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"Urbanism in the Expanded Field" 
 
 
Urbanism has long been considered a complex and time-consuming form of practice, 
challenged today more than ever by a global condition of an unsettling instability, first 
and foremost manifested by climate change and over the last three years highlighted 
by the global outbreak of the COVID-19 pandemic, political unrest, and global 
migrations. The conference proposes to expand the field of urbanism not only beyond 
the existing fields of expertise but also beyond the commonly accepted territory of the 
city. It brings forward different forms of "urbanism," found beyond the city's borders, 
sometimes temporary and different from familiar definitions of what is called “urban”, 
and not always following the rules or even dogmas of the accepted discourse of “good 
urbanity”. It raises the question whether urbanism can exist in open landscapes, low 
densities, informal configurations, temporary gatherings, dispersed networks and 
infrastructural endeavors. Cities and urban conditions in Israel and their surroundings 
will be our reference point for addressing these questions, both as extreme examples 
of expanding the field, but also perhaps as a precursor for future extremities to be 
expected in other parts of the world. We propose to consider this fleeting moment in 
time and space as a case study and platform for understanding larger trends around 
urbanism, densification, ecosystems, and the infrastructures that connect them. We 
invite researchers, policy-makers, practitioners, students and teachers to share their 
experiences and join us in an attempt at disrupting the common understanding of 
concepts such as "city," "settlement," "village," and "suburb", with innovative thinking. 
We seek an urbanism that is resilient, responsive, porous and permeable - one that can 
invert the late-capitalist tendencies of perpetual into an ever-expanding conception of 
the “urban” and its mechanisms of sustainable growth. The conference will run in five 
tracks, each of them approaching these challenges from different yet interconnected 
perspectives 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Track 1  
Shifting Densities 
 
With intense population growth in many regions, new 
urban densities will need to be addressed. As Israel’s 
population is set to double in the coming decades, there 
is a concerted effort to generate as many housing units 
as possible, almost at all costs - economic, 
environmental, political, and spatial. It is clear, 
however, that long-term solutions must address 
processes of densification and intensification beyond 
“population growth” alone. How do our land 
management mechanisms grow and evolve? How do 
we “densify” not only housing units but also 
infrastructure, open space, and land use? What are the 
different “forms” and typologies of density and are 
there optimal sizes? In this track we propose to leverage 
the opportunities and mitigate the threats of 
densification in new and innovative ways, including 
digital technologies, that engage with the relationship 
of urban form with governance, social structures, 
natural ecosystems, resources, energy and 
environmental concerns. This track will examine the 
socio-cultural dynamics of compactness on equity, 
segregation and inclusion. 
 
 
Track 2 
The Global Infrastructure Crisis 
 
Urbanization - on a global and local level - of cities and 
metropolitan regions, built of increasingly larger and 
more complex megastructures have put an enormous 
strain on infrastructures; transportation networks, 
supply chains, and waste disposal (human and 
otherwise). This has sent the already imbalanced 
relationship between the built and the un-built 
environment in a far more radical direction. The city 
increasingly consumes its surroundings across 
numerous verticals - waste containment, natural 
resources, and mobility. The existing way of planning 
infrastructure cannot meet the needs of the very 
densely populated urban agglomeration. Can cities and 
metropolitan areas transform themselves into self-
containing and supplying organisms? Can their 
dependencies be ones that have a net positive impact 
on their surroundings? Which technologies and 
processes can enable such a transition? What are the 
appropriate scales for planning and intervention for 
planning infrastructural solutions? 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Track 3 
Recalibrating Life on Earth 
In the paradigm shift from Anthropocene towards a 
Post-Anthropocene, urbanism can be considered the 
most invasive and impactful human footprint which 
requires reconsidering when understanding its 
increasing portion in the overall terrestrial matter. 
Therefore, in designing our environment, rather than 
submitting to the negative effects of technological 
advancement we could rethink the way in which new 
ecologically aware methods of design and building can 
re-link culture to nature. Ultimately, the realization of a 
possible knowledge of nature through nature-based 
solutions and through technologically advanced 
versions of inhabitation, labor and leisure opens up new 
territories for exploration. In which way will the field of 
urbanism need to expand its fields of expertise to issues 
of recalibrating food production and distribution, health 
infrastructure, water management, energy networks? 
Can this provide equal opportunities and access for 
humans and other forms of life?. In this track, we 
propose to look at ways in which spatial sustainability, 
urban-rural linkages and blue/green/grey systems may 
provide for a more balanced approach. 
 
Track 4 
Permanent Instabilities 
The local conditions in which the built environment in 
Israel was designed and planned can be characterized 
by a permanent condition of instability. This lies in 
direct contrast with the practices of urbanism that 
attempt to stabilize and maintain systems of 
cohabitation. This tension is now amplified by a global 
condition of an unsettling uncertainty, manifested by 
processes of extreme climates, natural disasters, rapid 
population growth, political unrest, unstable 
governments, shifting demographies, pandemics, and 
more. A tradition in handling uncertainty gives the 
country a comparative advantage on the urban front. Its 
interventions in space provide a useful reference point 
for urbanists considering risk preparedness, the future 
of cities and the systems of governance through which 
they are created - social, economic, environmental, and 
spatial 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

  



Track 5 
The Eclectic Urban Field 
 

 
 

The contemporary mechanisms of 
erasure/construction/erasure, of both built and unbuilt 
environments have prevented social, economic, and 
natural forces from generating or enhancing local 
meaning. The resulting urban  

field is a patchwork of historic fabrics and carte-blanche 
socialist and post-modernist planning. It ‘stretches’ the 
significance both of urbanism as vertical and of 
landscape as horizontal and supports a condition of 
human environments as composed of a wide range of 
moments, pockets, patches, islands and clearings in a 
constantly shifting, interlocking and sometimes 
conflicting set of urban worlds. How can the historic 
fabric re-integrate itself with new identities? Throughout 
the 20th century, great progress was made in creating 
structures and promulgating principles to guide urban 
and landscape conservation, but as the 21st century 
proceeds, society is challenged by new far-reaching 
changes at the regional scale such as shifting 
demographies, digital transformations and climate 
change. Confronted with such a fast-changing context, 
historic urban landscapes require new tools and 
methodologies to address the future of heritage and 
historic urban fabrics at the local, metropolitan and 
regional scale. In contexts where the territorial dynamics 
and socio-political contexts become fluid, multicultural, 
and multi-ethnic, in a world where classic ‘integration’ or 
‘assimilation’ policies are no longer straightforward 
processes, we are challenged to rethink our ways of 
operating in urban histories in conflict. 

The content of this track will expand on the discourse of 
Historic Urban Landscapes of Heriland and Heritopolis. 
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Could the Neighborhood scale be the 
Smart City of the Future? 
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Abstract: 

Many researchers have criticized the smart city paradigm for 
being overly technocratic, and thus lacking the ability to 
respond to complexities and to the social issues the city faces. 
Thus, the cry to perform the 'social turn' and rediscover the 
social imagination of the smart city. In this article, I seek to 
highlight the matter of scale in smart city operations. Here, I 
offer the neighborhood as the optimal theater for smart city 
operation, offering a chance to perform the required social 
reset of the smart city. The transition to the neighborhood 
scale symbolizes not only the geographic space of a small 
urban unit, but also, and primarily, bases the neighborhood 
as an intermediary social and political unit between the 
municipal government and the local residents. In this article I 
propose a theoretical approach alongside an applicational 
toolbox to promote this approach. The article generates a 
theoretical analysis which links concepts and approaches 
from the field of urban sociology and collaborative planning, 
seeking to examine them in relation to the smart city 
paradigm. In applicational terms, this article utilizes the 
research of the 3S Lab project, which worked in collaboration 
with municipal government and civil society within the 
geographic space of the Hadar Neighborhood in Haifa. In the 
final section of the article I will offer a thematic analysis 
linking the theory with the practice of the 3S Lab, and 
conclude by presenting the advantages and challenges 
associated with the implementation of the smart city 
paradigms with a neighborhood sized scale.  

 

First part- Research background 
This article was written in a difficult and complex 
political epoch in the State of Israel. Over the past few 
months Israel's future as a democratic and liberal state 
has been placed under threat. The conditions during this 
time have significant impact on the writing of this article, 
which presents it with an inherent paradox. In this article 
I seek to generate a new conceptual theory which 
examines the potentiality of changing the operational 
space of the smart city, from municipal management to 
neighborhood management. Why "management"? 
because the smart city is first and foremost a managerial 
conception of control and power (Kitchin 2013; Batty 
2020). The smart city utilizes technology, regardless of 
whether the technology is a "smart infrastructure of the 

physical infrastructure of the city" or "smart digital 
interfaces for the resident" (I will return to these 
technological conceptions later in the article). The goal 
in both cases is identical – the creation of a system of 
power which grants the mayor the ability to optimally 
control and manage the city(Sadowski and Bendor 
2019).  Whereas urban studies maintain a lively debate 
about the social balance of power between government, 
market and civil society, the percolation of this debate 
into the smart city paradigm has been quite limited. The 
innovation I offer here is in the linkage between smart 
city technologies and democratization of cities: my claim 
is that these technologies represent more than 
optimization of municipal management processes, but 
generate power in themselves. 

The question that is raised is to whom that power is 
granted and how that power changes the urban balance 
of power. I respond to this challenge by linking data 
management, urban analysis and 3D urban models with 
the neighborhood scale. The transition to the 
neighborhood scale symbolizes not only the geographic 
space of a small urban unity, but also and primarily the 
function of the neighborhood as a social and political 
unit mediating between the municipal government and 
the local residents. The neighborhood is the space 
enabling the act of decentralization since it possesses a 
concrete presence in space, as well as localized 
municipal institutions such as the neighborhood council, 
schools and the like. These entities are the smallest, 
most basic analytical units on which democratic society 
is based. 

Decentralization in the urban context 
An example of urban decentralization is the Localism Act 
passed by the British Parliament in 2011. Its intent was 
to generate a process of decentralization of authorities 
from the central government to local communities. The 
localism act influenced many fields, such as education 
and health, and through the encouragement of 
managerial freedom and flexibility for local 
communities, the British Government sought to base its 
rule on a system of democratic and liberal values. The 
process also led to a reform in the field of urban 
planning, with a formal legal requirement to include 
neighborhood planning. The neighborhood planning 
requirement generates a process of decentralizing 
urban planning power away from the municipal 
government into the neighborhood systems of power. 
The law enables the residents to plan and design their 
neighborhood democratically. Via this law the residents 
can decide what new construction they are interested in 
(residences, stores and offices), its design and fabric, 
and what urban infrastructure they desire to preserve or 
add. The final product of the process is the formation of 
policy and plans by the residents themselves, which 

https://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/2011/20/contents/enacted
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following a long process of external and internal reviews 
becomes legally binding. In other words, the plan 
receives statutory validity which obligates the local 
authority to act according to it, enabling local residents 
to object to any plans which are not compatible with the 
values represented by the locally generated 
neighborhood plan.  

