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The urban world has fundamentally changed in the last few decades. A wide range of urbanisa-
tion processes is generating a multitude of urban outcomes, resulting in complex and often sur-
prising urban territories, which are disturbing conventional understandings of the urban. This 
diversification of urban forms requires a differentiated view on the dynamics of urbanisation. 
The challenge is to analyse not only the multitude of urban territories but also the various ur-
banisation processes that are transforming those territories and generating those forms. This also 
means that the spatial units of analysis—conventionally based on demographic, morphological 
or administrative criteria—have to be reconsidered. Urbanisation processes do not simply unfold 
within fixed or stable urban “containers” but are actively producing, unsettling and churning 
urban territories and are generating new urban configurations. The essential task, therefore, is 
to investigate the historically and geographically specific dynamics of urbanisation processes. 
A new vocabulary of urbanisation is required that helps us to decipher these rapidly mutating 
urban territories and to facilitate discussions and common understandings of urbanisation. This 
chapter presents the theoretical and methodological approach of the project Patterns and Pathways 
of Planetary Urbanisation, which sought to explore contemporary urban transformation and to 
analyse the variety of urbanisation processes across the world through a comparison of eight large 
metropolitan territories. This chapter is strongly based on Schmid 2015 and Schmid et al. 2018 
(see also Schmid and Streule 2023).

The Universal, the Particular and the Singular

How to conceptualise the great variety of urbanisation processes that are emerging all over 
the planet? One of the most prominent and promising strategies developed in the last years is 
based on a renewed epistemology of comparative urban research, which allows us to reflect a 
fuller range of urban experiences and to more adequately address the proliferation of diverse 
patterns and pathways of urbanisation. What Lees (2012) called “new comparative urbanism” 
has become a significant resource for conceptual experimentations by encouraging open-ended 
comparisons transgressing entrenched divisions in urban theory (Robinson 2011, 2022; Shep-
pard et al., 2013). This approach operates with comparisons that bring urban territories with 
diverse histories and across established borders of specialised area studies into conversation in 
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an effort to enable new conceptual and theoretical framings. Robinson (2011: 19), for instance, 
argued for “a revitalised and experimental international comparativism that will enable urban 
studies to stretch its resources for theory building across the world of cities”. For this purpose, 
she introduced the distinction between genetic and generative comparative strategies (Robinson 
2016, 2022: 126). While genetic comparisons trace how specific (urban) outcomes emerge, and 
through this engagement with their production draw them into conceptualisation, generative 
comparative strategies bring different “singularities” or “cases” into conversation by building 
analytical connections. Our own comparative project combined both strategies. It aimed at de-
veloping and defining new concepts through the identification and comparison of urbanisation 
processes and, at the same time, elucidating their genesis and outcomes.

Our comparative strategy was strongly informed and inspired by postcolonial approaches and 
the new comparative urbanisms, and it was guided by Lefebvre’s theory of the production of 
space and by the concept of planetary urbanisation. This means that we started right from the 
outset with a theoretical basis and followed a methodological and analytical procedure driven by 
Lefebvre’s three-dimensional dialectics (Schmid, 2008, 2022). At the same time, we were guided 
by the decentring and process-oriented perspective offered by the epistemology of planetary ur-
banisation. As a consequence, we did not compare individual urban territories, but urbanisation 
processes, that we identified in the different territories and then brought into conceptualisation.

An important starting point of this project was the thesis that urban territories are by neces-
sity specific. This thesis has been brought forward in a research project of ETH Studio Basel that 
analysed a range of case studies across the world (ETH Studio Basel in Diener et al. 2015). It 
implies that each urban territory is distinguished by certain characteristics, which underpin the 
production and reproduction of its own specificity. This means that we have to investigate how 
specificity is constituted and, at the same time, to explore how we can bring specific processes 
into a more general conceptualisation.

