle for further (critical) engagement.
Arguably, resilience per se is not born as a
servile neo-liberal creation as much as it is a
co-optation and strategic meshing; resilience
is of course a social construct but it precedes
neo-liberalism. While it may appear to be
ready-made for these austere times, it is not
an inevitable nor invariable fit. Rather,

resilience has been colonized by particular
discourses and for particular means, and if
this is the case, then other (non-neo-liberal)
systems and agents can do the same. Resili-
ence is far more polytonal and less inherently
sinister and conservative; to argue otherwise
is to maintain the fiction of the all-embracing
nature of neo-liberalism—to which we say,
not everything is neo-liberal or solely in
response to it, nor should neo-liberalism be
viewed as a self-explanatory, universal meta-
narrative.

To this end, resilience deserves more than
just discontent, caricatures, potshots and dis-
missal. As the philosopher Daniel Dennett
(2014) has argued, a key strategy for critique
is to respect one’s opponent—this is done by
choosing the best work to tangle with, rather
than lambasting the worst of it (e.g. targeting
of vacuous policy and think-tank proclama-
tions on resilience). In this spirit, resilience
deserves sustained intellectual engagement,
the ultimate aim of which could be not just
its deconstruction but also a reconstruction
along critical lines. This paper is animated
by the sense that the former is relatively
easy, but that the latter is onerous yet necess-
ary, in the manner that Burawoy et al. (1991)
proposed—to reconstruct and strengthen
useful, already-existing theory.

But why this effort to redeem a concept,
which, at least in the eyes of some, has been
discredited by particular connotations? We
believe that acting otherwise would have
meant intellectual capitulation over a see-
mingly fruitful and important conceptual
terrain that holds much emancipatory
promise and is a powerful and capacious
metaphor to not only decipher a range of
important geographical practices, but also
their coexistence, interpenetration and co-
constitution—which would otherwise
require bringing together a whole bundle of
alternative concepts. The eventual aim here
is to propose a more sustained, sophisticated
treatment—and critical co-optation—of resi-
lience, of filling in ‘theoretical gaps or
silences’ (Burawoy et al. 1991, 10) while
suggesting the essential components of a

DEVERTEUIL AND GOLUBCHIKOV: CAN RESILIENCE BE REDEEMED? 145



critical resilience—a task made even more
crucial in these uncertain times (O’Hare and
White 2013).

Assisted by the term’s remarkable supple-
ness, we propose several theses for its
redemption, prompted by our own research
around ‘persistent resilience’ (Golubchikov
2011; also Andres and Round 2015) and the
‘resilience of the residuals’ (DeVerteuil
2015). This material focuses on the resilience
of ‘survivor’ communities, providing ammu-
nition for formulating the three ‘theses’ as
entry points for the redemption of resilience
as a critical concept: (i) resilience can sustain
alternative and previous practices that contra-
dict neo-liberalism; (ii) resilience is more
active and dynamic than passive; and (iii) resi-
lience can sustain survival, thus acting as a
precursor to more obviously transformative
action such as resistance. These bring us
more closely to a heterogeneous de-neo-lib-
eralized reading of resilience, explicitly
opening it to social justice, power relations
and uneven development, and performing
valuable conceptual and pragmatic work
that usefully moves us beyond resistance yet
retaining (long-term) struggle.

Thesis 1: resilience can sustain alternative
practices orthogonal to dominant ones

In response to the first critique of resilience,
we argue that if resilience is neither inher-
ently positive nor inherently negative, then
surely it can be deployed to bolster alternate
and previous practices that are residual yet
orthogonal to the dominant, naturalized
neo-liberalized one. For instance, resilience
can be applied to the residuals of a previous,
more equitable power structure such as that
found in Keynesian relics like social housing
and non-commodified clusters of the volun-
tary sector and the social economy that pro-
vided visions of opportunity and progress
unsullied by the market (DeVerteuil 2015,
35). From this alternative and grass-roots
vision, resilience acts as a bulwark against
unmitigated neo-liberalism, but also in a

space entirely beyond it. Examples abound:
faith-based organizations that eschew state
funding in order to maintain their in-
dependence and presumably socially trans-
formative goals (Williams forthcoming);
legally mandated and politically protected
social services, including local welfare in
California (DeVerteuil, Lee, and Wolch
2002; see Fairbanks 2009 for Pennsylvania)
or locally provided adult services in the UK
(Fuller 2012) that make them virtually auster-
ity-proof; and the presence of ‘commons’, in
which spaces and activities are removed from
commodification, becoming non- or even
anti-capitalist. In all of these cases, neo-liber-
alism threatens but does not eliminate the
social and spatial practices of alternative
systems (Hall and Lamont 2013). This
suggests the potential that resilience can be
deployed in less regressive ways, ‘as an orga-
nizing principle . . . to challenge the status
quo and to design and shape alternative
futures’ (Brown 2014, 113).

These examples suggest that resilience
becomes partially unmoored from neo-liber-
alism. This counters the understandably
myopic tendency among certain critical geo-
graphers to only look—and thus only
find—instances of co-opted neo-liberal resili-
ence, a tendency that parallels the obsession
with privileging punitive social policies
rather than trying to see how other, more
neutral or accommodative kinds of social pol-
icies work relationally (DeVerteuil 2014).
Indeed, if one looks one will find many
examples of co-opted uses of resilience, but
this does not mean that all instances are
neo-liberalized. Rather, some may well be
and others not—a reconstructive approach
necessarily must incorporate both kinds and
be open to both kinds. The same logic
applies to alternative terms to resilience—
such as MacKinnon and Derickson’s (2013)
‘resourcefulness’, which can equally be co-
opted by neo-liberalism (Barrett 2014).

An important implication to this argument
is that resilience does not simply mean ‘boun-
cing back’ to a previous, steady-state pos-
ition—there is always opportunity for
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articulation of a different status quo after the
disturbance, such that there is no pre-
ordained trajectory. Persistent resilience in
the face of enduring contextual challenges
and pressures may herald an active moder-
ation of social relations (e.g. through
empathy and reciprocity) than simply a
passive response. As DeVerteuil (2015, 27)
advanced in this regard, ‘resilience should
impart a sense of adaptive capacity, a pro-
activity and potential for learning—it is pro-
duced and earned rather than being an
inherent property’. As Raco and Street
(2012, 1069) further contended, ‘rather than
seeing resilience as a process of bouncing
back, a more radical deployment would . . .

view it as a dynamic process in which
change and constant reinvention provide the
grounds for fundamental . . . reform’. In this
sense, resilience need not be conservative or
sinister, but rather open to change for those
phenomena that actively endure and persist
in time and space against the grain.

Thesis 2: resilience is not a passive
condition, but is actively produced

Following up on the previous thesis, we must
re-imagine resilience as something internally
produced (not just externally induced), adap-
tive and capacity-building, rather than as an
end point or a steady-state condition, or
even necessarily desirable. White and
O’Hare (2014, 934) deemed the distinction
between ‘evolutionary resilience’, which is
proactive and open to creating a ‘new nor-
mality’, and ‘equilibrium resilience’, which
is ‘fatalistic . . . accepting the status quo,
leaving unchallenged current norms of be-
havior that drive risky behavior, and privile-
ging reactive responses to risk’ (White and
O’Hare 2014, 937). Given the increasingly
corrosive trends in neo-liberalism (Hall and
Lamont 2013), producing resilience has
become more complicated and fraught, and
so requires considerable effort and strategy,
not simply inertial persistence (DeVerteuil
2015). Here, resilience can be envisioned as

something more proactive than reactive, a
stance that ‘accepts the inevitability of
change and tries to create a system that is
capable of adapting to new conditions and
imperatives’ (Klein, Nicholls, and Thomalla
2003, 39).

Along these lines, resilience can be
deployed in instances when resistance and
transgressions do not make sense, because
the agents in question are too weak, disorga-
nized or simply not interested. In this way,
resilience can be a middle ground between
victim and vanguard, when social actors
cannot alter circumstances but still show
agency, self-organization and adeptness in
coping and adaptation, particularly in the
face of filling gaps from neo-liberal austerity.
Here, resilience tones down the prospect of
the spectacular in favor of the mundane
‘weak theory’ (Hodkinson 2011) as a way to
offset all of the fuss around the big, the
vocal, the cries and demands heard in public
spaces (Harvey 2012), as well as responding
to the catastrophic (Vale and Campanella
2005). Andres and Round (2015) see resili-
ence as everyday responses and informal
coping strategies to the Schumpeterian
trends of neo-liberalism and austerity.
Accordingly, resilience is effective at captur-
ing the actual space of the everyday life,
even if critical geographers remain mesmer-
ized by the promise of the spectacular.