The neighborhood scale 
When the British Parliament considered how residents 
could be enabled to participate in urban planning 
processes in a more democratic manner, they did not 
select either the all-city scale or the borough scale. 
Rather they zeroed in on the neighborhood scale, 
viewing it as ideal to generate a process of democratic 
planning. The "neighborhood planning" process is aware 
of the complexity in the transition from a municipal to 
neighborhood scale, and hence the first action the 
residents must undertake to initiate the planning 
process is to define precisely what the neighborhood is. 
The legal neighborhood requirement sets two 
conditions for the definition of the neighborhood: the 
first is the marking of the geographic borders of the 
neighborhood plan. The second is the founding of a 
neighborhood forum which contains 21 members that 
represent the neighborhood's cultural and socio-
economic diversity. If these two conditions are met, the 
residents of the neighborhood can approach the 
municipal government which has the power to confirm 
that the actions were undertaken in a democratic 
manner which truly represents the neighborhood with 
all of its complexities and layers.  

The question therefore arises, when I seek to consider 
the idea of decentralizing the concept of the smart city 
to the neighborhood scale, what neighborhood do I 
refer to, and what the neighborhood scale can 
contribute to making the smart city conception into a 
more democratic decision-making space? 

When I refer to the word neighborhood, I do not mean 
merely the delineation of a neighborhood a s a physical 
space with physical and geographic boundaries, but to 
the human components and the sense of belongingness 
which takes place within the neighborhood geographic 
space, emphasizing the leadership components 
occurring within the neighborhood. The sense of 
belongingness and shared fate cultivated by the 
geographic proximity between people offers the 
possibility of the developing the individual participation 
component within a neighborhood social network such 
as neighborhood committee or neighborhood  NGO's.  

Urban sociology refers to the neighborhood as the most 
simple and basic organizational form which is associated 
to the organizational method of the residents of the city 
(Park, 1925). Many sociologists attribute considerable 

importance to the shared fate of neighborhood 
residents. Thus, the idea of a neighborhood is often 
associated community and intimacy, and the connection 
between people living within the same geographic 
space. Often the geographic space is characterized by 
the physical, social and cultural characteristics which 
become the distinctive marker of the neighborhood. 
Neighborhoods can change in size from a small cluster 
of homes to an entire city or town. They can also differ 
in their socioeconomic and demographic properties and 
the heterogeneity thereof.   

The interaction between the people living in close 
geographic proximity can be organized and reflected 
into many forms, beginning from informal gathering of 
neighbors who gather together for a joint community 
activity to formal institutionalization of such 
organizations as neighborhood committees or 
community corporations.  The formal neighborhood 
organizations often get together to promote a specific 
aim such as crime reduction, the maintenance of public 
areas and so forth. These organizations have an 
important role in the municipal balance of power, and 
often fill a mediating position which links residents with 
the municipal authority (Hatuka et al, 2012) this 
mediating position is critically important for it actually 
creates the representative body of the local residents 
versus the municipal government institutions (Sampson 
et al, 2002). Thus, the term "neighborhood" in this 
article refers to the multidimensional network which 
incorporates the tension between the boundaries of the 
geographic space to the interpersonal interaction which 
enables the organization of the residents. 

 

The smart city 
The smart city is associated with progressive 
development conceptions which seek to promote 
innovation and technological developments as a means 
of improving the day-to-day municipal agenda. The 
Smart city is defined by two waves of 
development  (Przeybilovicz et al. 2022): the first smart 
city wave approached the city as a physical space of 
infrastructure and systems. Thus, the smart city 
conception focused on making this infrastructure – 
parks, traffic lights and buildings – smarter. This was 
enabled via the deployment of sensors that were 
installed on the devices themselves and these were 
connected to the municipal systems, enabling the 
municipal government decision makers to achieve 
better control and management capabilities. The second 
smart city wave, which has gained strength over the past 
years, was triggered by criticism of the smart city as 
being overly technocratic, focusing overmuch on the 
physical infrastructure of the city at the expense of its 
residents. Technology companies therefore sought to 
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generate a social reset via a citizen-centric approach, 
rather than one focused on the physical space (Cardullo 
and Kitchin 2019; Kitchin 2013). In this conception of the 
smart city, the urban municipal service systems are 
made accessible to the residents, enabling democratic 
decision-making processes in which each resident is 
afforded the ability to express his opinion over the 
municipal decision-making processes. In this manner, 
this approach transforms the voice and opinion of the 
people into a databank which helps the mayor during 
the municipal decision-making process. 

Public participation and the smart city 
In order to understand what public participation means, 
and to what extent the resident can take an active part 
in the decision-making process we returned to the 
periodical " A Ladder of Citizen Participation", published 
by  Arnstein back in 1969. Despite the many years that 
have passed since, this periodical still shapes our 
understanding of the processes of democratic planning 
and the manner residents are involved in the context of 
negotiations between the citizens and municipal 
governance.  

There are eight steps in the eponymous ladder: the 
lowest is non-cooperation, the higher step represent 
partial cooperation or the seeming of cooperation for 
the sake of appearances, and the highest step is citizen 
power. In order to understand the highest level in which 
the government can enable public participation in the 
planning process we return to the aforementioned 
example of the "neighborhood planning" process, 
initiated by the British Parliament as part of the Localism 
Act. This act granted neighborhood residents the right 
to exclusively lead urban plans for their neighborhood. 
In order to understand Arnstein's participation scale in 
regard to the smart city, I will make use of the study of 
Cardullo and Kitchin (2019). This study generates a 
comparison between technological means that exist in 
the city of Dublin as part of the conception of the smart 
city in relation to the Arnstein participation scale. In their 
analysis they demonstrate how different initiatives of 
the smart city can enable resident participation on 
different levels of the decision making process. 
However, when delving in their analysis into the highest 
step of the ladder, citizen power, they found few smart 
city initiatives, and that most such examples were weak 
and insignificant. 

From full citizen power to co-production 
It may be that the reason the smart city finds it difficult 
to implement the conception of citizen power as 
described by Arnstein in the public participation ladder 
derives from the nature of the smart city. As currently 
constructed any action performed via the smart city 
approach is top-down, led by the municipal government 
either for the residents or, at best, in cooperation with 

them. According to Arnstein's ladder, citizen power 
refers to the municipal government entitling the 
residents with the option of self-governance, leaving 
room for initiatives for bottom-up activities. This 
situation is almost impossible in relation to the concept 
of the smart city, which requires extensive financial and 
human resources. 

The smart city is not the only approach struggling with 
the idea of implementing a process of democratic 
planning at the highest level as Arnstein notes in her 
participation ladder. Planning processes also find it hard 
to implement the concept. Thus, while British 
Parliament passed a the "neighborhood planning" law 
promoting the idea of citizen power, implementation 
has lagged. Most neighborhoods in the UK have proven 
unable to implement the process, with those 
neighborhoods who have implemented the process 
being high socio-economic status neighborhoods with 
abundant human and financial capital (Yossef Ravid, 
2018)  

As a response to the failures in implementation of the 
ideal of citizen power, in which the citizens 
autonomously lead urban processes, the professional 
literature in the field of urban planning suggests 
transitioning from a conception of citizen power to one 
of co-production, a concept drawn from the field of 
public policy and administration (Watson 2014; Rosen 
and Painter 2019). 

The idea of Urban government co-production began 
back in the 1970s and is identified with the political 
economist Elinor Ostrom, who coined the phrase in the 
context of public policy and administration. The concept 
on which co-production is based is partnership of 
citizens in the planning and urban services supply 
process (Ostrom 1996; Nabatchi et al, 2017). The basis 
of this idea is associated with the neo-liberal urban 
governance ideas, in which the municipal government 
conceives of itself as a service provider, and joint action 
with the public can guarantee both efficiency and 
effectiveness. Unlike the process of citizen power as 
conceived by Arnstein, in which residents independently 
lead planning processes, or the top-down conception of 
the smart city, which focuses on developing centralized 
management tools by municipal decision-makers, the 
co-production conception seeks to generate a process 
of long-term partnership between municipal authorities 
and local residents in urban management and planning 
processes. 
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Second part- Research arena 

The Smart Social Strategy (3S) Lab as a case-study of 
smart city co-production 
The 3S Lab, held for the Hadar Neighborhood in Haifa 
between June 2020 and September 2023. The Lab is 
based on the  Participatory Action Research (PAR) 
template (Kindon et al, 2007) . In which three entities 
are partnered: 1-the Technion, via 3S Lab researchers; 
2-the Municipal Government of Haifa, particularly the 
social welfare and community department in the city; 3-
civil society activists of the Hadar Neighborhood. 

The framework of the partnership and its goals were 
supported and defined by the Israel National Insurance 
funds. Thus, the 3S Lab was active from the very first in 
the co-production framework of civil society and 
municipal government are equal partners in the process. 
In addition, the project was from the first exclusively 
focused on the geographic reach of the Hadar 
Neighborhood rather than the entire city of Haifa. 

The geographic boundaries were predefined by all of the 
partners of the process, including the 14 statistical 
regions identified by the Israeli Bureau of Statistics as 
part of the Hadar Neighborhood. The physical location 
of the project, the 3S Lab, has also been pre-selected by 
all the participants. The Hadrion structure, located in the 
heart of the neighborhood and owned by the Technion, 
has been chosen to house the project. 

Adding the layer of the neighborhood scale to the 3S 
Lab  
The theoretical basis of this article is part of a general 
call to perform a social turn of the smart city concept 
(Sadowski and Bendor 2019; Cardullo and Kitchin 2019; 
Verrest and Pfeffer 2018).  The call for a social reset is a 
call to recreate the socio-technical imagination of the 
smart city, which links technological developments with 
the ability to generate social change and new political 
arrangements. In the context of the smart city, the 
intention is to lead to social change and a new class 
order by utilizing the smart city technology. Currently, 
the smart city technology sells the "social" as platform 
claiming to place the resident in the center, or via 
processes in which the opinion of the residents 
concerning a particular municipal issue is polled. In this 
way the smart city generates mechanisms which 
contribute to the social, political and financial capital of 
their mayors. However, the essential social issues of the 
city, such as inequality, loneliness, aging populations and 

 
1Governing Urban Aging with a -Under review) “Smarter Participation: Co

Neighborhood Digital Twin”. Co-author: Axel A, Yossef Ravid B, Aharon 
Gutman M. Journal: Urban Technology  

gentrification remained unaddressed by the smart city 
technologies. 