The relationship between the general and the specific, or, in philosophical terms, the uni-
versal and the singular, is a recurrent question in urban studies. Recently, this question has been 
revived in the context of debates on planetary urbanisation (Goonewardena 2018; Schmid 2018). 
These debates have foregrounded a range of epistemological questions concerning some basic 
understandings, orientations and procedures in critical urban studies: How to analyse urban 
developments in a planetary context without neglecting the specific determinations of concrete 
places and experiences in everyday life? How to make an encompassing analysis of urbanisation 
that brings together a multitude of experiences in different contexts? How to approach and con-
ceptualise the relationship between specific places and general processes?

These questions address a range of theoretical challenges: the role of totality, the relationship 
between urbanisation as a general process and specific urban constellations, between abstract and 
concrete, between universals and singular cases. There are, of course, many ways to conceive 
such fundamental concepts and their respective relationships. Thus, to give only one example, 
the alleged dichotomy of the singular and the universal could also be conceptualised in a dialecti-
cal manner. Hegel understood these as moments of a “concrete universal” that he conceived with 
his famous triad—the universal, the particular and the singular—as an instrument to grasp the 
relationships between different theoretical categories. In his philosophical system, the universal 
moment represents a general principle of development, whereas the particular moment stands for 
the differentiation of the universal. Finally, the singular moment arrives as the concrete realisa-
tion of the universal moment (see e.g. Stanek 2011: 64f ).

The idea of a concrete universal as a dialectical unity of singularities and particularities had 
strongly influenced not only Marx but also Lefebvre. It can be recognised in core concepts like 
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“labour” or “capital” but also in Lefebvre’s understanding of the “urban”, of “everyday life”, and 
of “space” (see Schmid 2022). However, starting from a clearly materialist position, both Marx and 
Lefebvre located concepts, unlike Hegel, not only in thought, but also in practice, and therefore 
understood abstraction not only as a mental procedure but also as a material social process in and 
through which certain abstract principles, such as exchange value, become a concrete social reality: 
a “concrete abstraction”. Related to this understanding is Lefebvre’s encompassing definition of ur-
banisation as a comprehensive transformation of society that he analysed as a “total phenomenon”: He 
defined urbanisation as the totality of changes that a society undergoes as it evolves from its agrarian 
beginnings to its urban present (Lefebvre 2003 [1970]). Lefebvre links capitalist urbanisation directly 
to the process of industrialisation that he understands in its most general sense: industrialisation refers 
not only to the construction of machines, factories, and infrastructure but also to the related “indus-
trial” organisation of society. This includes the ensuing financial, technical and logistics systems, the 
generation, processing and distribution of energy, food, raw materials and information, but also the 
rules and agreements regulating global markets, the various economic, social and cultural networks 
that permeate and span urban space, and the modernisation, standardisation and commodification of 
everyday life that comes with industrialisation. Lefebvre famously concluded that this process tends 
towards the complete urbanisation of society and hence the urbanisation of the entire planet (ibid.), 
a position he reconfirmed again in his very last text (2014 [1987]).

Urbanisation can, therefore, also be understood as a social process of abstraction—a given 
natural space is transformed into an urban space, and hence also into a technologically determined, 
abstract space dominated by industrialisation—a “second nature”. At the same time, however, this 
urban space is a concrete, physical reality; it has its own specific characteristics. Urbanisation is thus 
a process during which general social developments are, so to speak, territorialised, which involves 
materialisation in a specific place and in a specific period of time. This materialisation is always 
confronted with concrete conditions—the land with its characteristics, specific political, social 
and economic constellations, rules and regulations—which they reshape and transform. Thus, the 
materialisation of general tendencies in concrete contexts leads to specific urban situations and 
configurations. The crucial point, therefore, is to understand how general tendencies and abstract 
processes materialise, how they become a social reality, consolidate and inscribe themselves onto a 
territory. Thus, we can examine a territory as the specific material form of urbanisation and trace 
the transformation of nature to a second nature: an urban space, produced by society.