We fully appreciate that resilience is by
nature incremental, capturing the slow-
moving rather than the spectacular nature of
social change. However, Rajan and Duncan
(2013) defended small, incremental social
change initiated through small-scale insti-
tutions. What they emphasize is how the
incremental necessarily involves a variety of
‘first responder’ social institutions and collec-
tivities—family, community, local govern-
ments and the voluntary sector—that enable
everyday social reproduction. But these insti-
tutions can also deploy resilience in creative
and innovative ways—which implies
knowing when to (spectacularly) resist but
also when to endure, outlast and outflank,
and when to ignore the (neo-liberal) system

DEVERTEUIL AND GOLUBCHIKOV: CAN RESILIENCE BE REDEEMED? 147



altogether. Here, resilience necessitates the
multiple, mutual and nuanced forms of adap-
tation of individual, households and commu-
nities to each other’s activities and to the
wider conditioning order. If everyday life
has become an arena where late capitalism
sustains and reproduces itself, as Lefebvre
(2008) contended, and where neo-liberalism
has been domesticated (Stenning et al. 2010),
it is also where negotiation and renegotiation
of the hegemonic tendencies are happening.
Resilience can then be seen as a frontier nego-
tiation vis-à-vis neo-liberalism—the process
that is not necessarily leading to outright
acceptance or unidirectional adaptation, but
potentially to neo-liberalism’s own diversion
and particularization into more socially
acceptable, or hybrid local practices (Golub-
chikov, Badyina, and Makhrova 2014).

The idea of produced resilience, as proac-
tive renegotiation of everyday practices and
relationships, also suggests that resilience
has the potential to undermine the wider
(contextually neo-liberal) hegemony. This
necessary changes the conception of
resilience from mechanistic and post-/non-
political to actually political, relational and
spatial. Resilience is political because it can
be actively produced and gives voice to
people who are not simply victims of
change or top-down technical fixes, but
themselves have the agency of (political)
actions and transactions. Resilience here
may involve an active moderation of existing
social relations rather than being a passive
response to the external stimuli of change.
Resilience is also relational because it relies
on a web of social relations. We need not
idealize the capacity of ordinary people to
produce systematic change (even when it is
desired at all), but resilience can stimulate
social activism, social movements and net-
works that are essential seeds of transform-
ations. Finally, resilience is spatial because it
belongs to the domain of the everyday and
real-world engagement with spatial pro-
cesses, where, for instance, the call for
spatial justice can be articulated. The ability,
for example, to sustain spatial presence in

the face of gentrification is itself a political
statement (DeVerteuil 2012), without which
any further acts and forms of mobilization
and resistance against displacement become
empty signifiers. Here, as we discuss below,
resilience can work as a precursor for resist-
ance, if not as its constitutive part.

Thesis 3: resilience acts as the precursor to
resistance and transformation

It follows that resilience can be at the forefront
of defending previous, current and future
social and economic gains, gains that can no
longer be taken for granted. This ‘persistent
resilience’ (Golubchikov 2011) is all the more
important at a time when urban life is not
only pervasively dynamic and neo-liberalized,
but also increasingly temporary, in the form of
pop-up geographies and an emphasis, via tech-
nologies such as Airbnb, on transient users
and uses, all of which can displace the more
long-standing urban materialities. This
enforced temporariness and flux, however,
must bump up against the more resilient com-
ponents of previous and current renderings of
the city, and in this way resilience can prove
positive against trends that only exacerbate
the precarious nature of disposable urbanity,
providing a much-needed slowing down of
the frenetic and the disruptive.

Resilience can thus be seen as primordial,
prefigurative and embryonic rather than
merely an inadvertent, short-term coping
mechanism and make-do survival—the latter
of which can be seen as merely absorbing
and obscuring state abandonment and thus
putting off much-needed transformative
change. Resilience is not solely the
‘in-between’ before inevitable displacement—
it can become long term or even permanent.
In this way, resilience can be understood as
a social and spatial foundation, an anchor
for future resistance and reworking, its essen-
tial underpinning and precursor. In this
regard, Slater (2014) is perhaps too rushed
in pitting resistance vs. resilience, as they do
in fact work in temporal sequence (or can
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be even temporary co-constitutive), not
either/or. By plugging gaps in the short
term and ensuring survival in the long term,
resilience ensures the future whereby trans-
formation may occur. As a precursor to
potential transformation, resilience becomes
an important first link of the sequence, but
also as a social and spatial ‘fix’ to sustain
certain social orders and absorb crises. This
fix of course can be abused by neo-liberalism,
obscuring state abandonment and thus avert-
ing the revolution, but without the immediate
plugging of gaps we really would risk totali-
tarianism or social collapse, which is hardly
worth the price of our ideological purity
(DeVerteuil 2014). Yes, resilience is recursive
and provisional (Martin 2012), and yet it
demands a longer attention span than the
spectacular and the one-off.

Returning to the third critique of resili-
ence—how resilience is used as a pretence to
offload responsibility to vulnerable places and
people—we can argue that critical geographers
tend to underestimate the degree and agency of
resilience in those targeted places and people,
the resolute and obstinate persistence and
endurance that build on layers of previous
and existing resilience. This layering can be dif-
ficult to disentangle, but stout enough to with-
stand the newest layer of the neo-liberalizing
city. In this way we can see urban space
through a palimpsest metaphor, with each
spatial and historical layer offering its own resi-
lience, but with the caveat that it is unrealistic
to expect urban space to never change. More-
over, rarely is there complete abandonment
and dismissal of places and people, at least
not in a supposedly democratic society; there
is usually a carrot to go along with the stick,
which returns us to the point of systems and
phenomena that exist beyond neo-liberalism/
austerity. And rarely are communities so com-
pletely helpless that they cannot activate at least
some resilient, mutualistic behavior, which
may be abused by the neo-liberal system but
which also ensures survival and secures a poten-
tially better future. Therefore, we should not
forfeit the positive side of resilience entirely,
like Slater (2014) did in his characterizations

of an austerity-bound, neo-liberalized and ter-
ritorially stigmatizing resilience. If anything,
we need more resilience, but the right kind,
not the one that props up the neo-liberal.

There are many other ways to reimagine
resilience in the way of its redemption—if
not liberation—from its neo-liberalized con-
notations (both in dominant politics and
as its derivatives in critical literature).
However, what is central is that resilience
should not be seen as inherently and invari-
ably positive or negative. Although it can be
easily a political tool to ensure rigidity or
the conceptually anodyne, it is not doomed
to be such. Overly positive, romanticized
views of resilience (as well as of its
bearers—such as communities or vulnerable
social groups) are not productive either, but
the metaphor remains powerful as an epis-
temological insight into societal changes,
continuities, contradictions and struggles.
More to the point, and in response to some
post-structural critiques that deem resilience
an ‘empty signifier’ (Braun 2014), resilience
has real spatial and temporal effects on, and
implications for, critical understandings of
society, cities and the nature of struggle in
the 21st century—of what should change
and what should stay the same.

Conclusion

Our overriding concern has been the poten-
tial to redeem (but not romanticize) resili-
ence, especially in the eyes of critical
geographers, but also to indirectly contribute
to what may be termed ‘resilience theory’
(Berkes and Ross 2013). What we have
shown is that resilience can be orthogonal
to neo-liberalism, that it can be active and
capacity-building rather than passive, and
that it can be a necessary precursor to resist-
ance and transformation—in short, a meta-
phor for change, not against change.

Following on from this last point, we can
argue that resilience can be integral to social
and spatial struggle—defensive and protec-
tive of course (Churchill 2003), but a struggle
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that cannot be passed over. Resilience there-
fore can be about securing the future and
‘much less about bouncing back’ (Andres
and Round 2015, 678), equally contingent,
emergent and simultaneous. As DeVerteuil
(2015, 236) contended, resilience of alterna-
tive systems ‘counters the fiction of a fully
. . . neoliberalized . . . city, and valorizes the
study of slow tectonic shifts of urban space
over the violent, acute events that still
capture too much of our attention’. If we
cannot hold on to the gains made previously
or presently, what hope have we of trans-
forming the future world? This seems trite
but it is frequently assumed away by, and
for, a critical audience.

We duly admit that resilience constitutes a
‘politics of necessity’ (Zuern 2011) that only
partially foregrounds a politics of change
(but see Cretney 2014). We thus cannot
solely rely on resilience, as it is not always
very effective in promoting large-scale new
systems out of the deformation of old ones,
and certainly not in the short term. Therefore,
resilience promotes small-scale and incremen-
tal transformation, so that resiliently alterna-
tive spaces can become springboards for
more fundamental transformation via the
concept of the ‘commons’, which can be

‘preservative and generative, defensive and
productive, a necessary way-station on the
path towards more socially just
transformation, rather than merely as “anti-
enclosures”, which imply only delaying and
obfuscating, but never truly changing, the
inevitable outcome of eventual enclosure and
displacement’. (DeVerteuil 2015, 242)

As distillations of non-commodified enclaves,
commons obstruct the process of neo-liberal-
ism and austerity urbanism, and provide an
entry point of engagement for critical
geographers.
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Rethinking resilience as
capacity to endure
Automobility and the city

Tim Schwanen

Now resilience has become one of the decade’s buzzwords, urban scholars cannot afford to
renounce or abandon it; they should reclaim it for critical purposes. This piece offers one way
of doing this, by moving away from socio-ecological systems thinking and reworking some
concepts elaborated by Alfred North Whitehead. It proposes that resilience be seen as the
capacity of a configuration of elements to endure through an intricate mixture of stability
and change. This capacity emerges from this configuration’s entanglements with its environ-
ment and from symbiosis, friction and contestation. The conceptualisation is subsequently
utilised to caution against over-optimism about the post-automobile city. The continuing
dominance of the privately owned internal combustion engine, the neutralising absorption
of car sharing by the car industry and the current enthusiasm over autonomous cars are rein-
terpreted as manifestations of automobility’s capacity to endure through adaptation and
influence over its environment. The socio-spatial inequalities and injustices associated
with automobility are likely to persist through change as well.