The first time I sought to join this group of researchers 
was in the " The Social Digital Twin :The Social Turn in 
the Field of Smart Cities" article, which describes the 
"Social Digital Twin" tool as a means for generating this 
social reset. The social digital twin is a 3D urban model 
which is based on social data which links between the 
physical and social tissue of the city, thus forming an 
essential tool in the urban decision-maker toolbox. On 
the second occasion, I sought to contribute to the social 
reset by utilizing the social digital twin tool as a tool to 
support the process of collaborative urban decision 
making  (Article- Under review1).  

Another tool I sought to use to generate the social reset 
was architectural design, via the design and 
establishment of the joint decision-making space for the 
municipal government and civil society2 (figure 2). In this 
article, I wish to suggest another means of generating 
the smart city social reset – a change in the urban 
measurement unit, from the entire city to a single 
neighborhood. Below, I will present scenarios and 
resultant actions which actually occurred in the 3S Lab.  

Third part- the neighborhood scale of 3S 

Power to civil society! 
The Project “One hundred meters of responsibility” – 
the Hadar neighborhood is characterized by many areas 
of the public space and the private space between the 
buildings is neglected and unmaintained. Our project 
operated during the COVID-19 pandemic, a period 
characterized by social distancing and reduction of the 
ability to move in the public space. For several weeks the 
permitted range of movement of the citizens of the 
State of Israel was limited to a radius of 100 meters from 
their place of residence. Inspired by this limitation, the 
Hadar Neighborhood Committee chose to launch a 
neighborhood cleaning operation in which they 
encouraged the residents of the neighborhood to clean 
up the area around their residences. Since the Hadar 
Committee was familiar with the activity of the project 
and saw its potential, they asked us to assist them 
through the preparation of a digital poll data 
management dashboard (link to interface), as is 
common in smart city systems. The poll was made 
accessible by them to the residents of the 
neighborhood, who could participate in the operation 
either by leading the cleaning of their own building or 
volunteering to assist other buildings. The neighborhood 

2  (Under review) “A room for their’ s own: A physital space for urban 
government co-production”. Co-author: Yossef Ravid B, Aharon Gutman M. 
Journal: Urban Design  

 

https://technion-gis.maps.arcgis.com/apps/dashboards/ed72a1d25e3746e692d4a5ef0edd4b55
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Committee managed the cleaning project by using the 
project platforms. The neighborhood council thereby 
generated a neighborhood database of the building 
committees and community activists. 

Civil control and management room during the 
"Guardian of the Walls" operation – In May 2021, 
violent riots broke out in the city of Haifa between the 
Arab and Jewish population, concurrently with the 
"Guardian of the Walls" Operation of the IDF vs Hamas 
in Gaza.  The Hadar Neighborhood is a mixed Jewish-
Arab neighborhood, suffered greatly during these riots. 
As part of the desire of the neighborhood residents to 
demonstrate solidarity, neighborhood activists decided 
to establish a civil control room in which citizens would 
assist citizens in need due to the riots. The 
neighborhood activists who were familiar with the 
activity of the 3S Lab, sought to use the tools and means 
offered by the project for this purpose. They were 
therefore provided with a digital interface which was 
advertised on social media. Its purpose was to create a 
database for people or businesses which required 
assistance, and another database for people prepared to 
volunteer help people from the neighborhood who 
required help (figure 3). The social activists "managed" 
the event via use of the digital platforms and generated 
connections between volunteers and citizens requiring 
assistance. 

Insights – these examples illustrate the power of civil 
society and the mechanisms through which it can take 
action when it is provided with the tools and digital 
infrastructure associated with the smart city technology. 

The blinds spots of the data   
During the period the project was active, the question 
was raised by the partners in the process concerning the 
precision of the institutional database and the data gaps 
it contained. This question could only have emerged, as 
I see it, thanks to us being focused on the neighborhood 
scale. In other words, the discussion we held did not 
address the entirety of the city, but was solely 
concerned with the Hadar neighborhood. All of our 
partners in the project, both the municipal government 
and the civil society have been working in Hadar 
neighborhood for many years and hence could vouch for 
the veracity, or else question, the precision of the data. 
The Matter became more complex given the question of 
where and how elderly citizens live in Hadar 
Neighborhood. 

When such a question is asked through a municipal lens, 
the local authority shall seek to understand the 
differentiation between the different parts of the 
neighborhood. Hence, a visual representation of the 
percentage of senior citizens in every statistical area 
(figure 4-1) can provide a satisfactory solution for the 

municipal government. However, when the discussion 
shifts from a discussion of a city matter by the municipal 
government to a neighborhood discussion in which 
people who know the neighborhood well are involved, 
the need also arises to change the scale in which data is 
presented. In our case, we chose to present the data in 
relation to the building scale, as can be seen in figure 4-
2, representing the location of residence of the 
neighborhood's senior citizens. Figure 4-3 displays a 
spatial analysis linking the day-to-day routine of the 
senior citizens to various municipal infrastructure such 
as HMOs, public parks, public buildings and more. 

Our neighborhood partners noticed that there were 
buildings in which senior citizens were living, but were 
not marked on our digital twin model. They noted to us 
several specific addresses, and even took us for a 
neighborhood tour and visits of these senior citizens. It 
emerged that the Hadar neighborhood has a 
phenomena of senior citizens that are not recorded in 
the formal databanks of the municipality of Haifa. The 
reason these citizens are not registered is that their 
problematic financial circumstances obligate them to 
secure inexpensive housing solutions which are often 
unapproved and unrecorded by the municipal 
government. In one case we visited a senior citizen who 
lived in the ground floor of a residential building. 
However, archival research uncovered that he was living 
in the warehouse of a commercial store (figure 5). The 
second case is that of a senior citizen who lives in an 
apartment subdivided into 6 smaller housing units 
rented out at 1000 NIS, including utilities and taxes. In 
this case as well, archival research revealed that there 
was no record of a reparcelization of the apartment. 
Either way, the above cases represent a broader 
phenomenon in which lack of legal authorization for the 
residential unit leads to residents not being registered in 
the municipal fee records of the municipal government. 

Insights – through these examples I illustrate that cross-
referencing the municipal government database, the 
guiding light of the smart city paradigm, with the local 
knowledge of neighborhood civil society activists can 
help unveil such technological blind spots and highlight 
the weaknesses in relying exclusively on such municipal 
databases. In our case, the local knowledge of our 
partners about the neighborhood enabled unveiling the 
"undocumented" phenomena in the city. The presence 
of such undocumented individuals is very significant for 
the city and the municipal government, as they add to 
the burden on municipal infrastructure, which are often 
not adapted to contain so many residents, whereas the 
"unrecorded" do not receive the municipal assistance 
they require, such as welfare services, senior citizen 
centers and more.   

Discussion 



 6 

"An F16 suddenly landed in the neighborhood, it is very 
significant and conveys an experience of boundless 
power. Now we just need to see what can be done with 
it"  

This quote by a social activist from the Hadar 
Neighborhood summarizes succinctly the 3S Lab project, 
as it illustrates the inherent tension between the 
technological innovation of the smart city paradigm and 
its assimilation within the neighborhood network of 
interpersonal relations and power. Here, I proposed that 
the neighborhood scale can serve as a milestone in 
generating the long called-for social reset in the smart 
city paradigm. On the basis of our experimental 
experience in this project, I offer a thematic analysis of 
the advantages and existing challenges in implementing 
the smart city perception in regard to the neighborhood 
municipal unit. 

First, the issue of resources. Assimilating the smart city 
paradigm within the neighborhood setting requires both 
financial and human resources. For the most part, civil 
society organizations operate with very meager 
budgets, and without any resources. Assimilating these 
technological tools requires resources that this 
neighborhood organization usually lacks. Hence, there is 
a need to think how the funding and infrastructure for 
such action can be generated. 

Second, although this article presents the social 
organizations active in the neighborhood in a positive 
light, these organizations frequently do not represent 
the opinions of all neighborhood residents and seek to 
promote political agendas that are no supported by 
them. Thus, when we work with these social 
organizations, we must first map out the existing 
networks of interests and power in the neighborhood. 

Third, this article is presented from the perspective of an 
Academica which seeks to assume an active part in the 
social and public agenda of the city. Our study positively 
illuminates the triple collaboration between academia, 
civil society and municipal government, illustrating how 
each of these entities are benefitted by the process. 
However, it is important to note that academic projects 
have both a start and end point in their involvement in 
the neighborhood life – unlike the local residents for 
whom the neighborhood is the home where they live 
their daily life. This issue must be taken into account and 
presented clearly at the very beginning of the project. 

This article represented the first foray into generating 
the social reset of the smart city via changing the point 
of reference of the smart city paradigm to the 
neighborhood. I hope that this study will encourage 
municipal government and academic institutions to 
support the establishment of neighborhood frameworks 
that connect civil society with municipal government via 

use of technologies and concepts associated with the 
smart city. 
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Abstract 
With the rise of neoliberal political-economic policy, 
privatization of built space has become commonplace, and as 
municipalities adopt models of “private-public partnerships” 
to further the financial growth of the city, more public 
institutions are built by private entrepreneurs. This shift has 
led to the emergence of a new architectural typology of 
public buildings in city centers – public institutions that are 
built as public duties in large mixed-use urban developments. 
Though privatization of housing and urban planning has been 
thoroughly researched, the physical, spatial and performative 
nature of these new private-public spaces has yet to be 
investigated fully. This research, focusing on “daily” 
educational buildings such as schools and kindergartens, 
examines the change transpiring in built public space in the 
historic context of Israeli educational architecture. It explores 
the new architectural educational typology, opportunities 
and limitations it provides, and the “publicness” of these new 
institutions, designed within the neo-liberal architectural 
framework. 
Using architectural documents, site observations, 
photographs and in-depth interviews, the study analyzed 
public buildings contained in LUDs built in central Tel Aviv in 
the last two decades. The prominent case studies; HaShuk 
HaSitona’i, Midtown Tel Aviv, Kanarit Di Vinci and BSR 
Sarona, present complex urban conditions and private-public 
interactions, through which the standing of public buildings in 
the contemporary city is investigated.  
The study reveals that while these newly built public spaces 
meet all of the required planning standards, therefore not 
denying the public of necessary services, they are receding 
from the physical, visual and perceived urban scenery. 
Through the architectural analysis of the new typology, 
alongside the historic context, the article poses that the 
status of educational buildings is changing, along with 
shifting cultural and societal values, as commercial spaces 
replace public buildings as the new urban landmarks.  
 