From a general point of view, urbanisation can therefore be conceptualised as an encompass-
ing but uneven transformation of the territory that unfolds in time and space. In a temporal 
perspective, each successive “round” of urbanisation encounters the results of earlier phases of 
urbanisation and transforms them anew. However, this is not to say that the traces of earlier 
phases completely disappear. Urbanisation is thus not—like a footprint in the sand—the direct 
expression of a general social development. The land, the territory, is never “empty” or “primal”: 
it is always already occupied by people and various social practices, it bears the marks of earlier 
social processes and it is embedded in wider contexts and social networks. In a spatial perspective, 
urbanisation is crucially dependent on specific local conditions and therefore does not proceed 
evenly across the board but leads to differentiation and uneven urban development.

However, this dialectic of general processes or universals (such as urbanisation) on the one 
hand and the specific urban territories or the individual on the other leaves us with a dilemma: 
We don’t understand how a concrete situation is produced, and how general processes materialise 
in concrete places. This is the moment in which a third term moves into the foreground: the par-
ticular. Following Hegel’s triad, “urbanisation” could thus be understood as a universal category 
that contains many “particularities” or constituting instances; amongst these are many different 
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urbanisation processes. “Urbanisation” with its manifold particularities finally materialises in 
singularities each of which forms a concrete totality: a specific urban territory with its own fea-
tures and specific patterns and pathways of urbanisation.

This also poses the question of how the theoretical and the empirical are related. As we 
explained elsewhere (Brenner and Schmid 2015; Schmid 2022), urbanisation (as well as the 
urban, the city, etc.) is not empirical but theoretical categories, they are theoretical abstractions 
constructed on the basis of general considerations. But what we encounter on the ground are 
always concrete phenomena. In empirical research, we start from certain observations in specific 
locations, and bring them into conceptualisation, which means that we construct a representa-
tion or a concept. A classic example of this process is the concept of “gentrification”, which was 
conceptualised by Ruth Glass in her famous book London: Aspects of Change based on observations 
of a specific case, London in the 1960s (1964). In the following years, this concept was extended 
and enriched by other researchers on the basis of further observations and reflections. In this 
sense, gentrification has been conceived as a particular urbanisation process, and thus a particular 
moment or constituting instance of a universal—the general process of urbanisation.

We can thus conceptualise gentrification, and other urbanisation processes, as particulars or as 
differentiations of a general process of urbanisation and analyse how a specific territory is trans-
formed by these particular (socio-spatial) urbanisation processes. We could therefore understand 
the particular as a mediation between the universal and the individual: particular urbanisation 
processes constitute general traits of socio-spatial development on the ground, on a specific ter-
rain. As a consequence, an urban territory can be conceptualised as a specific combination of 
different urbanisation processes.

However, the extant limited set of concepts of urbanisation processes, such as gentrification, 
urban regeneration, suburbanisation, periurbanisation or informal urban development, don’t suf-
fice to grasp the differentiated and dynamic urban landscapes emerging around the planet.

A revitalised vocabulary of urbanisation is therefore required to decipher—both analytically 
and cartographically—the transformation of urban territories. In our project, we, therefore, were 
looking for concepts that address the multidimensionality of urbanisation and not just highlight 
one isolated aspect. Finally, these concepts should not be derived from only one specific para-
digmatic case but have empirical starting points in different urban territories. Therefore, a com-
parative procedure was necessary for the development and conceptualisation of our proposals for 
urbanisation processes.