Key words: automobility, autonomous cars, car sharing, resilience, society, Whitehead

Re-appropriating resilience

B
oth celebrated and maligned, resili-
ence is one of the buzzwords of the
current decade (Brown 2014), at

risk of turning into a signifier as empty as
sustainability now is (Weichselgartner and
Kelman 2015). For critical urban scholars
and geographers it is an easy target to
aim at, given its co-optation by neo-liberal-
ism and its complicity in making crisis ubi-
quitous, uncertainty perennial and
securitisation the putatively natural
response (MacKinnon and Derickson 2012;
Amin 2013; Wakefield and Braun 2014;
Welsh 2014). Some even go so far as to

suggest that the term is best avoided at all
as an analytical concept (MacKinnon and
Derickson 2012), but that is undesirable:
not only should academics be able to criti-
cally reflect on governmental initiatives
across the world to make cities, commu-
nities and individuals resilient, there is
also a flourishing stream of community
activism and subaltern scholarship that
seeks to subvert top-down, technocratic,
neo-liberal appropriations of resilience as
a concept (Cretney 2014; Beilin and Wilkin-
son 2015). Moreover, scholarship on socio-
ecological systems—one of the main intel-
lectual sources of the recent resilience
turn—is not immune to criticisms from
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geographers and other social scientists. It
evolves and seeks to renew itself and its
conceptualisations of resilience (cf. Folke
et al. 2010; Beilin and Wilkinson 2015).
There may be all sorts of problems with
recent reworkings of socio-ecological
thinking and also subaltern scholarship
on resilience,1 but the important point
here is that resilience is, in the words of
Ben Anderson (2015, 61–64), a multiplicity:
there are different resiliences rather than a
single, purified, ideal type of resilience.
Some of these can be re-appropriated for
scholarly purposes, much like Donna
Haraway re-appropriated feminist visions
in the late 1980s (Haraway 1991). In the
remainder of this commentary I will
outline the contours of one such re-appro-
priation which draws on the philosophy of
Alfred North Whitehead from the early
20th century and use this to discuss some
recent tendencies in the everyday mobility
of people in the city.

From Holling to Whitehead

Social science critiques of resilience thinking
typically point out Holling’s (1973) distinc-
tion between engineering and ecological resi-
lience, and also discuss his later (2001)
thinking on adaptive cycles and panarchy.
However, more recent conceptual develop-
ments are not always given due attention,
and this includes the socio-ecological
systems thinking on transformation. For
Folke et al. (2010), ‘[c]onfusion arises when
resilience is interpreted as backward
looking, assumed to prevent novelty, inno-
vation and transitions to new development
pathways’. In fact, they argue, resilience is
key to the interplay of stability and change
and to transformation, here understood as a
crossing of critical thresholds and a shift
from one system with its specific state vari-
ables and stability domain to another. This
is because ‘transformation involves breaking
down the resilience of the old and building
the resilience of the new’. The hypothesis

here is that small-scale experiments—for
instance, with cycling, car sharing or the use
of cooking oil as biofuel for buses and
driven by a decidedly urban grass-roots acti-
vism as in several UK cities (Schwanen
2015a)—may induce feedback effects and
pave the way for systemic change in urban
mobility systems. Not only may such exper-
iments increase the resilience of alternative
forms of mobility provision; they might also
affect the resilience of incumbent actors,
such as car manufacturers and bus operators,
forcing them to adapt their habits and
pushing them into more radical forms of
innovation and experimentation (but see
below). As Folke et al. also note, there is an
evident parallel between this thinking on resi-
lience and transformation and the diverse
body of work on socio-technical transitions
(Geels 2002, 2012; Smith and Seyfang 2007).

While Folke et al. open up a more progress-
ive and dynamic perspective on resilience, they
remain caught in complex system thinking,
which is problematic in light of ‘its tendency
to metabolise all countervailing forces and
inoculate itself against critique’ (Walker and
Cooper 2011, 157). It is nonetheless possible
to rethink resilience along counter-systemic
lines, for instance, by drawing on Whitehead
(1967, 1968, 1978). Detailing all arguments
for mobilising his rather technical and specu-
lative philosophy is beyond this commentary
but at least three reasons can be put forward
(over and above the claim that Whitehead’s
metaphysics should be seen more as a toolkit
for developing new modes of thinking rather
than as a plausible account of how the world
actually is). The first of these aligns with
Anderson’s (2015) claim about resilience as
multiplicity, because for Whitehead resilience
would be what he calls an ‘eternal object’.
This is best described as a pure potential that
cannot be experienced and known directly,
only through the ways in which it becomes
part of—ingresses into—the events that consti-
tute the actual world: ‘you cannot know what
is red by merely thinking of redness. You can
only find red things by adventuring amid
physical experiences in this actual world’
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(Whitehead 1978, 256; emphasis in original).
Hence, talking about resilience in general is
pointless and ‘how we deal with generality
and specificity’ (Anderson 2015, 64) needs
rethinking and refocusing. Attention ought to
be directed towards ‘resiliences’ as articulated
in specific bodies of thought and emerging
from concrete material particularities. Second,
Whitehead goes beyond Folke et al. in resol-
ving the binary of persistence vs. change. His
speculative philosophy sought to keep stability
and change, permanence and flux mutually
implicated, for as he wrote in Process and
Reality ‘those who disjoin the two elements
can find no interpretation of patent facts’
(Whitehead 1978, 338).

Finally, for Whitehead configurations of
elements—societies—are always-already
social and entwined with their environment.
Whitehead’s notion of society differs in
various ways from other, more widely
deployed concepts for denoting changing
constellations of elements, such as actor-
network or assemblage. In Whitehead’s phil-
osophy a society is any grouping of ‘actual
occasions’—the elementary units of process
out of which the world consists—that is
held together by a common characteristic or
order inherited from the past. Societies
come in any shape or form, from a person
to a city or indeed automobility. The key
idea here is that a society is constituted by
its historical trajectory of inherited develop-
ment. Thus, given that a more complex
society like a person or automobility encom-
passes other societies, it can be thought of as
‘an entanglement of orders, a series forming a
historical route; this historical trajectory is
itself composed of subordinate series—for
example, knowledge of Greek—which in
turn have their own historical routes’
(Debaise 2013, 104).

For Whitehead the reproduction over time
of such orders depends crucially on environ-
mental conditions and, since environments
change continuously, is a question of rep-
etition with difference (cf. Deleuze 1994).
Yet, he also emphasised that a rigorous separ-
ation of an ‘inside’ (society) from an ‘outside’

(environment) is already an abstraction that is
often not appropriate. One should not simply
separate a society from its environment and
then ask questions about its resilience in
cases of sudden external shocks or longer-
term external pressures; the emphasis should
always be placed on the relations that co-con-
stitute a given society and its environment.
This also means that resilience is not simply
about adaptation or adaptability. It rather is
about reciprocity or ‘mutual infection’
(Debaise 2013): adaptation and being able to
influence the environment.

In fact, a Whitehead-inspired analysis
would focus on the endurance of a particular
society, given its entwining with an environ-
ment that is always changing in various ways,
at multiple speeds, according to different
rhythms and with diverse degrees of differ-
ence compared to what once was. Endurance,
on this view, is always an intricate combi-
nation of stability and change and always
and fundamentally uncertain. This is
because, despite myriad forms of (relative)
inertia and lock-in, futures are always open
and full of potentiality for being otherwise.
A Whitehead-inspired analysis would also
ask about how the endurance of a given
society robs others of their endurances,
thereby replacing a naive predisposition
towards harmony with a focus on symbiosis,
friction and contestation. In this context,
resilience can be thought of as a society’s
capacity to navigate the fundamental uncer-
tainty of existence and aid in endurance.
However, this is a capacity that is thoroughly
relational, never a property or trait of an
entity, always emerging from the entangle-
ments of a given entity with the myriad enti-
ties that make up its environments.

Analysing endurances

Critical geography and urban scholarship can
benefit significantly from thinking about
resilience in this way, in particular to better
understand how unjust and/or oppressive
configurations endure and in so doing
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sideline, marginalise and simply kill off
alternatives. The crux, of course, lies in how
the generic notion of society is operationa-
lised. Whitehead’s writings on this concept
can easily lead to the same depoliticised
understandings as those characterising most
socio-ecological systems literature.
However, this inadequate abstraction can be
circumvented by understanding capacities to
endure—resiliences—at a particular point in
time as unevenly distributed, much like
MacKinnon and Derickson’s (2012) resour-
cefulness, and by paying particular attention
to issues of symbiosis, friction and struggle.
A leading contemporary expert on White-
head, Isabelle Stengers (2011), is adamant
about distinguishing symbiosis from
harmony: symbiosis highlights how different
societies need each other for their own endur-
ance but that ‘does not mean having the same
interest in common’ (60). Connections are
partial and allegiances may shift if a new situ-
ation arises; coalitions and endurance require
constant negotiation.