Introduction  
With the rise neoliberal political-economic policy over 
the last few decades, there is a growing privatization of 
built space (Brenner and Theodore 2002), and it has 

become obvious that most of the construction of 
housing, industry, workplaces and even infrastructure is 
done by private entities (Tzfadia, 2015). Public buildings 
are at the “final frontier” of privatization, historically 
seen as “clean” of private and economic interests, built 
and funded by the city or state government. Even 
though most public buildings in Israel are still built by 
cities and the state, in the last decade there is a rise in 
public buildings, specifically educational buildings such 
as schools, kindergartens and sports facilities, that are 
being planned and built by public developers and then 
transferred to municipalities as part of planning deals. 
Though the privatization of housing in Israel (  ו הידפצ

2015 יבוקעי ), and the privatization of urban planning 
( 2019 אצמ ,2019 ןיול ,2014 תילגרמ ) has been researched 
in-depth, the physical, spatial and performative nature 
of these new hybrid private-public spaces has yet to be 
investigated fully.  
In the central district of Tel Aviv, planning authorities are 
challenged with how to provide adequate public services 
and institutes as density is rising and public land is at its 
severest shortage ( 2014 הסדנה תקלחמ ,ביבא לת תייריע ). 
There is a consensus that “public spaces will have to live 
with private”, meaning there is no way to provide the 
necessary public services without relying on highly 
mixed private-public spaces. Along with the continued 
rise of the planning deal ( 2013 תילגרמ ) and the evolution 
of public duties to include a variety of types of ‘spatial 
returns’ (such allocated floor space) (  ו ר'גנילס ,םלעומ

2019 ןייטשריופ זואהיונ ), many of the new public spaces 
opening in central Tel Aviv are built by private 
developers as part of large urban developments (LUDs), 
creating a new architectural typology for urban public 
buildings previously unseen. 
Due to the length of planning and building processes, 
the built results of these deals sometimes can only be 
assessed years later, sometimes even up to a decade. 
Now that these public institutions have been populated 
for a few years, it is imperative to critically analyze this 
new architectural typology being produced and 
replicated across the country. By reviewing both 
historical and contemporary public institutional 
architecture, this study aims to both describe the shift 
currently occurring in the status and character of public 
institutions and to map the effects that neo-liberal 
processes have on the planning and design of public 
buildings. 
 

Neoliberalism, Planning Deals and Private-Public 
Partnerships 

Cities have served as a key arena for the implementation 
of neoliberal policies. Harvey contends that the city has 
always been the primary conduit for neoliberalism 

mailto:shacharbeer@gmail.com
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(Harvey 2007), while Keil examines the historical and 
geographical development of urban neoliberalization 
and the connection between the spread of neoliberalism 
and urbanization (Keil 2016). Brenner and Theodore 
argue that cities have been particularly susceptible to 
the effects of “actually existing neoliberalism,” a term 
they coined to describe the embeddedness of neoliberal 
policies into the frameworks and political structures of 
cities (Brenner and Theodore 2002). They illustrate how 
cities have become laboratories for neoliberal 
experimentation, such as place-marketing, economic 
development corporations, and public-private 
partnerships (PPPs), and point to the creation of new 
privatized spaces, large-scale megaprojects, and gated 
communities as evidence of the impact of actually 
existing neoliberalism in urban areas. 
Harvey investigates the role of municipal governments 
in driving the shift towards neoliberalism, arguing that 
intra-locality competition has prompted city 
governments to encourage investment and 
development in the urban space (Harvey 1989). He 
asserts that public-private partnerships, which are 
central to urban entrepreneurship, are unequal 
partnerships in which the public sector bears most of the 
risks while the private sector reaps most of the rewards. 
Harvey advocates for a critical examination of successful 
PPP projects, contending that their benefits are limited 
to the ultra-local level and that they divert attention 
from larger social issues, leading to disparities within a 
“dual city of inner-city regeneration and a surrounding 
sea of impoverishment” (Harvey, 1989, p. 16).  

Tel Aviv exemplifies the rise of the managerial city, 
which prioritizes private development. By tracing four 
major projects from 1965 to 1988, Margalit documents 
the emergence of the "Planning Deal" in the city, in 
which public concessions such as building on public land 
and extended building rights, are given in exchange for 
developing projects in lower-evaluated areas (  תילגרמ
2013). Margalit argues that such deals represent a 
devaluation of public interest and create a situation 
where municipalities depend on privatization for 
creating and maintaining urban public infrastructure 
(Margalit 2009).  
Tsuberi and Alterman map the continuation of this 
practice in Tel Aviv from the 1980s, reviewing the rise of 
public duties in deals such as the appropriation of land 
for public use, financing and constructing public 
amenities, or historical buildings conservation. While 
some municipalities view these deals as potentially 
corrupt ( 38 ,2008 ןמרתלא ו ירבוצ ), they have become 
standardized by General Zoning Plans, such as TA/5000 
in Tel Aviv ( 2014 הסדנה תקלחמ ,ביבא לת תייריע ). Recently, 
there has been a rise in deals that incorporate "Built 
Floor Space" for public uses within residential, 
commercial, or mixed-use projects, which Mualem et al. 

extensively reviewed in their research (  ו ר'גנילס ,םלעומ
2019 ןייטשריופ זואהיונ ). 

 Large Mixed-Use Urban Developments in the 
Neoliberal City  
Large Urban Developments (LUDs) have become the 
preferred urban policy and typology over the last few 
decades (Swyngedouw, Moulaert and Rodriguez 2002, 
Gualini and Majoor 2007) (Eizenberg 2019). and can be 
both read as spatial interpretations of planning priorities 
and as expressions of larger socio-economic forces. 
LUDs are closely linked to the neoliberal logic of 
development and competitiveness and are often used as 
“growth machines” that change the image of the city 
and connect urban and global economies (del Cerro 
Santamaria, 2013, 2019). Under the new 
entrepreneurial paradigm, municipalities use LUDs as a 
tool for city development (Harvey 1989). LUDs can be 
used by municipalities to make unattractive tracts of 
land attractive to developers (Majerowitz and Allweil 
2019) to establish and reposition themselves within the 
larger metropolitan hierarchy (Weinberg, Cohen and 
Rotem-Mindali 2019). Although considered a win-win 
situation for municipalities (del Cerro Santamaria 2019), 
LUDs represent a challenge for urban planning and the 
management of the city's spatial transformation as they 
often operate outside the conventional planning 
measures and bypass statutory regulations, becoming 
fields for “exceptionality” (Swyngedouw, Moulaert and 
Rodriguez 2002). Eizenberg argues that LUDs embody 
the “domination of neoliberal market forces over urban 
development”, generating new socio-spatial urban 
relations and changing urban power dynamics, and must 
be confronted by the planning community (Eizenberg 
2019).  
Even though they have been studied extensively as 
financial and urban development tools, the architectural 
representation of Large Urban Developments in the 
neoliberal city, and how neoliberalism affects the 
formalistic and visual manifestations, have gotten little 
academic focus. Majerowitz and Allweil establish the 
importance of the architectural ‘dress’ – the design of 
the building’s envelope – as a tool through which the 
building is simplified for easier consumption 
(Majerowitz and Allweil 2019) and Eizenberg et al 
mapped typologies of high-rise housing complexes and 
the open spaces they produce (Eizenberg, Sasson and 
Shilon 2019).   
Alongside the solidification of LUDs as the leading 
typology, Mixed-use has become a common axiom in 
planning policies (Grant 2002), promising social and 
economic gains. This paradigm has been adopted and 
co-opted by the neoliberal wave: mixed-use zoning is an 
example of flexible zoning, a neo-liberal planning policy 



 10 

(Alfasi 2006, Sager 2011). In Israel, the planning code 
allows for mixed-use by assigning a “pajama” land use 
that allows for multiple uses in complexes and also in 
individual buildings, citing the post-modern planning 
paradigm that this will promote “urban vitality” 
(Mualem, Salinger and Max 2019).  

Educational Architecture as a Marker for Shifting 
Cultural Values 
As commonplace buildings that are experienced by all of 
the public, schools and public buildings are used as a tool 
for communicating and promoting societal ideals and 
values of the current period. A review of educational 
architectural history in Israel maps the historic change in 
the status and role of educational buildings in Israel and 
how the public’s and government’s values manifested in 
the architecture of the buildings. 
Preceding the formation of Israel in 1948, educational 
buildings were pivotal in the establishment of the Jewish 
Settlement in Palestine and acted as a nucleus for 
Zionistic public life in both rural and urban communities. 
The first planned neighborhood of Tel Aviv, Ahuzat Bayit, 
revolved around HaGymnasia Herzliya school which was 
visible from every direction of the neighborhood. The 
Gymnasia building's grand classical architecture and 
strategic location at the end of the main street 
demonstrated the significance that the planners of Tel 
Aviv placed on culture and education as founding 
principles of the city ( 2011 ןיילק ). In his plan for the city's 
expansion, Patrick Geddes encouraged centralizing 
public, educational, and cultural institutions, proposing 
the creation of a cultural "acropolis" and strategically 
locating future schools ( 1925 סדג ). 
The new government post-1948 viewed education as a 
fundamental civic right (2013  and a tool for the ( ןודרוג
unification of the immigrant society, resulting in a 
national project to construct numerous schools across 
the country, establishing the new nation as a modern 
state (Allweil 2017). Deployed across the country 
irrespective of location or context, values of equality and 
unity governed the simple and rational architecture of 
these schools, based on prototypes from the 1930s and 
1940s. The focus was on practicality rather than design, 
with schools being treated as technical problems to be 
optimized. In parallel, during those years large cultural 
and higher-education institutions were constructed, 
projecting the state’s values of humble strength through 
formal, monumental yet restrained designs (  תרפא
2004). Planned in this period, the Hebrew University 
Giva’at Ram Campus created a strong sense of grandeur 
using a central main axis, while the architecture of the 
buildings was rhythmical, repetitive and humble, 
avoiding stylistic flourishes. 