A Territorial Approach to Urban Analysis

It is obvious that such an approach needs an appropriate definition of urbanisation, even as we 
anticipated that the comparative project would elaborate and reformulate any such definition. For 
a long time, urbanisation was mainly understood as a one-dimensional, encompassing, linear and 
universal process. The dominant conception of urbanisation was based on the demographic defini-
tion of the population growth of cities (for a detailed discussion, see Brenner and Schmid 2014). 
This purely statistical definition has countless implications, which are rarely discussed, and it re-
duces the urban to a black box, in which all sorts of contradictory developments are homogenised 
and turned into one universal and linear movement. Everything that happens outside this black box 
is treated as “non-urban” and consequently not taken into consideration. A similar effect has the 
likewise one-dimensional and trans-historical economic postulate that the agglomeration process 
follows a universal law of spatial concentration that can be applied to all “cities” from the ancient 
times to contemporary global city-regions and urban mega regions, irrespective of any concrete 
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historical and geographical context. Thus, in a widely debated text on the “nature of cities”, Allen 
Scott and Michael Storper (2015: 4) postulate: “All cities consist of dense agglomerations of people 
and economic activities …” Even if they applied a more sophisticated and differentiated under-
standing of urbanisation in their own research, such narrow views that only consider one single 
criterion and focus exclusively on urban centres and agglomerations are reinforcing a simplistic and 
dichotomist view of the world—in which only “city” and “non-city” or “urban” and “rural” exist.

With our theoretical approach, we follow a different understanding of urbanisation in concep-
tualising it from the outset as a multi-dimensional process, rather than only considering statistical 
definitions, the morphology of settlements, or transhistorical urban features such as size or den-
sity, we analyse the urban as a multi-dimensional process—a process that also includes economic, 
social and cultural aspects of daily life. Thus, David Harvey regards urbanisation, from the per-
spective of political economy, as the process of the production of the built environment, that is to 
say, the construction of houses, production plants, and infrastructure with all the attendant social 
implications. However, as urbanisation unfolds, it is not only the space economy that changes 
but also the common understanding and the social meaning of the urban. Consequently, Harvey 
(1985) also analysed the urbanisation of consciousness and the emergence of an urban experience. 
Such a multi-dimensional understanding is developed in much more detail in Lefebvre’s theory 
of the production of space.

In his theory, Henri Lefebvre offers us a more elaborated three-dimensional concept based 
on his double triad of the production of space: perceived, conceived, and lived space, and spatial 
practice, representation of space and spaces of representation (see Lefebvre 1991; Schmid 2008, 
2022). This concept can be applied to theorise urbanisation processes. We can thus understand 
urbanisation as a triadic process of the material production of an urban territory, the territorial regula-
tion of this territory and the lived experience generated by and incorporated in this territory.

Firstly, we can analyse how a spatial practice produces a material space, that can be perceived 
by the five senses. Spatial practice creates connections and points of orientation and thus leads to 
the formation of centres and peripheries and the production of a system of networks of interac-
tion. It results in the production of an urban fabric covering increasing parts of the territory and 
enabling as well as hindering social actions. In concrete places, very different configurations of 
centralities and patterns of the urban fabric might develop, and thus the material form of an urban 
territory is always specific.

Secondly, we can explore how urbanisation is conceived, planned, controlled and regulated. 
We subsume these aspects under the term “territorial regulation”, which encompasses the rules 
that guide the production of the built environment and the use of the land and, therefore, also 
determine what will be localised in which part of a territory. These rules are always specific, and 
they lead to very different urbanisation processes.

Thirdly, we have to consider the question of lived space, or more precisely, how space is ex-
perienced in everyday life. This depends on the social forces that create an urban space through 
the generation of urban differences by initiating interaction, and hence relationships, amongst 
people and places. In this process, specific patterns of social, economic and cultural differentia-
tion evolve that can be seen as main elements of the specificity of an urban territory.

The Material Production of a Territory

The starting point for our analysis of urbanisation is the surface of the planet as the material basis 
for all human activities. Urban societies are characterised by all sorts of interactions and move-
ments that unfold on the surface of the earth originally formed by natural forces, such as relief, 
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energy, wind, water, or volcanic activity. Humans made their mark on this surface with trails, 
signs, paths, clearings, and were thus confronted with all its various characteristics, its topogra-
phy, its vegetation and its ground cover. Cultivation, settlements and transportation routes lead 
to transformation of this surface. During this process, “nature” is fundamentally changed into 
something new: a second, socially produced nature. This second nature finally is accepted as a 
given and seen almost as a “natural” precondition of human activities—despite always having 
been determined by concrete social relations that have materialised during the course of the ur-
banisation process and that have been incorporated into urban space. This is one of the central 
propositions set out by Lefebvre with regard to the history of the production of space (Lefebvre 
1991 [1974]: 84, 123, 128, 334, 409; see also Smith 1984; Gregory 1994; Swyngedouw 2004).