At the same time, it is important for critical
geographers and urban scholars to consider
carefully which societies they consider. The
analytical emphasis is often on resilient sub-
jects and communities in the critical geogra-
phy and urban scholarship literature, and
for good reasons. Much of the policy dis-
course around resilience is focused on
exactly those levels and rather problemati-
cally constructs individuals and communities
as autonomous agents whose interests in an
era of ubiquitous crisis and perennial uncer-
tainty are best served by adaptation to the
vagaries of capital, the whims of nature, the
unpredictability of the weather and so forth
(Amin 2013; Welsh 2014). Alternatively, it
is often at the level of small-scale commu-
nities—often, but not exclusively, in cities—
that academics see potential for progressive
forms of change and transition. Yet, there is
no a priori reason for limiting attention to
individuals and communities. The focus can,
and should, be broadened to more complex
societies with greater spatial extension. In
my own research I find it very useful to

utilise a Whitehead-inspired perspective on
endurance and resilience for thinking about
the stability and change of automobility—
the configurations of practices, institutions
and materialities that are centred around the
private car, continue to have a profound
influence on the physical shape of cities and
urban politics, are utterly unsustainable
from an environmental perspective, and that
enhance all kinds of socio-spatial inequalities
and divisions across urban regions (Sheller
and Urry 2000; Paterson 2007; Schwanen
2015b).

Against post-automobility

A growing number of publications in trans-
port studies and the wider social sciences
now argue that the heydays of automobility
are behind us in the global North owing to
such processes as peak car,2 rail renaissance,
cycling boom, the rise of mobile information
and communication technologies, and
broader lifestyle and cultural changes
(Millard-Ball and Schipper 2011; Newman
and Kenworthy 2011; Cohen 2012; Metz
2015; Zipori and Cohen 2015). However,
this analysis is not without problems and
under-appreciates the capacity of automobi-
lity to endure.

This capacity emerges from the inherited
nature of automobility as a society and its
environments. It is to some extent machinic
(Amin 2013), resulting from the dynamic lin-
kages amongst a whole host of societies that
are somehow involved. Key here are the
inherited physical infrastructures of cities
marked by decades of car dominance and
urban sprawl—that is, roads; facilities for
the selling, refuelling and maintenance/
repair of cars; out-of-town retail, leisure and
healthcare complexes; low-density, mono-
functional residential areas; and so forth.
Equally important are the historical trajec-
tories of financial resources, car production
facilities and processes, forms of knowledge
(e.g. about car production, car advertising,
car purchases) and links with politicians and
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policymakers that are held by car manufac-
turers and others in the car industry. More-
over, most of the practices and expertise of
urban/transport planners and policymakers
seeking to stimulate the use of alternatives
to the private car remain premised on logics,
concepts and methods that were invented to
first encourage and later manage the growth
of private car use. Consider the notion of
the cycle highway with which such cities as
Copenhagen and London have been experi-
menting. It is as much based on the techno-
economic principles that travel time is dead
time and that speeding up mobility is an
effective means of encouraging a particular
way of getting around as its namesake for
private cars developed in Europe and North
America from the early 20th century
onwards. And it is not only planning where
cars and their use remain in many ways the
norm: a spate of cultural values and affectiv-
ities—independence, flexibility, freedom,
social status, the sensation of speed and so
forth—remain in many ways tied to cars
and driving, whilst road expansion and con-
struction remain popular governmental strat-
egies advanced by coalitions of private and
public sector actors for stimulating local and
regional economic development. Hence, the
environment of which automobility is part
continues to be more receptive and attuned
to this society than to, say, bus- or velomobi-
lity. Mutual infection is of a different inten-
sity and extent than with other types of
everyday mobility.

At the same time, it should be emphasised
that there are stark geographical differences
in how environments continue to nurture
and infect automobility—and hence also in
the resilience of the latter—among
localities: central London or Amsterdam
are really different from Phoenix or even
Liverpool. Sweeping generalisations about
the state of automobility should be traded
for specificities, and care should be taken
not to posit the likes of London and
Amsterdam as the golden standard to
which other cities, or parts thereof, should
somehow conform.

Endurance through delay and neutralisation

Even so, the resilience of automobility mani-
fests itself in many places in multiple ways.
One can be described as delaying more
radical forms of change, with car manufac-
turers concentrating resources and attention
on further optimisation of incumbent tech-
nologies—in particular the internal combus-
tion engine—and policymakers at national
and supranational (European Union) level
condoning this approach. This is one way in
which, at least until recently, manufacturers
have successfully fended off pressures to
transition towards electric propulsion or
fuel cells (Dijk and Yarime 2010; Wells and
Nieuwenhuis 2013; Penna and Geels 2015).
The growing demand for cars across the
global South has no doubt entrenched this
business-as-usual approach: why depart
from a proven way of doing things when
huge opportunities for selling a classic
product continue to present themselves?

A second approach is the absorption of
potentially destabilising alternatives through
acquisition and mergers (Wells and
Nieuwenhuis 2013), as can currently be seen
with formal car sharing schemes, or car clubs
as they are known in the UK. Started in the
UK as grass-roots innovations run by commu-
nity organisations and—often environmentally
conscious—new entrants, for instance, in
Hackney in London and Lewes near Brighton
(Truffer 2003; Akyelken et al. 2013), the sector
is increasingly dominated by incumbent auto-
mobile manufacturers and car hiring compa-
nies such as Daimler-Benz and Enterprise.
These incumbents have moved into car
sharing experiments, of which Car2Go3 and
Zipcar are but two examples, to neutralise
potential competition and learn and develop
new business models. After all, running a car
club requires understanding of how people
use cars whilst car manufacturers’ have special-
ised in knowledge about selling cars and after-
sales (Akyelken et al. 2013).

Because of their financial resources, techni-
cal expertise, technological capabilities (e.g. to
develop advanced smartphone-based

156 CITY VOL. 20, NO. 1



reservation and payment systems), clout with
urban planners and politicians and their infra-
structures for planning and organising exper-
iments, those incumbent actors are able to
set up new initiatives in specific cities across
the world—for example, San Francisco and
London—where experimentation is likely to
both attract widespread (media) attention
and be successful because of the presence of
potential markets, specific policy cultures,
particular cultural values and so forth. They
are, in other words, much less place dependent
and spatially contingent than grass-roots
initiatives involving community organisations.
And what holds for command over space
extends to time: short-term pressures to
make ends meet financially tend to be lower
because of easier access to monetary resources
and longer-term planning horizons among
initiatives involving incumbent actors
(Akyelken et al. 2013). This of course not to
suggest that failure won’t befall individual
car sharing initiatives involving the car
industry; the ‘pausing’ of Car2Go’s operations
in London shows that such initiatives are not
immune to environmental influences (in this
specific case lack of buy-in from many of the
city’s boroughs). Nonetheless, capacities to
endure seem to be uneven: those of car
sharing initiatives involving car manufacturers
and hiring companies seem to be larger than
those of many grass-roots initiatives because
the former—qua societies—tend to be larger,
more internally differentiated and capable of
drawing in more money, intelligence and
other forms of support if and when needed.
It can therefore be expected that incumbent
actors will increasingly dominate car sharing
in years to come. They may also find it easier
to up-scale their operations in cities to meet
what appears to be a rise in demand, at least
in the UK.

Endurance through symbiosis

Over the past few years the resilience of auto-
mobility is most evident from the momentum
that is building around autonomous vehicles,

which are widely popularised as driverless
cars. Automation of driving practices is of
course nothing new but Google’s—and
other IT companies’—involvement may
well turn out to be a game changer: more so
than the likes of Tesla, they may be able to
break open an industry where entry barriers
are notoriously high. They have also
spurred new cycles of innovation and exper-
imentation among traditional car manufac-
turers. As a result, there is now much
enthusiasm around autonomous vehicles,
which for some expert commentators offer
unrivalled opportunities to reduce the
environmental and social burdens of wide-
spread car use (Burns 2013; Anderson et al.
2014). A range of recent papers suggest that
public opinion is fairly divided (Payre,
Cestac, and Delhomme 2014; Kyriakidis,
Happee, and de Winter 2015; Woisetschläger
2015), although one survey from 2014 among
5000 participants in 109 countries found that
‘69% of people believe that fully automated
driving will reach a 50% market share
between now and 2050’ (Kyriakidis,
Happee, and de Winter 2015, 139).

Perhaps most striking is how (sub)national
governments are now trying to outcompete
each other with attempts to overcome legisla-
tive barriers and enable real-life experiments
with autonomous vehicles. Nevada—close
to Google’s homestead—came first but has
rapidly been followed by, amongst others,
the UK and the Netherlands. In the latter
two countries powerful elements in govern-
ment, large corporations and universities see
such experiments as a means to create com-
petitive advantages for their knowledge econ-
omies (both) and car industry (UK only). In
the UK this neo-liberal ethos of territorial
competition can also be found at the city
level, in part because of the way the UK gov-
ernment awards funding through Innovate
UK—formerly known as the Technology
Strategy Board—for demonstration town
projects set up by coalitions of private com-
panies, consultancy firms, universities and
local authorities. At the time of writing,
Milton Keynes is prevailing over other cities
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(London, Coventry, Oxford), but this
geographical patterning is likely to evolve in
the near future.