In the economically prosperous 1960s and 1970s, the 
budgets and programs for schools increased, reflecting 
the Ministry of Education’s emphasis on science, arts, 
technology and engineering. The best Israeli architects 
of the time were employed to plan large regional and 
comprehensive schools such as Liyada High School 
(Jerusalem, 1960) and Tsemach High School (Ashdod, 
1979-1980) by Povzner Architects and Lady Davis High 
School by Ram and Ada Carmi (Tel Aviv, 1965-1973. The 
architecture of the school followed Brutalist, surpassing 
the materialistic use of exposed concrete, presenting 
deeper manifestations of brutalism as a social ethic, 
emphasizing educational humanism and technological 
innovation. 
After the implementation of neoliberal economic 
policies in the 1980s, school-building responsibilities 
shifted from the Department of Education to local 
government. Extreme time and budget constraints 
pushed municipalities to outsource the process to 
developers and contractors using design-bid contracts 
and replicable prefabricated school models that could 
be used all over Israel (Figure 9). Until the early 2000s, 
hundreds of schools, kindergartens, and sports facilities 
were built through these privatization mechanisms.  
In the last two decades, as available land becomes 
scarce and expensive, assuring the supply of educational 
institutions is seen as a barrier to the densification of city 
centers. Removed further from the central government, 
building schools is no longer a national project but a 
problem inhibiting private development, which needs to 
be “solved”. A popular solution to this challenge is 
planning deals that stipulate developers must construct 
public institutions as public duties in exchange for 
increased building rights. These deals’ popularity also 
relies on the options to allocate mixed-use land uses 
(pajamas) and to provide built floor space inside a 
mixed-use building instead of a land parcel as a public 
allotment ( 2019 ןייטשריופ זואהיונ ו ר'גנילס ,םלעומ ). This, 
along with the rise of the LUD as the leading urban 
typology (Eizenberg 2019), has created a new typology 
of urban public buildings, which are embedded into 
Mixed-Used LUDs.  HaShuk HaSitona’i complex is 
considered the first attempt to entrust developers with 
planning and constructing entire public buildings in a 
mixed-use LUD. 
 
Research Methodology 
The study examined the architecture and experience of 
public buildings in large private mixed-use LUDs in city 
centers through a case study methodology, focusing on 
public spaces for education, culture, and sports. The 
projects are in Tel Aviv's central district, an area 
overgoing comprehensive development and 
densification, serving as an Israeli urban laboratory for 
mixing different uses, typologies, and connectivity. To 
gain a comprehensive understanding of the case studies’ 
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spatial qualities within the development and in the 
larger urban context, multiple methods of gathering and 
analyzing information were used, including reviewing 
documents and protocols, interviews, observations, and 
photography. 
Relying on theories of space legibility and cognition 
(Lynch 1960, Fisher-Gewirtzman and Wagner 2003), the 
article claims that architectural signs and cues projected 
into the public sphere shape users’ perception of the 
public building and influence the building’s symbolic 
standing and status in the city. The interface between 
the building and the public space, the zones between 
the interior and exterior, such as entrances, facades, 
sidewalks, and yards, were the most pertinent to the 
research. These spaces are experienced not only by the 
specific users of the public institutions, but also by the 
general public, and therefore have a larger influence on 
the perceived status of public buildings. 
The research reviewed over ten projects, the main ones 
among them are HaShuk HaSitona’i, Midtown Tel Aviv, 
Kanari-Di Vinci and BSR Sharona. HaShuk HaSitona’i 
(1999-2010) is a dense complex consisting of 4 
residential 40-story towers, 10 low-rise ten-story 
apartment buildings, a public park, and educational 
facilities, all built upon a joint underground parking lot 
and commercial pedestal. The planning was completed 
in stages by Ya’ar Architects, Yashar Architects, Yaski 
Mor Sivan Architects, and Eliakim Architects. In one of 
the first comprehensive urban mixed-use plans in Israel, 
the zoning plan stipulated that in exchange for 
additional building rights, the developer had to plan and 
construct public buildings within the complex including 
an elementary school, kindergarten classes, and a sports 
center.  
Located in the "Northern Business District" between the 
Ayalon Highway and Begin Road, the Midtwon Tel Aviv 
Complex includes two office towers, two residential 
towers, and 14 smaller buildings with commercial 
spaces that share an underground parking lot. Planned 
by Moshe Tzur Architects, the complex features 
municipal kindergartens and office space on the second 
floors of residential and office towers, respectively, and 
a municipal sports center in a semi-commercial low-rise 
building, built by the two developers as a public duty.  
The Kanarit-Di Vinci (Yashar Architects, in construction) 
is a project including residential, office, commercial and 
public programs currently being built on land previously 
part of a military base. The complex is comprised of a U-
shaped 10-story office building that follows three of the 
four site’s sides, out of which grow two 45-story 
residential towers. The public duty the developer had to 
provide was 1,500 m2 dedicated to public spaces in the 
project, planned to house a cultural art center in the first 
two floors of the project. BSR Sarona complex (Moshe 
Tzur Architects, in construction), is a residential and 
commercial project in the historic Sarona neighborhood 

in central Tel Aviv, comprised of three 50-story towers. 
The project includes a public duty of 1,200 square 
meters dedicated to a kindergarten and daycare center 
comprised of 10 classes overall. The center is planned in 
the four-story pedestal of one of the towers, along with 
commercial and office programs.  

Spatial Disappearance of Public Buildings 
The analysis of the architecture of the case studies finds 
that the public buildings of the new typology are being 
serially hidden rather than put on display. The 
disappearance can be seen in several architectural 
phenomena that repeated between the range of case 
studies; (1) Public spaces are being incorporated and 
camouflaged into larger building masses, rendering 
them indistinct from the other programs; (2) Public 
buildings are being expelled from the ground floor and 
hence from the street level experience in the city; (3) 
The outdoor spaces of public institutions are hidden on 
upper floors or inside the building mass;  
 
Incorporation and Camouflage into Buildings Masses 

The preeminent architectural articulation that arose 
from the review of the case studies is that public 
buildings that are built as part of LUDs are not just 
administratively part of the development, but are being 
architecturally contained by the private building mass. 
This happens either by tectonically intertwining the 
public spaces in a “Tetris-like” manner with the private 
programs or by camouflaging the public spaces using the 
building envelope, and sometimes both. Along with a 
higher tolerance to the mixing of private and public in 
the same building, an enabling circumstance to this 
architectural phenomenon is a heightened inclination 
and openness to build vertical public buildings (  ,םואבסונ

2007 ביבר ו ןודרוג ). Several of the case studies showed 
that this intertwining and incorporation into a larger 
development comes at the expense of the distinct visual 
articulation of the public buildings, resulting in a 
receding of their presence in the city. 
HaShuk HaSitonai presents a dense three-dimensional 
mix of private and public programs, in which some of the 
public spaces are fully incorporated into the prominent 
private masses – the shopping mall pedestal and the 
residential buildings. The HaHashmonaim Sports Center 
is buried in the center of the commercial pedestal and 
has no interface with the exterior. Two of its three floors 
are located underground adjacent to the parking lot of 
the complex, and the top floor is sandwiched between 
mall shops and an opaque side service road. It has no 
façade of its own or any visual presence towards the city. 
The kindergarten and daycare classes, located on an 
elevated park level, are “buried” in a continuous mass of 
10-story residential buildings, sandwiched in plan 
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between the lobbies of the residential buildings and a 
linear protruding skylight for the mall with no interface 
with the street. The kindergarten is also architecturally 
camouflaged into the residential buildings’ facades, 
which continue down and become the facade of the 
classes as well. There is no visual distinction between the 
first floor and the ones above it, neither in materiality 
nor in the rhythm of the architectural elements, such as 
the vertical columns clad in white stone, the horizontal 
plastered beams, or the fenestration. Additionally, the 
same fence is used for the kindergarten and the private 
residential yards adjacent.  
The Midtown Tel Aviv complex features a continuation 
and “refinement” of the aforementioned phenomenon 
by fully concealing public spaces within the commercial 
and office building mass by wrapping them in a generic 
curtain wall façade. The incorporation of municipal 
kindergartens with rooftop yards into three of the 
commercial masses displays no architectural 
differentiation, except for operable windows, as the 
rhythm and materiality of the glass remain consistent. 
Despite occupying prominent positions in three 
buildings and having extensive “façade real estate”, the 
kindergartens are nearly invisible to outside observers. 
Likewise, the HaShalom Sports Center is 
indistinguishable from other low-rise pavilions in the 
complex. The center's four-story building is situated on 
the southeast corner, its facade seamlessly blending 
with the other pavilions, with the only visual indicator of 
the center being a large sticker above its entrance . 
The act of camouflaging public spaces is also apparent 
in the planning of future and under-construction 
projects. In the Di Vinci-Kanarit office complex (Yashar 
Architects), the planned public building, the Di Vinci 
Cultural Center for the Art, is located on the portions of 
the ground and first floors (marked in the elevations in 
Figure 20) and is concealed by the curtain wall façade of 
the 10-story pedestal office building. According to the 
permit records and the current stage of construction, 
the public spaces will be indiscernible from the outside 
or from the street (the entrance is from the interior 
plaza). As of writing this, the building is nearing its 
opening, and to let the public know that a new cultural 
institution is being constructed, a large sign was hung 
on three floors of the office building. This sign was hung 
on the façade of the project facing the main street 
(Kaplan St.), even though the public building is located 
on the interior side of the project, adjacent to a 
neighboring building on Di Vinci Street. 
Exclusion From the Street Experience 

Reviewing the interface of the public buildings with the 
ground floor and the street, both in architectural 
documentation and through site observations, the study 
has found that public spaces are receding from the 
streetscape experience – their footprint on the ground 