According to Lefebvre, the (industrial) logic of urbanisation is based on all sorts of network-
ing, spanning from small-scale patterns of everyday interactions to global networks. However, 
these networks are all based on a “material support” consisting of infrastructure, warehouses, 
roads, airports, fibre-optic cables, satellites and so on. In this sense, networks only exist in social 
terms insofar as they are projected onto the terrain and materialise in concrete, localised interac-
tions, markets and centres (Lefebvre 1991 [1974]: 402f.). Thus, a society inscribes itself into the 
terrain and produces its own social space with its specific features. The social relations of this 
society are consequently “localised”: all social activities are allocated their own place on the 
surface of the earth.

As urbanisation progresses, an urban fabric gradually emerges on the territory and, as such, 
establishes more or less permanent connections and nodes. These have their roots in history and 
inscribe themselves into the territory over a long period of time, creating a structure that guides 
action and that, by necessity, predefines further development. In this way, specific urban forms 
and patterns emerge, petrify, and become persistent features of urban space. These material struc-
tures make an impact: they lay down the lines along which the urban fabric further evolves and 
thus also influence the further trajectory of urbanisation. The fundamental contradiction that 
is the hallmark of the urbanisation of a territory is thus the dialectics of fixity and motion: The 
urban fabric enables and facilitates communication, interaction and cooperation, yet at the same 
it also channels them and fixes the material characteristics of the territory on a long-term basis, 
and thus hinder or preclude alternative possibilities of development and also determine the broad 
outlines of any future urbanisation process (see Harvey 1982; Brenner 1998).

The urban fabric is always specific: depending on the concrete situation, very different im-
prints on the territory may evolve: the urban fabric might be tightly or loosely woven, and the 
basic principle might be rather mono-centric or polycentric. This has a strong influence on 
urbanisation processes usually lumped together under the term “suburbanisation”. It describes 
a process that results from the extension of urban areas, which leads to new settlements at the 
edge of the extant urban territories. It implies usually an absence of centrality because impor-
tant institutions, such as schools, hospitals, public administration, etc., are historically located at 
more central locations. In our own research, we could identify two clearly distinct urbanisation 
processes according to the presence and absence of centralities. On the one hand, we found a 
homogeneous urban development stretching outwards in forming a relatively regular pattern al-
most without centralities on a smooth surface, that we called laminar urbanisation. It emerges when 
the urban territory can expand almost unhindered into the surrounding hinterland, covering the 
territory like a carpet or laminated flooring. In contrast, we also observed much more complex 
processes, structured by the emergence of new centralities and the simultaneous presence of 
multiple logics that are determining the urbanisation of the territory, whereby no single logic 
becomes dominant, resulting in a complex patchwork of more or less disjointed urban fragments. 
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This situation is usually generated through the historical succession of different models of urbani-
sation through which layer after layer of the urban fabric is produced and superimposed without 
erasing earlier layers.

Territorial Regulations and the Incorporation 
of Power into the Territory

As has become evident in the preceding paragraphs, the material, built-up structure of the terri-
tory has a determining character: it guides social activities, it suggests certain actions and hinders 
or prevents others—it can be understood as an incorporation of instructions. The human being 
perceives this structure as an obstacle, as an opposing factor, sometimes implacably hard, like a 
concrete wall; it is not only extremely difficult to alter but also subject to multiple rules designed 
to control any changes. This means that social relations inscribe themselves into a territory, so-
lidify and create an urban fabric that, in turn, determines human actions, by “allocating a space” 
to them, by defining their possibilities and limitations—although, crucially, it is not only mate-
riality that is a determinant, it is also the rules that pertain to this materiality and the power that 
is protecting and enforcing those rules (Lefebvre 1991 [1974]: 57, 120).