Governments’ willingness to adapt quite
rapidly to the disruptive technology of auton-
omous vehicles is indicative of how environ-
ments continue to nurture and thereby infect
automobility. Given the many technological
and regulatory hurdles—insurance issues
may well be the biggest of all—that auton-
omous vehicles face, this willingness is on
one level surprising. Yet, on another level it
goes to show the significance of symbiosis:
the car industry, actors with a stake in big
data and anything ‘smart’ and entrepreneurial
governments all have something to gain from
promoting discourses of autonomous vehicles
as maintaining/restoring the ‘fun’ and benefits
of driving whilst also reducing the associated
collective problems (e.g. excessive energy con-
sumption and greenhouse gas emissions;
traffic injury due to human failure; congestion
arising from irrational behaviour); and from
playing off a century-long co-evolution of
automobility, wider society and urbanisation
processes.

A collective consequence of that symbiosis
will be the persistence of automobility,
although the extent of difference vis-à-vis its
historical manifestations is as yet unclear.
Autonomous vehicles may enable a transition
towards the sharing of non-individually
owned vehicles powered by clean propulsion
technologies (Burns 2013). Yet, they may
also help to re-entrench the car industry’s con-
ventional business models premised on indi-
vidual ownership. In whichever ways
mobility systems are reconfigured and which-
ever differences will occur in this regard across
cities, it is quite likely that the ongoing evol-
ution of autonomous vehicles will reinforce
and benefit from age-old discourses espousing
technology’s superiority over the inherent
flaws built into human nature and decision-
making. Thus, automobility’s endurance is
likely to be secured in part by a modernist
instrumentalist imagining of technology.
Little has been learnt from both Heidegger’s
(1977) trenchant critique of this understanding

and more recent insights from science studies
(Haraway 1991; Latour 1999).

Who/what benefits?

Moreover, it is quite clear who will not
benefit from the latest rounds of reinvention
through adaptive inheritance in automobility.
The urban poor—itself a problematic label—
seem unlikely to gain much, both in the
global North and especially the South. They
are also unlikely to gain much from develop-
ments in car sharing in so far as these are
driven by commercial motivations. My own
research on car sharing schemes is restricted
to a few UK cities, but my situated and
modest findings do not bode well for think-
ing about a shift to mobility service provision
as a ‘just transition’ (Newell and Mulvaney
2013) in cities and elsewhere. Universalist
claims are to be avoided, but a working
hypothesis for further empirical research in
specific localities would be that commercial
car sharing is catering to the needs of
middle-class, often young(ish) urban pro-
fessionals and closely entangled with gentrifi-
cation processes.

This conjecture about who benefits from
the mutual infection of automobility and its
cultural, institutional and economic environ-
ment can be extended to autonomous
vehicles. More generally, then, the endurance
and persistence-through-change of automo-
bility in cities—at least in the global
North—may well rob other societies, such
as mobility systems that genuinely redistri-
bute life chances and well-being across the
full range of urban populations, from their
endurances and resiliences. This places ques-
tions of social equity and justice at the heart
of the appropriateness and acceptability of
the past-to-future trajectories of urban mobi-
lity societies. These questions cannot be
answered in general and need to be worked
through in particular settings. Yet, resilience,
if thought of in terms of uneven capacities to
endure through simultaneous entanglements
of persistence and change, can offer a useful
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lens to explore place-specific futures of auto-
mobility and their associated forms of social
and environmental injustice.
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Notes

1 Consider, for instance, the often reified
understanding of scale that remains uninformed by
the discussions from the 1990s and 2000s in human
geography (Brenner 2001; Marston 2000; Marston,
Jones, and Woodward 2005).

2 The levelling off, stabilisation and sometimes decline
in car use and car ownership that has happened
since 1990 or thereabouts across large parts of the
global North.

3 This is a so-called free-floating car sharing scheme
involving Daimler-Benz: cars are not picked up and
returned to a small number of designated parking
bays on specific streets but can be hired and dropped
off at any site where parking is permitted within
larger zones within a city. A smartphone-based
system for identification and reservation of cars is a
key technology that supports this mode of operation.
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Resilience is not enough
Kate Driscoll Derickson

Resilience is more than a buzzword: it is a normative good to which civil society groups and
regional governments aspire. In this brief piece, I argue that ‘resilience’ as an end in and for
itself is an uninspiring political vision that fetishizes the status quo and is not suited to the
emancipatory social change desired by groups that have employed the term. Following
Braun (2014, “A New Urban Dispositif? Governing Life in an Age of Climate Change.”
Environment and Planning D: Society and Space 32: 49–64) in suggesting that resilience
has become a ‘dispositif of government,’ I propose ‘resourcefulness’ as the political posture
that hold more promise than resilience or anti-resilience.

Key words: resilience, resourcefulness, urban governance

I
began to pay attention to resilience talk

in 2010 not because I was interested in
the concept on its own terms, or

because I was thinking about complexity
theory or complex adaptive systems as such.
Rather, I was interested in the concept to
the degree that it was being offered up as an
answer to questions that I was, and remain,
interested in: what is the socio-ecological for-
mation that we ought to engender? And:
what kinds of relationships between individ-
uals, communities and regions and the
environment and the economy are likely to
engender that formation? Resilience, I
noticed, was increasingly being offered up
as the answer to both of those questions. A
whole range of actors, from community-
based organizations to elite policymakers
and foundations were promoting ‘resilient’
socio-ecological formations as a normative
goal, and positing ‘resilient’ relationships as
a way to get there.

At the time, I was working closely with
The GalGael Trust, a community-based
organization in the Govan neighborhood of
Glasgow. In the 18th and 19th century,
Govan grew as the Gaels in the Scottish

highlands and western islands were displaced
during the British Enclosure Acts. This
forced migration to newly industrializing
cities threatened a subsistence livelihood
based on small crofts and the associated
Gael/Gaelic culture and language. Displaced
Gaels brought their shipbuilding craft to the
shipyards of the River Clyde, contributing
to its eventual status as a premier shipbuild-
ing site. Govan was also ground zero for the
Red Clydeside militant unionism of the
early 20th century. Over the past 50 years,
however, 90% of the shipbuilding jobs in
the neighborhood have been lost, as footloose
industrial manufacturing moves elsewhere.
Thus, the story of Govan is emblematic of
the long arc of globalization, from settler
colonialism, capitalist industrialization and
neoliberalization.

The marquis program of GalGael, Journey
On, provides residents with the opportunity
to learn traditional shipbuilding, woodwork-
ing and other Gaelic crafts, training them not
to gain skills for job placement in the latest
industry to pass through the region, but
to work for fulfilment and pleasure and
have a sense of belonging, value and
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connectedness to their history and culture.
The design of the program is rooted in a cri-
tique of alienated wage labor and attempts to
reclaim meaning and value through means
other than the capitalist economy. I was
drawn to the organization because of their
explicit critique of capitalist alienation and
their attempt to reclaim a Gaelic identity as
a foundation from which to inform and
respond to their critique. I was invited to
work with them on a project called ‘Govan
Together’ which would attempt to study
poor and working-class livelihood strategies
in Govan to derive a model for middle-
class behavior modification as a way to
limit consumption and lower carbon foot-
prints. The notion that the middle class
could learn from the poor about how to
live better was so unflinchingly audacious
that I couldn’t say no.

Yet I was immediately struck by the fact
that ‘resilience’ and ‘self-reliance’ were the
keywords that would organize the project
and would be the lens through which the live-
lihood strategies of Govan residents would be
interpreted. As a scholar of neoliberalism and
narratives of poverty and redevelopment, cel-
ebrating the ‘self-reliance’ of the poor raised a
red flag to the degree that it echoed ideologies
that justified the dismantling of the redistri-
butive functions of the state. More impor-
tantly, however, it didn’t correspond to
their own descriptions of the kinds of
futures they wanted to see. The project we
were working on was called ‘Govan
Together’ and was about understanding com-
moning and sharing practices amongst the
poor and working residents of Govan. In
this sense, self-reliance didn’t seem to be
what they were after. Moreover, while they
took great pride in their capacity and the
capacity of their ancestors to remain resilient
in the face of tremendous hardship borne
through the violent dispossession of the
Clearances and the cruel vagaries of footloose
capitalism, it seemed to me they were after
something more than surviving and navigat-
ing their unevenly borne burdens of capitalist
globalization.

When pressed, organizers said they wanted
to enable their communities to shape their
economic and environmental futures, not
become better and responding to conditions
that were the consequence of processes over
which they had no influence. They wanted
to work together to bring about the social,
economic and environmental futures collec-
tively envisioned. Through our discussions
over the course of the project, their frame-
work shifted from self-reliance and resilience
to self-determination and resourcefulness.
The notion of ‘resourcefulness’ emerged as a
way to describe a normative vision for the
relationship between the broader social for-
mation and the community itself in which
they were properly and fairly resourced to
collectively arrive at and work to realize
their own visions for the future. For them,
this meant meaningfully influencing the way
that state institutions related to citizens and
find new channels for shaping economic
decision-making. To build coalitions and
work toward these monumental transform-
ations, they needed physical space, access to
the means of communication, some pro-
fessional and technical knowledge about the
economy and the mundane workings of the
state, and the time away from productive
and social reproductive obligations to work
together to conceive of and try to execute a
plan to realize these objectives.

Influenced by this collaboration, Danny
MacKinnon and I decided to systematically
investigate the way ‘resilience talk’ was
being mobilized in the policy literature, in
academic work and by community-based
organizations. Based on our review of the
existing literature at the time, we made a
three-pronged argument (MacKinnon and
Derickson 2013). First, we argued when the
term resilience migrates from the field of
ecology to the field of social relations, much
like the term ‘sustainability’, it imports a cel-
ebration of the status quo—and is in this
sense a conservative term. Celebrating the
status quo of social systems, we argue, is
very different from celebrating the status
quo—or the ability to reproduce a steady
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state—of ecological systems. There is very
little about the present state of things that
we are interested in preserving, especially if
we are thinking in terms of regional develop-
ment or most ‘communities’ that are the
subject of resilience talk.