is shrinking, their entrances are secondary, and they are 
often masked as commercial storefronts.   
As public spaces are further integrated with private, 
commercial programs, the competition for floor space 
on the ground floor becomes fierce. The research shows 
that commercial spaces are prioritized over public 
spaces to maximize foot traffic for stores, and the public 
spaces are pushed out of the ground floor to the second 
and \ or third floors. The public buildings are allocated 
some space on the ground floor, to create a separate 
entrance lobby, but these required spaces are often 
minimal and peripherally located compared to the 
commercial spaces.  
At BSR Sarona complex, the access to the kindergarten 
and daycare center is from a small entrance on the 
ground floor, using two sets of elevators, as can be seen 
in a circulation diagram from the Architectural Design 
Plan. The Givo’n Elementary School at HaShuk 
HaSitona’a complex appears in section to be standing on 
a thin base that is devoid of program. The five-story 
school concentrates most of its programs on the top 
three floors, and the ground floor includes only a small 
street entrance with an elevator and access to stairs. The 
entrance, which constitutes the school’s only 
connection to the street, is directly adjacent to a service 
road and utility niches and can be easily missed due to 
large bearing walls that encompass it.  
 Similar to the Givo’n School, HaShalom Sports Center’s 
footprint on the ground floor at Midtown Tel Aviv is very 
small (approximately 100 m2) and contains only the 
entrance; the remainder of the floor is dedicated to 
stores. The entrance to the sports center faces the back 
side of the project, while the adjacent commercial 
spaces face the central pedestrian plaza. In the same 
project, the kindergarten classes have also been 
removed from the ground floor and are located on the 
third floor. Unlike the sports center, the kindergarten’s 
entrance, shared with commercial spaces, does face the 
interior of the complex and the “public square”. 
However, the entrance is tucked away between two 
“masses” of commercial spaces and is through a sunken, 
unpleasantly proportioned access space (4X10 meters 
and very tall), surrounded by opaque walls without any 
doors or windows into the nearby commercial spaces. 
The depth and the opaqueness create a feeling of a 
hidden, back entrance, that does not attract people to 
come to it, especially in comparison to the commercial 
spaces that surround the public plaza, which feature 
long translucent facades and entrances directly adjacent 
to the public seating area in the plaza.  
As demonstrated in the previous example, there is a 
hierarchical difference between the entrances to the 
commercial and public spaces that is articulated through 
architectural elements: their dimensions, their 
materiality and their position in the public street space. 
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The compilation of these elements is a signal to the 
users which is the “important” space.  
This is especially apparent at the entrances to the mall, 
school and kindergartens in HaShuk HaSitona’i complex 
from the surrounding streets. The entrances to the mall 
are through prominent 9-meter-tall, 30-meter-long, 
curved glass walls in large open plazas, along which 
there are large, stylized canopies projecting into the 
plazas. Above the entrance doors themselves, there is 
another glass sun/rain awning and a 2-meter-tall sign for 
the mall. The sign, even though it is large, doesn’t stand 
out and is almost unnecessary as there are so many 
architectural elements marking the entrance. In 
comparison, the entrances to the public buildings, which 
serve as the accessible elevators that lead directly to the 
school and kindergartens, are to the side of the entrance 
area and are sunken into a small opening in the glass 
façade. The entrance includes an elevator with a couple 
of small signs that inform the users that the elevator 
leads to the park level, where the kindergartens and 
daycare classes are located (Figure 26). In the absence 
of a clear, front-of-stage entrance and a direct 
connection to the street, the architects, developers, and 
operators of the public spaces must add another layer of 
explicit signage. The use and reliance on signage raise 
the questions of which programs need signs and which 
are apparent enough in the public space by themselves 
and their physical and spatial attributes.  
When the entrance to the public building isn’t hidden or 
tucked away, it is often masked as a commercial 
storefront, embedded into the endless commercial 
facades of planned or “spontaneous malls” (Crawford 
1992, 9). This was observed at HaHashmonai’im Sports 
Center, accessible through the TLV Fashion Mall, 
HaShalom Sports Center at Midtown Tel Aviv and 
Florentin Community Center at Moan complex. The 
entrances obey the rhythm of the chain of stores, are 
made of the same materials as storefronts – aluminum 
doors with glass panels - and have signage above the 
door designating the name of the ‘store’. Aside from the 
text on the sign, they cannot be differentiated from a 
commercial space. They don’t feature any specific 
architectural or visual cues that would signify that they 
are public, such as indoor-outdoor connections or large 
municipal logos  
 
 
Hidden Outdoor Spaces 

Public buildings, and especially educational buildings, 
are historically planned with a dedicated yard or outdoor 
space. Additionally to the regulations of the Ministry of 
Education, which specify minimal areas of yards for 
schools and kindergartens, this is a requirement that 
arises from municipalities as in the Israeli climate, 

outdoor spaces can act as a direct extension of indoor 
spaces most months of the year.  
In public buildings that are planned as part of a mixed-
use LUD, designing an open, conventional yard on the 
ground level drastically reduces the available footprint 
for private development and following, the profitability 
of the project. These circumstances have pushed 
architects to implement nontraditional solutions to 
provide the required outdoor space, solutions that 
intentionally or not further remove public buildings from 
the public street experience. In the case studies two 
main strategies were identified: (1) utilizing rooftops of 
low-rise/pedestal portions of the project and (2) splicing 
and spreading the outdoor space over balconies on 
several floors, integrated into the building mass.  
Almost all of the low-rise rooftops in the projects studied 
house yards and outdoor spaces for public buildings. In 
HaShuk HaSitona’i, the roof of the mall and sports center 
is used as the kindergarten’s and school’s yards, located 
on the “park” level 9 meters above street level. Giv’on 
School’s yard spans 2300 m2 and snakes around 
between the head house of the sports center’s atrium 
and the underground parking’s emergency smoke-
release chimneys. The kindergartens’ yards are located 
along the residential buildings, spread thinly between 
the building mass and the mall’s skylights. At Midtown, 
the kindergarten’s yards are located on the rooftops of 
two two-story commercial buildings and are connected 
to each other and to the classes, which are in a third 
building on the third floor, with bridges. The yards are 
approximately 220 m2 each, and their dimensions and 
proportions are quite spacious and standard for such 
outdoor spaces, sized 15 m by 15 m / 13.7m by 16.7 m. 
In other projects, the required outdoor spaces are 
divided into smaller segments and dispersed over a few 
floors, locating them on balconies or inside the contour 
of the building floor plan, using double-height spaces. 
The most prominent example of this is BSR Sharona, 
where each floor of the four-story kindergarten center 
has two or three classrooms located adjacent to the core 
of the building while the yards occupy the space 
between the classrooms and the building’s contour. The 
yards are staggered between the floors inside a 
rectangular box in a combination of single and double-
height spaces. The entire mass of classes and yards is 
enclosed in a curtain wall façade that blends in with the 
façade of the commercial / office pedestals in the 
neighboring residential towers. 
Internally, these new unconventional yards present both 
challenges and opportunities to users of the public 
buildings. Even though care was given in the planning to 
provide enough planting depth to allow for a planted 
area in each of the yards, these spaces will never be able 
to compete with conventional yards when it comes to 
tree growth and natural shade. Additionally, the yards 
are highly constrained by the building geometry: the 
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effort to fit the outdoor spaces within the building plan 
or on the pedestal roof means that the architecture of 
the yards is determined more by the geometry of the 
overall building than by the programmatic needs of the 
schoolyards. 
However, the yards’ location on the higher floors 
provides an overlook to the complex, the neighborhood, 
and the city that can expose children to urban activity 
and create a new connection to the city. The staff of the 
Midtown kindergarten says that they use watching the 
urban scenery as an activity and distraction for the 
children. The elevated yards also allow for a new kind of 
privacy and security, attributes that have become a de-
facto requirement of educational yards. The children 
can view the outdoors without the public being able to 
look into the yard, eliminating the need to close off the 
yards from the street with an opaque material, as 
happens so often in traditional class yards. 
While allowing for a new way for children to interact 
with the city, both of these strategies inherently change 
the relationship of the exterior space to the urban 
experience, and thus between the public building and 
the city. The yards are removed from the street level and 
are rendered invisible to residents and passersby. Yards 
located on rooftops, even on the roof of a single 
commercial story usually 6-7 meters high, are too high 
up notice from the sidewalk. Smaller split yards 
incorporated into balconies, in addition to being located 
on higher floors, are also hidden architecturally by 
façade elements furthering the visual disappearance of 
the public spaces from the building façade.  
After reviewing more case studies, another trend 
emerged regarding outdoor spaces in public buildings. In 
some cases, public institutions entirely forgo an outdoor 
space, neither on the ground floor, rooftop, balconies or 
otherwise, as evidenced by the HaShalom Sports Center 
in Midtown and the Di Vinci-Kanarit Complex art center. 
The public space is accessed from an open public space 
(usually privately owned) that is not intended to be used 
or appropriated by the public institution. This is 
apparent in the lack of interior programs on the ground 
floor, aside from the entrance and access to vertical 
circulation, as well as the landscape design, which does 
not include areas for the public institution. 
Tel Aviv has a rich tradition of meaningful outdoor 
spaces attached to cultural and civic institutions, such as 
HaBima Square and Gan Yaakov, the Cinematheque 
Plaza, the plaza adjacent to Tel Aviv Museum and Beit 
Ariela Library, the balcony attached to City Hall and 
many more. These spaces are venues for events, public 
gatherings and demonstrations, and connect the 
institutions to the city at the physical, cultural, civic, and 
political levels, becoming integral parts of citizens' lives. 
New public buildings, planned without outdoor spaces 
and minimal ground floor presence are starting at a 

deficit and are less likely to become significant public 
landmarks in the city.  

Conclusions 
The rise of the planning deal and public duties has 
promoted a new typology of educational and cultural 
institutions, radically different from the traditional 
schools and sports facilities surveyed in the historic 
progression, of spaces that are embedded into mixed-
use large urban developments. These new public 
buildings are intricately woven into private spaces, such 
as housing, offices, and especially commercial spaces. 
This typology presents an opportunity for a new kind of 
educational experience for children, as was seen in 
Midtown. On the other hand, the findings show this 
typology tends to render the public building invisible, 
diminishing their presence in the public sphere and the 
experience of the city. The public buildings are being 
buried or camouflaged into the general building mass, 
their presence on the ground floor is diminishing, their 
outdoor spaces are out of sight and they have to rely on 
signage to promote their existence.  
Alongside the physical articulation of the new typology, 
it changes the way that the general public experiences 
and perceives these new educational spaces. The 
findings show that the visual and spatial cues and signs 
the case studies project into the public sphere, which 
shape the users’ understanding of the space, are 
constructing an image in which the cultural status of the 
public spaces is lower than that of the commercial 
spaces. 
When Public-Private deals are addressed, the first 
assumption is that public buildings are deprived because 
of financial reasons – the developer looked to save 
money. The size and cost of finishes are contractually 
determined in the early stages of planning, so those are 
also not determining factors in the architectural 
product. With regards to LUDs, the architectural unity of 
mixed-use developments may initially be attributed to 
land austerity or a cost-saving strategy by private 
developers that prefer to build larger generic masses. 
However, this assumption should be critically examined 
in light of the analysis of studied projects. Moshe Tzur, 
the architect of Midtown, conceived the complex as a 
group of separate buildings that mimic a city center 
( 2020 ץיבוריאמ ), making it easy to differentiate public 
space as a distinct building or locate it prominently 
without compromising the overall concept or costing 
more money. Similarly, the public building in Di Vinci 
complex could have been a separate structure without 
altering the location of other programs.  
In the context of the contemporary discourse that posits 
that the physical space of the city embodies the 
prevalent social and cultural values of the time (Lefebvre 
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1991), a larger understanding of the status of public 
spaces can be deducted from the recurring decision to 
hide the public buildings and lower their architectural 
status in complexes. Cost-benefit motives put aside, it 
can be inferred that the exclusion of public buildings 
from the surface of the façade and the experience of the 
street is communication that these spaces are less 
important in the city compared to the growth-driving 
commercial spaces. It expresses the diminishment of the 
“value” of public space in the relationship between 
private and public spaces.  
The findings of the research point to a change in the 
attitude and policy regarding new educational buildings 
planned in Israel relative to their historic social and 
architectural place in Israeli cities. Once considered as 
central points of the city and neighborhood, they are 
now seen as a problem that needs to be solved to allow 
for urban development, partially by outsourcing it to 
private developments. The article presents a more 
nuanced understanding of the effects of privatization on 
the public sphere: while these newly built public spaces 
meet all of the required planning standards, therefore 
not denying the public of necessary services, their public 
nature and status are declining, as commercial spaces 
replace public buildings as the new urban landmarks. 
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Abstract:  

Hydrology, the key element throughout the long journey of 
human civilization, has evolved in multiple forms. The dam is 
one of the most significant elements. Once hailed as the key 
element of clean energy, dams have been questioned today. 
A reconsideration of their legitimacy and their future has 
become one of the key debates of the world infrastructure 
system. While establishing larger and larger-scale dams and 
reservoirs still takes place, decommissioning old and small 
ones has become a rational choice for many countries' 
decision-makers.  