These rules and procedures arise from specific constellations of social forces, which generate 
and develop specific forms of territorial regulation. In regulation theory, the term “regulation” 
covers a whole set of explicit and implicit “rules of the game” that apply in a particular field 
(Lipietz 1988). In the widest sense, territorial regulation establishes the way in which a territory 
may be used and appropriated. It allocates activities to places and determines what people are 
allowed to do where. It thus includes not only the totality of formal and informal agreements 
and rules in the realms of construction and urban development, spatial and urban planning or of 
architecture and urban design; it also concerns the procedures and modalities of planning and the 
social processes of negotiation that affect the use of a territory. Of central importance are rules 
regulating land and housing markets, patterns of ownership, and the various modalities of land 
rights, but also the organisation of daily life and the use of public spaces. Territorial regulations 
also involve norms and ideals that prescribe what a city should be, how people should live, what is 
beautiful and what is ugly, and so on (DuPasquier and Marco 1991, 2017; Schmid 1996). All these 
factors are often extremely complex and contradictory; they can be very difficult to research and 
are generally hard to understand.

Territorial regulations are always rooted in a specific constellation of social forces that is typi-
cal of that particular territory. Very different interests, agents, institutions and political-territorial 
entities can be involved in the establishment of rules and negotiations around the production of 
the territory. The ensemble of these actors and their mutual interrelations constitute a specific 
social relation, the “territorial relation” (rapport territorial) (see DuPasquier and Marco 1991, 
2017; Schmid 1996, 2003). Whereas a territorial relation on a national scale is usually determined 
by centralised planning strategies, infrastructure policies, national laws, and edicts, the debates 
surrounding urban development at a regional or local scale give rise to specific social constel-
lations in which not only local authorities but also all kinds of formal and informal coalitions 
and alliances can be involved. The territorial relation may not only involve very different actors, 
but also very different, contradictory and complex arrangements of regulation, sometimes also 
including traditional rules and customary rights (see also Karaman et al. 2018).

Thus, various forms of informality and even illegality can be part of territorial regulation. It 
is not only written laws and edicts that determine how urban areas develop. Illegal and informal 
factors should always also be taken into consideration. In many places, informal practices have 
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been present for a long time, even if they were pushed into the background by the formal sector. 
In this sense, informality and illegality have to be understood as constitutive parts of territo-
rial regulation. The famous distinction between formal and informal urbanism thus has to be 
questioned and put into a broader context. Formal and informal modes of regulation are not a 
contrastive pair but often co-exist in a contradictory and precarious balance. These findings are 
consistent with results in postcolonial research, which has also focused on the mutual articulation 
and interpenetration of the two sectors (see e.g. Roy and AlSayyad 2004; Roy 2005; for a more 
detailed discussion of urban informality see e.g. Schmid et al. 2018; Streule et al. 2020).

Territorial regulation thus allows us to further distinguish different urbanisation processes—
within and between urban territories. While different territories have always different territorial 
regulations, there are often also differentiations within a specific territory. In this sense, we could 
differentiate between an urbanisation process that is self-organised and strongly marked by the 
collective production of urban space, that we called popular urbanisation. On the other hand, we 
found a more fragmented and individualised process that evolves plot by plot, that we labelled 
plotting urbanism. It is based on conflicting land regimes and is much more determined by forms 
of commodification and tenant–owner relationships. Thus, popular urbanisation and plotting ur-
banism could be defined as two distinct processes, despite the fact that both are marked by some 
kind of informality. However, they result in very different modalities and qualities.