Second, in practice, what constitutes a resi-
lient community—or this normative good of
resilience—has been defined by governing
elites and state agencies and in this sense is
imposed from the top down. While it is
clearly the case that progressive and social
justice seeking organizations find value in
the concept of resilience, the term is fre-
quently co-opted and defined by governing
elites. Third, the conditions and socio-
natural relations to which communities and
regions are expected to be resilient to—that
is, the answer to the question ‘resilient in
the face of what?’—are often extra-local pro-
cesses, namely, environmental change or
footloose capital. By turning attention
toward the capacity for communities to
survive and thrive in relation to these extra-
local processes, we argue that it takes for
granted the very dynamics to which commu-
nities are meant to be resilient. For these
reasons we think it is especially ill-suited
for politicizing the wildly uneven causes
and consequences of environmental change
and the structural causes of uneven relation-
ship to what we might call ‘world-making’.

The third point, in my view, is the most
consequential one: who is supposed to be
resilient to what? Despite the objections I
have raised to the way the term has been
working, clearly one cannot be against resili-
ence or resilient social relations in general.
Indeed, we might envision and work to
engender a socio-economic formation in
which the global economy was resilient in
the face of the complexities and evolving
needs of a democratically governed polity, a
rather desirable vision in my view. But for
all the crowing about resilience that has
occurred in the past decade, more often
than not, in our reading of the literature, the
objective was for communities to become
more resilient to changing economies and

environments. In our Govan Together
work, folks came to understand the message
of resilience as a normative good for poor
and historically marginalized communities
as essentially telling them they should keep
taking ‘knock after knock’ and get better at
coping.

Clearly, this is not what many people mean
when they use the term, especially not com-
munities who find some value in it. Wendy
Larner (2012) has posited that the term is
doing some important work of producing
new political subjectivities, and I think that
is probably true. But I also know that it is
finding a perverse alignment with organiz-
ations like the fantastically misnamed
Centre for Social Justice in the UK, which
has become quite compelled by the idea of
resilience as ‘the surest way to reverse social
breakdown and the poverty it creates’ by
building ‘resilience within individuals,
families and innovative organizations able to
help them’ (Centre for Social Justice 2015).
This organization—notably allied with
David Cameron—did some research into
the causes of poverty, and came up with
what they call an ‘unprecedented diagnosis
of deprivation’ that led them ‘to identify
five “pathways to poverty”. These were:
family breakdown, economic dependency
and worklessness, educational failure, drug
and alcohol addiction and serious personal
debt.’ The Centre for Social Justice reached
out to GalGael in 2013 to learn more about
what they were doing to cultivate resilience
among the poor. As my collaborator Gehan
MacLeod who runs GalGael told me, their
analysis included ‘nothing about greed,
unfair pay differentials, corruption, pension
scandals, bank bail outs, nothing about exces-
sive wealth and inequality’.

Resilience talk animates a political vision of
a strong community that can’t be undone by
footloose capital doing its thing, or the
climate doing its thing, but rather, like the
Centre for Social Justice calls for, one that is
resilient to withstand poverty and austerity
(and I would add climate change) without
breaking down. This is not a politically
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inspiring vision to me. And once we
scratched the surface in my collaborative
research, it wasn’t that inspiring to my collab-
orators, either. They were not looking to
withstand whatever came their way, they
were looking to organize themselves to influ-
ence the economic and environmental future.
They were not looking to stop asking the
state for redistribution, or to become self-
reliant—but they were looking for a social
formation that is designed to resource self-
determination.

One of the most troubling assumptions in
resilience talk, one which comes up fre-
quently when I raise my objections along
the lines outlined above, is the assumption
that systems that are resilient will necessarily
have some kind of justice component built in
because capitalism and extractive livelihoods
are inherently brittle, and thus not resilient.
This is sustainability redux, and I think it is
both logically and empirically wrong and an
analytically and politically dangerous move.
Objections to capitalism and the social
relations that it engenders cannot be
reduced to an implied metric of the quality
of the social system—they are political and
normative questions, and must remain so. If
resilience is to mean anything whatsoever, it
has to refer, first and foremost, to the capacity
of a system to reproduce itself and function
after shock. It is quite easy to imagine,
frankly, highly undesirable socio-natural
systems that are resilient, just as it is easy to
imagine fragile democratic utopias. Given
that we are inhabiting the former and
nowhere near the latter, resilience talk
seems dangerous to me.

Of all the interpretations that have
emerged regarding the work that the
concept of resilience is doing, I find Bruce
Braun’s (2014) argument that resilience is a
‘dispositif’ of government to be the most
valuable. This conceptualization marks the
‘diverse and often divergent means by
which life in liberal societies comes to be
managed and modulated in the face of an
“urgency” or crisis’. This interpretation of
resilience as a ‘dispositif’ helps us understand

the myriad ways the term resilience is mobi-
lized and taken up in governance. More
importantly, however, it draws our attention
to the degree to which its ad hoc, decentered
nature ‘does not allow for any singular poli-
tics of opposition’. For Braun (2014),

‘the political task (of creating alternative
worlds) is to shift them from a dispositif
freighted with the task of sustaining a
political–economic system that generates the
very problems it purports to solve, to a
politics of mitigation and adaptation that has
its roots in the lives and communities in which
we live, and that refuses the separation of
being from action’. (63)

In the spirit of refusing a separation of being
from action, and in cultivating a politics
rooted in the lives and visions of everyday
people, Danny MacKinnon and I have pro-
posed an ‘interim politics of resourcefulness’
as an alternative to a politics of resilience
(Derickson and MacKinnon 2015). It is
interim in the sense that it insists that we
cannot even begin to talk about what
futures should or should not look like
until we’ve proliferated the capacity to con-
tribute to these conversations and shape
these futures. The objective of a politics of
resourcefulness is to produce social relations
and associated knowledge that can cultivate
and proliferate the capacity of what I call
historically marginalized communities, but
could also be called the ‘subaltern’, to mean-
ingfully participate in shaping socio-natural
futures. This is in sharp contradistinction
to the objectives we understand to be
invited by resilience talk as I’ve argued
above.

We can’t know what socially just socio-
natural futures will look like until the
capacity to contribute to the visioning
process is far, far more widely shared. We
know this lesson from nearly every social
movement ever, but let’s take feminism. As
well-intentioned, deeply political and some-
times radical as First World white second
wave feminism was at times, it was so imposs-
ibly blind, or maybe willfully ignorant, to so
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many things that Third World feminism and
queer feminism had to say. So it is in defer-
ence to this history that I’m suggesting that
the ‘proper political posture’ (Braun 2014)
to respond to the dispositif of resilience and
the political moment it reflects is to enact a
radical interim politics of the present that
explicitly aims to proliferate and cultivate
the capacity of historically marginalized
communities to contribute to this visioning
of socio-natural futures.

The analytical object of a politics of resour-
cefulness is the social formation, and the way
in which it has produced uneven infrastruc-
ture in ways that make world-making so
hard for some, and so much less so for
others. So when we think about how, as a
society, we might begin to cultivate the will
for different futures, or engage with a politics
of mitigation and adaptation in communities,
we need to think about the kinds of civic
infrastructure we have—the social and insti-
tutional processes and relationships we have
in place that help us make futures. We can’t
ignore the fact that in some communities,
there is something called the school to
prison pipeline, but there are also very basic
and perhaps banal issues around resources,
distribution and maldistribution that makes
it harder to make futures.

In my work in Atlanta with the West
Atlanta Watershed Alliance and the
Proctor Creek Watershed Stewardship
Council, as well as past work I’ve done in
Glasgow and Mississippi, there are very
real barriers to the sustained participation
of historically marginalized groups in city-
making or environment-making. West
Atlanta is a community that is over 95%
African American, mostly poor, and home
to 26 EPA (Environmental Protection
Agency) hot spots in one watershed. There
is nothing new or mind blowing about the
list I’m offering—we all know very well
that there exists a maldistribution of
resources in marginalized communities and
that maldistribution takes the form of less
time, less money, fewer professional connec-
tions, more caring responsibilities, less paid

support staff, etc., and that there are real
barriers to participation, like lack of child-
care, precarious work arrangements, less
free time, less flexible work arrangements
and so forth. These are the conditions that
an interim politics of resourcefulness seeks
to engage and transform as a way of
moving toward policies and social relations
that mitigate this uneven capacity, in order
to seed the conditions for envisioning and
engendering socially just futures.

In our initial article (MacKinnon and
Derickson 2013), we identify four types of
resources communities draw on to realize
self-determination and influence urban and
environmental futures that are unevenly dis-
tributed: material resources, folk knowledge,
technical knowledge and recognition. These
are the realms, we argue, with which advo-
cacy, activism, scholarship and policy
should be concerned if the objective is redis-
tributing the capacity for self-determination.
In addition, Paul Routledge and I (Derickson
and Routledge 2015; Routledge and Derick-
son 2015) have posited ways for scholar-acti-
vism to resource historically marginalized
communities through approaches to collab-
oration that invite the concerns, priorities
and experiences of such communities to
shape the research questions and data analysis
and channel resources in ways that support
their efforts. Thus, MacKinnon, Routledge
and I have attempted to articulate and flesh
out an interim politics of resourcefulness as
a political posture and approach to scholarly
research.