This research focuses on the process of "decommissioning," 
with a special concern on mainland China, the largest country 
in terms of installed hydropower capacity and generation 
capacity since 2014. Here, "decommissioning" is defined as a 
government-led, planned process of removing the physical 
existence of such infrastructure or disabling or limiting its 
functionality, especially for obsolete or small-sized dams 
(installed capacity of fewer than 50,000 kilowatts). 

While respecting the dams' historical tributes, the research 
stresses their contemporary concerns with climate change 
and ecological impacts in a comparative approach, using 
mapping, diagramming, and analyzing historical data and 
key events. The article categorized the urbanism process by 
the role of human engagement in alternating the natures: the 
virgin land as the 'first nature,' the constructed infrastructure 
as the 'second nature', and the regulated landscape resulting 
from dam decommission as the "third nature", to provide a 
theorized perspective of the urbanized landscape with 
infrastructural effects. Then, the research extends beyond the 
current picture with a proposed vision, showing a more 
diversified future with various typologies of the nation's 
dams' decommissioned life.  

The research provides insight into understanding the evolving 
role of infrastructural removal and modification in 
contemporary concerns around climate change and 
ecological impacts. 

 
1. The Context of Modern Hydropower in China 

Since Emperor Yu tames the flood (2000 BC) described 
by the legend, hydro projects have always been 

 
3  Ministry of Water Resources of the People’s Republic of China. SL/T 791-
2019 Guidelines for Reservoir Demotion and Retirement Evaluation, 2019. 

 
4 CMA Climate Change Centre. Blue Book on Climate Change in China, 2021. 
5  Zhuguo, MA; Congbin, FU; Tianjun, ZHOU; Zhongwei, YAN; Mingxing, LI; 
Ziyan, ZHENG; Liang, CHEN; and Meixia, LV, Status and Ponder of Climate and 
Hydrology Changes in the Yellow River Basin, Bulletin of Chinese Academy of 

considered the major social achievement in China. After 
the formation of the People's Republic of China in 1949, 
the country moved fast in hydro construction to "catch 
up" with the developed countries, and the electricity 
demand grew fast. After "the reform and opening up" 
from 1978, industries flourished, making the need for 
electricity go one step further. Hydropower was 
propagandized widely as "clean and renewable" energy 
and became one of the best choices to feed this fast-
growing country. According to the Ministry of water 
resources, the Chinese reservoirs combine with an 
installed  

capacity of over 200 million kW hydropower, accounting 
for 22% of the national total. Till 2019, there were 
around 980,000 reservoirs; 90% were built around the 
50s-70s and 95.2% were small-scale reservoirs.3 

 
2. Dam of Damage? 

What makes once-good hydropower facilities no longer 
'perfect'? 

 

2.1 Trigger 1: climate change 

Climate change has increased uncertainty in Asia, with 
China experiencing a higher ground average 
temperature increase than the global rate4. The 
warming and drying climate and increased human water 
use have led to increased hydrological drought and 
more frequent extreme weather, such as concentrated 
precipitation and drying up5. Under such circumstances, 
extreme weather exceeded the design capacity of dams, 
rendering them inoperable and causing severe 
outcomes. For example, Zhengzhou, a city in the heart 
of North China Plain, suffered two severe waterlogging 
disasters in 46 years, even after dramatic infrastructure 
development. In 1975, intense precipitation caused by 
typhoon Nina triggered 18 dams to fail successively. 
With limited communication methods in extreme 
weather, the government had to bomb most of them to 
save big cities, causing hundreds of buried villages. More 
than 26,000 people died without being alarmed6. 
Ironically, in July 2021, a similar amount of precipitation 
almost exceeded the maximum design capacity. The 
surrounding reservoir had to emergent discharge 
beforehand to prevent failure. Barely under control, 
urban waterlogging still caused more than 300 people to 
pass away, even with highly developed infrastructures 

Sciences (Chinese Version): Vol. 35 : Iss. 1 , Article 7.,2020. 
https://doi.org/10.16418/j.issn.1000-3045.20191223002 
6 LEWIS, CHARLTON. “China’s Great Dam Boom: A Major Assault on Its Rivers.” 
Yale Environment 360, November 4, 2013. 
https://e360.yale.edu/features/chinas_great_dam_boom_an_assault_on_it
s_river_systems. 

mailto:gaojin@mit.edu
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and technologies.7 Both events show the vulnerability of 
dams in extreme weather.  

 

 
Fig.1 One Site, Two Floods 
Left: mapping of “75·8” Banqiao Dam Failure, 1975/08/05- 08/30 
Right: mapping of "21·7" Heavy Rainfall and Flood, 2021/07/21-
07/31 
 
2.2 Trigger 2: infrastructure boom 

The first dam construction boom happened from the 
Great Leap Forward to the Cultural Revolution (the 
1950s-1970s). Though many dams failed due to a lack of 
design experience or were deliberately 
decommissioned, more than 94,000 small-scale dams 
from that period remain today. The second wave is the 
1980s economic boom by the Reform and Opening 
movement. The substantial increase in energy demand 
significantly contributed to the problem of overbuilt 
dams. 

During the rapid increase of water conservancy facilities, 
many small-scale hydropower stations have not been 
officially registered and included in official statistics 
because of their small scale and remote geographical 
location. In addition, to obtain economic benefits, many 
private developers illegally developed small hydropower 
facilities widely distributed in Sichuan, Yunnan, Hubei, 
and other water-rich provinces. Currently, there are 
more than 45,000 small hydropower stations registered. 
While they played an essential role in solving the 
problem of rural power supply, they resulted in an 
increasingly severe problem of overexploitation of 
hydropower 

 
7 Xinhua News Agency. “河南郑州‘7·20’特大暴雨灾害调查报告公布( 
Announcement of Investigation Report on the '7.20' Extraordinary Rainstorm 
Disaster in Zhengzhou, Henan).” People's Daily 5, no. Jan.22 (2022). 
8  Data Source: BP. “Statistical Review of World Energy,” July 8, 2022. 
https://www.bp.com/en/global/corporate/energy-economics/statistical-
review-of-world-energy.html. 
9  Data Source: He, Xiaoyan, Zhaoyin Wang, Jinchi Huang, and Liuqian Ding. 
Statistics and Preliminary Analysis of Reservoir Dam Failures in China (中国⽔
库⼤坝失事统计与初步分析). Chinese Hydraulic Engineering Society, 2005. 

resources. 

 
 
Fig.2 National Dam Construction Statistics 
This drawing provides detailed statistics on the growth of 
hydropower capacity in China.8 The red bars show the number of 
failed dams each year.9 
 
 

2.3 Trigger 3: technical limitations and aging 

Although the construction of large-scale reservoirs has 
always been controversial domestically and abroad, the 
design and construction of large hydropower stations in 
China are relatively rational and under control. On the 
contrary, smaller-scale hydraulic facilities in the early 
days developed disorderly, and many of the 
constructions lacked the necessary environmental 
assessment and planning in the long term. They may 
bring ecological and environmental issues. Apart from 
the interruption of river continuity, they also bring 
impacts including habitat homogenization, 
river/groundwater alternation, and riverbed siltation or 
incision.10 In addition to changing the natural landscape, 
ecological impacts may induce earthquakes, change 
water quality, and block fish passages. The marginal 
benefits of building new dams are getting smaller and 
smaller. 

 
2.4 Trigger 4: economic problems caused by 
regulatory systems  

The national power grid company is the only buyer and 
seller of electricity generated by small hydropower. They 
regard small hydropower as "inferior electricity" and 
"dispensable, basically negligible," which affects the 
price of electricity and their right to speak.11 Such a 
regulatory system leaves small hydropower plant 
owners at the margins of the electricity market and 

10  Schmutz, Stefan , and Otto Moog. Dams: Ecological Impacts and 
Management. Riverine Ecosystem Management. Aquatic Ecology Series,. Vol. 
8. Springer, Cham., n.d. https://doi.org/https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-
73250-3_6. 
11   He, Fang. Small Hydro Power Dilemma.( 小水电困局). China Enterprise 
News, no. 0415 (2011). http://epaper.zqcn.com.cn/content/2011-
04/15/content_24469.htm. 
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reduces maintenance, making environmental concerns 
even more out of control. 

 
3 Clear Waters and the Green Mountains: A great 
decommission plan for 40,000 Dams 

The trend of demolishing dams and reconstructing 
nature is increasing and happening worldwide. America 
has removed around 1000 dams from 1915, most of 
which occurred recently (2006-2014), containing 548 
dams, more than the previous years combined. Europe 
removed 101 dams in 2020 and more than a thousand 
dams historically.12 

Initially proposed in 2005 and adopted nationwide since 
2017, "The Clear Waters and green mountains("绿水青
山就是金山银山")" refers to a political slogan on 
environmental policy formulated by Chinese Communist 
Party general secretary Xi Jinping. 13Under such a vision, 
the Chinese government initiated a grand plan to 
demolish more than 40000 dams by 2060. 14This plan 
focuses on the middle to small-scale dams, primarily 
built decades ago without proper supervision and public 
acknowledgement. At COP26, China brings this 
commitment to the stage of the world. Instead of 
underlining expanding hydropower capacities, 
protecting and restoring water bodies becomes one of 
the nation's primary commitments. This change from 
pursuing a short-term interest to long-term 
sustainability marks the nation's changing attitude. 