The Production of Difference and the Power of the Urban

Urbanisation transforms society—but how does an urban situation emerge from this transforma-
tion? There have been many attempts to define the urban. Some definitions place the emphasis 
on the role of the city as a centre, as the seat of power, as the place of civilisation and culture. 
Others point to the specific form of social interaction that arises in cities, such as Louis Wirth 
(1938), who defined size, density and heterogeneity as key characteristics of urban settlements. 
However, in order to understand the emergence and evolution of an urban situation, it is neces-
sary to consider the transformations of rhythms and routines of everyday life in the course of ur-
banisation. Following Lefebvre, an urban situation is created when differences arise and become 
productive. Differences do not only signify social and cultural diversity, for they are the result of 
active processes of interaction that often involve conflicts and struggle: an urban space is where 
differences evolve, recognise each other, respect each other and enter into a productive exchange. 
It is important to understand that these differences are dynamic: they are not something a place 
“has”, they are something that this place constantly produces and reproduces (Diener et al. 2006; 
Schmid 2014). The sum of the effects that extend both in time and space beyond the here and 
now of the city intensifies this process yet further. Urban life positively strives for differentiation. 
Difference can thus be seen as a fundamental productive force that basically arises in urban areas: 
it is crucial that people have the opportunity to live these differences and to generate new differ-
ences (see also Meili 2015).

A detailed analysis of the patterns of differences thus helps understanding of how a variety 
of urban situations are evolving. Differences have a dual aspect: on the one hand, they are the 
result of interactions in a concrete space-time, in which people with their individual experi-
ences, their knowledge and their skills meet and interact. Difference is thus crucially connected 
with centrality: differences arise in places that draw many different people together, assem-
ble these differences and render them productive. On the other hand, differences can also be 
generated through networks: urbanisation has the tendency to overcome all kinds of borders 
and boundaries and thus bringing together areas and people that were hitherto separate and 
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far apart. Establishing links between people and places can thus create new differences. In this 
sense, urbanisation involves the connection and articulation of different (nearby and distant) 
places and situations.

There exists a great variety of socio-spatial patterns and modalities for the control or media-
tion of difference, which are highly specific to individual cities and convey their individual char-
acteristics. The concept of difference can thus also be used analytically for the characterisation of 
urban areas. There is a huge range of “modalities of difference” or of forms of segregation and 
social differentiation in a territory. Furthermore, differences inscribe themselves into a territory 
in unpredictable ways and are highly dynamic: in everyday life, differences are constantly being 
confirmed or refuted; they are in constant motion, and there are moments of opening and mo-
ments of closure, in other words, phases when differences can proliferate and others when they 
are more powerfully controlled and domesticated. The question of difference, as one of the main 
conditions of the urban, is a contested question. Lefebvre even sees the struggle between differ-
entiation and homogenisation as the main contradiction of the urban.

This struggle shapes many urbanisation processes. In our research, we identified a particular 
process we called “incorporation of urban differences”. It is related to access to or exclusion from 
centrality and refers to the incorporation of unique—and potentially subversive—elements into 
spaces of hegemonic power, driven forward by processes of commodification and state strategies.

Identifying Urbanisation Processes through Comparative Research

The analysis of urbanisation has shown how important the interplay of the three dimensions 
of the production of space is in the generation of urbanisation processes. The production of 
an urban fabric and thus of second nature on the basis of everyday actions and interactions, 
the processes of territorial regulation through which power structures are inscribed into a 
territory, and the patterns and dynamics of lived differences that emerge, consolidate or get 
incorporated—all these aspects contribute to the specific character of urbanisation processes 
and urban territories.

The differentiation of these three dimensions of the general process of urbanisation allows us 
to define urbanisation processes more precisely, and to go beyond the familiar set of processes. 
The definition of urbanisation processes implies a moment of generalisation, emergent from ob-
servations in specific urban territories: to detect a bundling of characteristics, certain common 
underlying mechanisms, logics, and regularities in the way urbanisation unfolds and proceeds, 
thus producing similar urban outcomes in very different territories. These urban outcomes can 
be grouped and analysed comparatively in order to distinguish more systematically between dif-
ferent processes that share a common problematic.