If Braun is right, and resilience is working
like an ad hoc dispositif, a position ‘for’ or
‘against’ resilience is nonsensical. What I
have argued instead is that resilience talk
directs our attention toward a social for-
mation that is uninspiring in its emphasis
on enduring the effects of the very processes
we ought to be focused on transforming.
Resourcefulness, by contrast, invites us to
consider how those very processes, and the
act of producing knowledge about them,
are deeply bound up in the capacity for
communities—particularly those that have
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been historically marginalized—to realize
self-determination, or the ability to shape
the economic and environmental future in
accordance with their desires.
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Review
The paradoxical slum
Sukriti Issar

The durable slum: Dharavi and the right to stay put in globalizing Mumbai, Liza Wein-
stein. University of Minnesota Press, Minneapolis, 2014, 256 pp., ISBN-10 0816683107,
US$25.00 (pbk), US$75.00 (cloth).

T
he Durable Slum is a historical and
ethnographic account of Mumbai’s
slums, seen through the lens of

Dharavi, famous in the 1990s as Asia’s
‘largest slum’. Liza Weinstein traces out the
shifting fortunes of Dharavi over the last
50–60 years, as the state cycled between
‘violent insurgencies . . . interspersed with
more benevolent programmatic interven-
tions’ (66). The title reflects the key argu-
ment—the slum-as-paradox; vulnerable yet
resilient (xi), exploited yet empowered (20),
ephemeral yet entrenched (7), being materi-
ally transient and make do yet temporally
persistent. As an object of paradoxical state
intervention, the book argues that this
urban form has been subjected to ‘supportive
neglect’ resulting in a ‘precarious stability’
(21).

The key strength of the book is its depth of
empirical detail. The book traces out the
history of state interventions into Dharavi
(and the broader urban context), and
focuses on a range of actors including bureau-
crats, developers, residents, activists and
international agencies. Weinstein marshals a
diverse and rich set of documentary and
interview evidence. The book thus provides
a nuanced perspective from which to evaluate
policy interventions, which are always
implemented in a complex political field.
Another important contribution is the atten-
tion paid to the understudied middle years of
the last century. This book is thus a

counterpoint to the abstractions and ‘over-
generalizations’ of the more apocalyptic writ-
ings about developing world cities (Gilbert
2009, 37).

Weinstein compellingly demonstrates that
neighborhoods that are labeled ‘slums’ are
embedded within a dense institutional
network of state agencies, non-governmental
organizations (NGOs), activists, politicians
and historical legacies of repertoires of mobil-
ization. These networks and repertoires
enable what many see as marginalized, even
‘invisible’ or ‘shadowy’ urban spaces to exer-
cise some agency, if not power, in sustaining
what Weinstein calls their ‘right to stay
put’. The ‘right to stay put’ allows residents
a modicum of legitimacy, the ability to
resist the plans of a powerful but fragmented
state, and predatory but often disorganized
business interests. The political embedded-
ness of such neighborhoods also enables resi-
dents to access services and infrastructure,
albeit patchily. Weinstein argues that this
embeddedness has the downside of maintain-
ing residents in a limbo that restricts invest-
ment in housing stock and local
infrastructure. The ‘right to stay put’ thus para-
doxically entrenches this tenuous urban form.

Early in the book, Weinstein points out
that she uses the word ‘slum’ despite the
objections of some authors that the pejorative
connotations of this word can be used to
legitimize drastic solutions particularly
demolitions, displacement and eviction

# 2016 Sukriti Issar

CITY, 2016
VOL. 20, NO. 1, 167–170, http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/13604813.2015.1125715

http://www.tandfonline.com


(Gilbert 2007). Weinstein chooses to use the
word since it is widely used in Mumbai,
confers legal rights on neighborhoods and
can be an appellation that housing activists
seek out for particular localities. In this
review, I use the term with the caveat that
this term is always a political category that
connotes not only urban poverty or low-
income housing, but also localities that are
in some ambiguous relationship with respect
to property or municipal law. As Weinstein
notes, in Mumbai, since the 1950s, neighbor-
hoods termed slums tend to have non-exist-
ent or uncertain legal tenure, and are
‘technically illegal’ (4).1 This is why residents
must fight to exercise their ‘right to stay put’
because legal rights are ambiguous and
actions must be taken in the political arena.

Dharavi has long been a named locality in
Mumbai. It was a fishing village, a tannery, a
working-class neighborhood and then
labeled a slum. In the rest of the review, I
recap key policy interventions that the book
outlines, and end with a consideration of the
type of analysis that I think this book gestures
toward. In 1947, Modak, chief municipal
engineer, and Mayer, an American town
planner, drafted a Master Plan for the city,
with a special proposal for redeveloping
Dharavi. They proposed moving all industry
out of Dharavi, and constructing housing
that would accommodate at most 50% of
low-income residents. The plan also proposed
a cap on total population. This would have
required relocating and rehousing a significant
proportion of Dharavi’s residents. The plan
was not authorized by the state government,
even though Modak made valiant lobbying
efforts over the years. Weinstein notes that
the jurisdictional structure of urban govern-
ance is such that regional governments (here,
the state government of Maharashtra), with
electoral logics biased toward rural areas,
often failed to provide enough financing for
urban policy implementation. Weinstein
terms the non-implementation of the
Modak–Mayer plan a ‘sordid history’. After
a strong program of slum clearance in the
1960s, the Slum Areas Act of 1971 created

some protection for residents of slum areas
from ‘uncompensated displacements’ (63). In
1985, the Prime Minister’s Grant Project
(PMGP) committed extensive funds toward
slum improvement. Like the Master Plan,
the PMGP aimed to reduce the population
of Dharavi by 40%, and to rebuild 40,000
new apartments. Despite financial backing
from the central government, and political
backing by the regional state, the PMGP also
failed to make much impact on Dharavi’s
housing needs with only a few dozen residen-
tial buildings built by the end of the 1980s.
Weinstein points out that opposition from
community groups and NGOs, and the
state’s fragmented bureaucracy were some of
the reasons for this non-implementation.
Starting in the late 1970s and 1980s, the
World Bank provided financing and technical
assistance for slum upgrading, regularization
and the provision of serviced plots. Eighty-
eight thousand residents purchased these
plots, and by relocating to the plots were ‘reg-
ularized’—however, they still lacked legal
tenure, and were still living in ‘precarious
stability’ and legal ambiguity. World Bank
funded programs like the Land Infrastructure
Service Program (LISP) and Affordable Low
Income Shelter (ALIS) also fell far short of
their targets. One of the reasons cited for
this ‘failure’ was competing agendas and lack
of coordination across programs with similar
goals (provision of free or subsidized
housing, and infrastructure development).

Each of these programs despite their
patchy or non-existent implementation had
important effects; Weinstein focuses on two
in particular—mobilization by local commu-
nity groups, activists and NGOs, and the
accumulation of knowledge about policy
design elements.

By the early 1990s, the state had been
experimenting with slum redevelopment,
which is today the main policy intervention
in Mumbai. Slum redevelopment uses a
‘public–private partnership’ model to
cross-subsidize housing redevelopment. In
return for access to land of earmarked slum
neighborhoods, developers build ‘free’
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apartments for the residents, and as an incen-
tive, are allowed to use the remaining land to
build apartments for sale on the market.
Weinstein notes that slum redevelopment
has been popular amongst residents and
developers, although progress can be slow
and real estate development is increasingly
criminalized. However, the aim for
Dharavi has been more ambitious, where
Dharavi would be redeveloped as a locality
rather than as individual buildings. This is
an important part of the book and also
reflects Weinstein’s challenge to the neolib-
eral argument. The DRP or Dharavi Redeve-
lopment Project was the brainchild of
Mukesh Mehta, an investor and developer
who spent many years in the early 2000s lob-
bying the government to adopt his plan for
redevelopment. Eventually, in a highly pub-
licized global tender, a consortia of global
developers were invited to undertake rede-
velopment (in contrast to the small local
developers that usually undertake slum rede-
velopment). Such an entry of global real
estate players into a slum neighborhood
would seem like a perfect example for ‘actu-
ally existing neoliberalism’ or even ‘neoli-
beralism’ served plain. Activist groups in
Mumbai did see redevelopment as having
the potential of being a ‘land grab’ or
accumulation by dispossession. Gaining
community consent for DRP seems to have
been difficult and residents were strongly
opposed to the plan on a number of counts
(including cases of fraudulent tactics taken
for gaining resident consent). Due to this
strong resistance, political contestation and
the global recession of 2008, the inter-
national investors pulled out of the project.
The neoliberal plan was abandoned. In
recent years, the state has itself taken up
Dharavi’s redevelopment though progress
has been exceedingly slow—thus, rather
than the rise of the market, it’s the return
of the state (at least in this specific case).
This example challenges the perspective of
global capital sweeping away local structures
and is an important theoretical framework
for Weinstein’s book.