Through an appropriate comparative procedure, it is therefore possible to identify a common 
problematic across different “cases” or “singularities” and the various divides that separate them. 
The main challenge of our own project was thus to develop a comparative research strategy to 
apprehend the general tendencies of urbanisation and at the same time to address the specifici-
ties developing in each urban territory. In addition, the fact that cities no longer constitute units 
that can be delimited in a clear way, but are highly dynamic, multifaceted and complex, poses 
a significant methodological challenge for any urban comparative project. To solve this prob-
lem, two decisive moves were necessary: first, the urban territory must be understood as a force 
field in which various urbanisation processes unfold, collide and interweave, thereby generat-
ing a specific urban topography; second, the historical and path-dependent production process 
of this territory has to be analysed. Our research thus adopted a twofold approach, beginning 
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with a “horizontal”, or synchronic analysis of the patterns of urbanisation that seeks to grasp 
the present situation of a concrete urban territory. This synchronic analysis aims to develop a 
comprehensive understanding of the expansion and interweaving of urbanisation processes and 
to identify the resulting pattern of urban configurations. This intellectual operation freezes the 
urban process to discern its manifold constituents and thus examines the structure of an urban 
territory as it is at a given moment. In the second step, urban development has to be understood 
and reconstructed as a historical production process. This requires a “vertical” or diachronic 
analysis. In order to understand urbanisation as a process, we have to follow the pathways of 
urbanisation. This diachronic and synchronic analysis was done for each urban territory in-
dependently by individual researchers. At the same time, we brought the various urbanisation 
processes emerging through this analysis into conversation with each other through a collective 
comparative procedure (see Streule 2020). What we performed in our research, therefore, was 
not a comparison of “cities” or territorial units but a comparison of urbanisation processes across 
very different contexts.

This comparative procedure resulted in the identification, conceptualisation and defini-
tion of a series of urbanisation processes that were not available so far: popular urbanisation, 
plotting urbanism, bypass urbanism, incorporation of differences, multi-layered patchwork 
urbanisation, laminar urbanisation, industrial urbanisation, post-proletarian urbanisation and 
condo-development. These new concepts can serve as examples for a widened and renewed 
vocabulary of urbanisation (see Schmid et al. 2018; Schmid and Streule 2023).

Towards an Open and Dynamic Understanding of Urbanisation

The results of this project and the analysis presented here provide a broader and more dynamic 
understanding of urbanisation processes across the divides that characterise our contemporary 
world. Urban territories are open to a vast range of urban developments and hence also to realis-
ing the possibilities that are intrinsic to urbanisation. In this process, it becomes clear that the 
urban is always both geographically and historically specific. It is a specific category that is always 
dependent on concrete conditions and historical developments.

With our comparative territorial approach, we can analyse the surface of the earth and discern 
certain consistencies emerging in the ongoing current of urbanisation and in the continuous 
mesh of the urban fabric. We can detect the interplay and entanglement of urbanisation processes 
that give a territory its distinctive features and characteristics—its specificity. We can identify 
territories within which the same rules apply, the same regulations are in operation, certain over-
arching connections and modes of interaction dominate, and a more or less coherent understand-
ing of the urban might arise. Therefore, to analyse the specificity of an urban territory is also a 
political and, at the same time, a very practical exercise because it helps to challenge dominant 
and dominating (global) policies, homogenising strategies and “best practice” recipes for urban 
design and territorial planning. Precisely because of the great variety of urban outcomes and the 
multitude of elements and specific conditions to be considered, a detailed concrete analysis is 
always necessary in order to define any viable urban strategy.

But as this chapter has shown, it does not follow that we should only consider the specificities 
of urban territories and fall into the “trap of singularity”. Rather, urbanisation can be seen as 
a general but differentiated process with different dimensions. It results in a wide range of par-
ticular urbanisation processes unfolding in the confrontation of general tendencies and inherited 
territorial conditions that can be identified through comparative analysis. From a more general 
perspective, our project highlights and confirms the necessity to develop a differentiated view 



Christian Schmid

310

of urbanisation. The reduction of the concept of urbanisation to some universal principles or 
mechanisms cannot suffice to productively address the diversity and richness of the contempo-
rary urban universe. Identifying different processes of urbanisation as constitutive elements of 
an urbanising planet suggests an analysis that goes beyond the seeming contradiction between 
universalising and particularising research strategies.
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