The wealth of empirical detail in the book
gestures toward the potential for more
empirically grounded analytical generaliz-
ations for understanding developing world
states and urbanization. A relook at the
history of state interventions outlined above
will make this clearer. Weinstein notes that
the first Master Plan of the 1940s failed to
be implemented despite the best efforts of
Modak and Mayer, the planners who formu-
lated it. Some of their plans included reloca-
tion of Dharavi residents (a tactic that is
always politically contentious)—in other
words, the plan was not sound. The Develop-
ment Plan of 1964, which was authorized and
adopted by the government, has had many
unintended consequences. Thus, the counter-
factual of the failure of the Modak–Mayer
plan is not successful redevelopment of
Dharavi—this might be the assumed counter-
factual of the book given that the failure of
the state to authorize the Modak–Mayer
Master Plan is seen as a ‘sordid history’.
The plans did not gain any financial
backing, were not vested with jurisdictional
power and did not attain political authoriz-
ation. At the same time, subsequent plans
whether the PGMG of the federal govern-
ment, or ALIS and LISP of the World
Bank, also seem to have failed, prompting
Weinstein to note that housing and even sani-
tation have been ‘virtually elusive policy
goals’ (56). In other words, whether the
plan was a technocratic plan with no jurisdic-
tional support and a lack of political backing
(Modak–Mayer Master Plan), a federal gov-
ernment program with financial, jurisdic-
tional and presumably political backing
(PMGP), or an internationally funded devel-
opment program (LISP, ALIS), no program
could make substantial inroads into slum
redevelopment or improvement. By identify-
ing what these programs were cases of
(diverse degrees of financial and political
backing) an important analytical generaliz-
ation emerges; regardless of the degree of pol-
itical and financial backing, many state
programs seem to have been failures of
implementation. This undermines a state
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capacity argument since financial and politi-
cal backing did not enable implementation.
Administrative coordination and front-line
implementation remain possible reasons for
non-implementation as these have been per-
sistent background factors. Similarly, slum
redevelopment is backed by the regional
state (countering the argument that regional
governments cannot create effective urban
policy due to rural biases); it is a program
popular with most stakeholders, and yet
this too remains patchily implemented.

At the end of the book, Weinstein notes
that ‘Plans like these routinely fail, and it’s
often a good thing that they do’ (174; empha-
sis added). Rather than seeing non-
implementation as evidence of weak state
capacity, authors argue that such non-enfor-
cement indicates the state’s forbearance or
intentional ‘nonenforcement of law’
(Holland 2015). Weinstein describes the
state’s position as ‘supportive neglect’—it is
neglectful since non-implementation is the
central theme of slum-related urban policies,
but it is supportive since the state does
provide electricity, water, roads, infrastruc-
ture, sanitation, even if patchily, and often
looks the other way when the same is
acquired through illegal or quasi-legal
means. The ideas of forbearance and suppor-
tive neglect are important perspectives on the
nature of the state in developing world cities.

Weinstein’s book is an important read
for those interested in cities, low-income
housing politics, South Asia and the

Indian state. The book is a rich and
nuanced picture of the political life of a
‘slum’, the way that neighborhoods
evolved with the wider political economic
development of a city, the political savvy
and can-do nature of precarious urban
living, and the political entrenchment of
low-income neighborhoods.

Note

1 A common origin story for such neighborhoods is that
of land invasions or occupations, which are then
‘regularized’ by the state through ad hoc
interventions (e.g. through the collection of license
fees). Such interventions create legitimacy and some
types of legal rights but do not create formal title or
legal tenure.
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Review
Comparing relational urbanism
Colin McFarlane

Cities in relation: trajectories of urban development in Hanoi and Ouagadougou, Ola
Soderstrom. Wiley Blackwell, Oxford, 2014, 230 pp., ISBN 978-1-118-63280-2, £19.99
(pbk), £55 (cloth).

O
la Soderstrom’s Cities in Relation
makes two key contributions to
urban studies. First, on the compari-

son of relations, which advances both debates
on relationality and debates on comparative
urbanism. The book compares not so much
cities as urban trajectories made in part
through relations, where relations are usefully
differentiated by their type, intensity and
orientation. This is an important set of specifi-
cations and guides that take us beyond the
‘everything is relational’ mantra that we see
repeatedly across almost all urban research.

Second, the focus on two cities often mar-
ginal to theories of global urbanism—Hanoi
and Ouagadougou—provides a powerful
illustration of the deeply variegated, contin-
gent and increasingly translocal nature of
urban development. Soderstrom shows that
translocal relations emerge in large part
from the historical political and economic
development of the city in question, and are
best characterised not through recourse to
an expansive ‘global neoliberalism’ but to
‘grounded narratives of mondialisation’, that
is, the specific forms of global interconnect-
edness (3). In doing so, he shows how tran-
sitions from socialism to market-oriented
economies emerge in radically different
ways and shape particular kinds and intensi-
ties of relations, from efforts to build a
specific aesthetic and economy of the ‘world
city’ (in Hanoi’s case) to urban visions built
more squarely around international develop-
ment debates (in Ouagadougou’s case).

The book is built around seven chapters
through which the following steps unfold.
In Chapter 2, the historical trajectory of
urban development in both cities is under-
stood through the political and economic
contexts of those cities. Soderstrom shows
that those historical trajectories foster par-
ticular kinds of relations with different else-
wheres (Asia in Hanoi’s case, North Africa
and Europe in Ouagadougou’s case). The
next two chapters build on urban policy
mobility debates to show how inter-munici-
pal networks produce multiple and contra-
dictory outcomes that go beyond neo-
liberalism. Chapter 5 shifts focus to the
built form and examines how the making of
urban architectures reflects different kinds
of translocal relations: the ‘starchitecture’
and master-planned neighbourhoods of
Hanoi are less in evidence in Ouagadougou,
where a smaller scale translocal architecture
is tied more to development aid and non-gov-
ernmental organisations (NGOs).

Chapter 6 presents a discussion on every-
day life and ‘travelling types’, principally
shopping malls and road interchanges,
which have multiple impacts on the spatial
form and experience of the city that cannot
be confidently anticipated in advance. The
final chapter pulls the arguments together to
argue that urban development should be
understood and pursued not through a preoc-
cupation with city rankings and role models,
nor via an inward focus on particular terri-
tories, but through a ‘politics of relatedness’.
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This is both a politics of learning in which
actors strategically reflect on what works
for their cities and how, and a politics of
making strategic relations in which different
actors and contexts are called upon for quite
distinct aims (and here Ouagadougou in par-
ticular provides an example of one route
forward).

The arguments are convincing, rigorous
and very clearly expressed. The book is a
pleasure to read and delivers on its promise.
It is useful to researchers and students
working on urban theory, relationality, com-
parison, global (or planetary, or worldly)
urbanism and urban development. There is a
lot to be said about how the book speaks to
these different questions, but in closing I
will highlight just two issues that the book
provokes but does not quite resolve, and
which speak to wider debates in urban
studies.

The first is to do with relationality itself.
Soderstrom makes a vital contribution in spe-
cifying the different kinds and intensities of
relations that constitute urban development.
That said, the book does work with a particu-
lar conception of relationality. As in some
other recent accounts of urban relationality
(e.g. McCann and Ward 2011), the problem
of relations is handled through a dualism of
territory (the stuff ‘in here’) and relationality
(the connections to ‘out there’). Soderstrom is
particularly interested in how this proble-
matic of relationality–territory gives rise to
novelty and urban possibility (‘affordances’)
in policy, architecture and everyday life that
cannot be easily read in advance. The
dualism works well on the whole in that it
serves to anchor the book in both place and
connection to elsewheres, but the dualism
itself can work to undermine a nuanced
reading of relationality in that it leaves us
with an underspecified sense of territory as
both relational and non-relational. If terri-
tory points to a largely non-relational
process that is nonetheless forged in part
through relations, how do we then

differentiate between relational and non-rela-
tional territory? The territorial part of the
relational–territorial equation falls to one
side here, and territory becomes little more
than a signifier for the place itself. It is
perhaps here that debates on urban relational-
ity need to connect more thoroughly with
debates on territory (e.g. Elden 2013).

The second and final issue is to do with
neo-liberalism. The book has an interesting
relationship to debates on neo-liberalism.
On the one hand, a focus on neo-liberalism
is taken to be ‘indispensable’ (60). On the
other hand, the book shows that there are
lots of other important processes besides
neo-liberalism at work in urban develop-
ment, and that a focus on neo-liberalism
can limit our abilities to see this. Some of
these other issues are to do with historical
legacies (e.g. of socialism or traditional
power structures or local aesthetics and
practices), others are forged through forms
of learning with specific actors in other
places (policymakers, NGOs, architects,
planners, etc.). Soderstrom deals with this
multiplicity by talking about transnational
policy as ‘more than neoliberal’. Neo-liber-
alism is, for Soderstrom, to be found in the
relations, alongside all manner of other
kinds of political economic and social pro-
cesses, and should not then be taken as a
starting point. This non-singular account
of urban policy and production is valuable
and convincingly demonstrated through
the two cities. And yet—and again this
point goes beyond the book—the term
‘more than neoliberal’ is revealing of the
dearth of conceptual vocabulary that we
have in urban studies to describe different
political economic urban configurations. I
was looking for a descriptor or conceptual-
isation that emerged more directly from the
relations and trajectories examined in the
book. Perhaps this is what the focus on
mondialisation opens up for future research.
Soderstrom’s lively text is a useful entry
point to that process.
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