Take the Yangtze River Economic Belt as an example. 
This area includes Jiangsu, Zhejiang, Hubei, Sichuan, and 
11 other provinces and cities, with a population and GDP 
exceeding 40% of the country's total and built more than 
25,000 small and medium-sized hydropower stations. In 
2018, China's Ministry of Water Resources, Ministry of 
Ecology and Environment, National Energy 
Administration, and other departments opened the 
prelude to the largest scale of small hydropower 
regulation in the Yangtze River Economic Belt in history. 
3,993 water conservancy facilities were proposed to be 
decommissioned, and more than 21,000 need 
rectification15. The result of such a movement is very 
effective as of the end of 2020. Taking Sichuan Province 
in the upper reaches of the Yangtze River as an example, 
1384 out of 5131 small hydropower stations were 
decommissioned, along with 3508 rectifications. In 
Jiangxi province downstream, 3,090 hydraulic facilities 

 
12  Dam Removal Europe. “Home,” November 4, 2021. 
https://damremoval.eu/. 
13  Geall, Sam. “Clear Waters and Green Mountains: Will Xi Jinping Take the 
Lead on Climate Change?” Lowy Institute for International Policy, 2017. 
http://www.jstor.org/stable/resrep17555. 
14 Bloomberg News. “China Has Thousands of Hydropower Projects It Doesn’t 
Want.” Bloomberg, August 14, 2021. 
https://www.bloomberg.com/news/features/2021-08-14/china-wants-to-
shut-down-thousands-of-dams 

have been decommissioned, and another 440 with 
limited-time withdrawal have been completed ahead of 
schedule.16 

 

 
Fig.3 Village-Owned Dam Construction Statistics 

 

This chart shows the changes in the number of village-
owned hydropower stations in recent years. The 
number of rural hydropower facilities has decreased 
significantly since the implementation of the Clear 
Waters and the Green Mountains policy nationwide. 

 
4.1 Progressing Domestic Legal Framework of Dam 
Decommissioning 

The Chinese government was aware of the ecological 
influence of hydropower extraction from the 90s and 
established a series of regulations and guidelines. This 
includes The Water Law (1988), the Environmental Law 
(1989), the Technological Guidelines for Environmental 
Impact Assessment (1993), the Fisheries Law (1986) 
with groundwater usage regulations, Evaluation 
Procedures for Reservoir Dams (2003), and The Law of 
Flood Control (1998). These regulations serve as the 
progressive legal framework concerning the 
construction related to hydropower usage on paper. But 
in actual projects, disputes exist in the project 
establishment, design, and construction process. They 
are often suppressed and ignored as the hydrologic 
projects are regarded as achievements of local officials. 

As a temporary measure, the government established 
Guidelines Governing Quickly Solving the Remaining 
Problems from Existing Dams Directly under the Central 
Government in 2001. Only two years later, the central 
government launched the trial version of Guidelines for 
Reservoir Demotion and Retirement Evaluation1. It was 

15 the  -Liu, Shiping. “Playing a Small Hydropower Rectification Hardware  
Clean-up and Rectification of Small Hydropower 

16  National Energy Administration. “Sichuan Has Basically Completed the 
Classification and Rectification of Small Hydropower,” March 21, 2022. 
http://www.nea.gov.cn/2022-03/21/c_1310523063.htm. 
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until March 2020 that this guideline became the 
technical standard and was officially executed. It marks 
the transformation of the government's attitude from 
encouraging new construction to a more conservative 
approach, controlling the number of new projects and 
giving the order to decommission the dams regarded as 
"not environmentally friendly" or "dilapidated."17 The 
decommissioning of dams will inevitably become the 
trend of the next era.  
 

 
Fig.4 Decommission Procedures Framework 
This diagram shows the key process of dam decommission 

 
 

 

 
17  Miao, Chiyuan, Borthwick, Alistair G., Liu, Honghu, and Jigen Liu. "China’s 
Policy on Dams at the Crossroads: Removal or Further Construction?" Water 
7, no. 5 (2015): 2349-2357. Accessed April 16, 2023. 
https://doi.org/10.3390/w7052349. 
 

 
 

4.2 The internal resistance and reflection of 
demolishing the dam 

The execution process of policies is often carried out in 
the form of movement in a short period, causing 
unexpected outcomes. Since the decommission policy's 
establishment, dam deconstruction movements have 
happened across China. However, excessive 
decommission within a short time has caused more 
problems. For example, shutting down the electric 
generator without decommissioning the dams will cause 
the potential energy to be unable to consume, damaging 
the downstream facilities. Official articles criticized such 
measures after massive deconstructions in Hebei and 
Sichuan (major hydropower provinces). Governors are 
also concerned that after decommissioning, urban 
planning that has been implemented will also lose 
support. For example, some sightseeing programs 
would have to be ended.  

The debate between construction and decommissioning 
is still going forward. As a compromise, the central 
government proposed a new regulation called "develop 
small green hydropower according to local conditions" 
from July 22, 2021.18A facility meeting four criteria: 
environmental protection, social development, 
economic reward, and safety, will be considered "green 
hydropower" and can operate and regulate normally.  

 

  
Fig.5 The Ecology around dams 
This drawing provides an overview of a typical middle scale dam construction, 
following a chronological narrative montage to show the lifecycle and the 
related objects, including sediments, pollution, and blocked water flow. 

 
 

 

 

 

18  Wang, Yinan. “Dismantling Small Hydropower, Why ‘One Size Fits All.’” 
Guangming Daily 9, no. August 21 (2020). 
https://epaper.gmw.cn/gmrb/html/2021-
08/21/nw.D110000gmrb_20210821_1-09.htm. 
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5.1 The lifecycle of the dam  

Reported in September 2021, Changzheng Hydropower 
Station is one of the few cases publicly reported. After 
decommissioning, the habitat range of rare and unique 
species has been expanded, and the habitat quality has 
been improved. After 3 years of continuous effort, 71 
out of 132 small-scale dams along the region have been 
decommissioned, all planned to be removed by 2025. 

What will happen after decommissioning? What is 
critical is the process, and it should be a "designed" 
transition. Compared to more than fifty years of 
adaptation, the "sudden" removal of a giant obstacle in 
the stream would cause an instant change in the local 
ecosystem. What humans could do is constantly monitor 
the evolvement and be actively involved in helping 
reduce the impacts. Eventually, goals in environmental 
and macroeconomic aspects would be 
achieved.

 
Fig.6 Environmental Progression after Decommissioning 
This drawing shows a series of sections and the environmental 
progression in each phase after dam decommission. It provides a 
progressive illustration of ecological and biodiversity improvements. 
 
5.2 Typologies: the dams' diverted destiny after 
decommissioning 
From the most significant to the least, four types of dam 
decommissioning are listed below. 
 
Type 1: Completely demolition 
This approach often happens on small-scale dams, for it 
doesn't deposit much water and is relatively simple in 
structure. But rapid and massive demolition will still 
cause accumulated adverse effects. Changzheng 
Hydropower Station is one of the 132 small dams along 
the Chishui River. Within a few weeks, this single-arch 
dam was completely removed. The long-term 
environmental effects are still under observation. 

 
Fig.7.1 Changzheng Hydropower Station, Sichuan Province 1981.12-
2021.09 

 
Type 2: Partial demolition 
This type of decommissioning partially deconstructs the 
facility but keeps part of the dam or reservoir. It is the 
most risky type compared to the others since the 
hydropower stations are designed to consume the 
energy accumulated in the reservoir. The dams, 
especially the downstream ones, will suffer from 
excessive impacts, eventually triggering potential 
damages. 

 
 

Fig.7.2 Houzibao Hydropower Station, Guizhou Province, 1981 - 2019 
 
 
Type 3: Renovation by Substitution 
When the existing dam is too old to operate, a new dam 
equipped with the latest technologies and more eco-
friendly is built next to it. Then the existing dams are 
demolished to let water pass through. Established in 
1937 by Japanese occupiers, the old Fengman Dam 
successfully retired. A new dam with fish lifters and 
tunnels partially connects the upstream and 
downstream ecosystems. As a pioneer project for 
abolishing a large hydropower station, this project 
provides a replicable model for replacing retired 
hydropower 
stations.

 
Fig.7.3 Fengman Dam, Liaoning Province 1937-2019.11 

  
Type 4: Program Transformation 
This kind of renovation transforms the dam for other 
uses. Proper design can transform an abandoned dam 
into a scenic service facility. For example, Meishan 
Reservoir transforms the hydropower factories into 
tourist attractions. The remaining reservoir was kept, 
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and a sightseeing route was set up for visitors. In this 
way, the facility is still 
profitable.

 
Fig.7.4 Meishan Reservoir, Anhui Province 1956-2019.11 

 
6 Discussion: The Third Nature 
In Maria Kaika's narrative, she sees nature as two stages 
defined by the process of human activities: techno-
nature and retro-nature. "Techno-nature'" defines the 
status when human intervention reshapes nature and 
extracts from it through techno-operation. However, 
the "retro-nature" is not returning to the status of virgin 
land and overlooks the dam's enduring impact on 
sediments, organisms, and nonremovable leftovers.  

"The third nature" defines a special status of "urban" 
when natural forces take over human control but are still 
under human beings' supervision. It is a designed state 
of nature: the decommissioning process is carefully 
planned, and the subsequent natural substitution is 
predicted and evaluated. But unlike parks and urban 
greenspaces, humans don't design the resulting 
landscapes themself. They create a more suitable state 
to adapt to macroeconomic and ecological benefits 
through decommissioning. 

Unlike those hydro-developed countries like the 
Netherlands, where every inch of territory is well-
documented and planned, China is still developing with 
lands without detailed planning, especially remote areas 
along the water without permanent residents. The 
planning documents define these areas as a 
combination of "woodland" and "territorial waters" and 
flat coated with two unified colours - the organism 
diversity and textures are ignored. Transforming from 
the first to the third nature promotes the evolution from 
virgin land to documented landscapes - a significant step 
in planning regulation.  

In this research, I'm trying to refine the concept of 
"urban" that could help us define the "first," "second," 
the "third" nature. In the case of this research, what 
separates non-urban and urban is the implementation 
of "control." Further, although the dams are 
decommissioned, the "control" continues through 
surveillance and legal registration. No matter how brutal 
nature surpasses human intervention, it retains the 

basic property of "urban." On the other hand, dams 
shaped the urban through direct and indirect 
relationships. Some new towns have emerged with the 
construction of dams and rely on the water and power 
resources extracted from the dams to develop. Then in 
the process of dam decommissioning, where other 
forms of clean energy sources take over their role, the 
transformation from the second to the third nature has 
the physical landscape returned but extends the urban 
regulation – a process of 
urbanization. 

  
China is a big country, and dismantling dams is not a 
short-term goal that can be achieved overnight. This 
process is bound to be accompanied by various 
difficulties and challenges. Through research, I found 
that China's goal is not to demolish most dams with a 
radical idea of regressing to the natural status but to 
obtain a compromise solution through different 
methods adapted to local conditions and considering 
economic and environmental factors. Some of these 
practices are more traditional, and some are more 
innovative. They set models for the future development 
of built infrastructures in China and worldwide. 
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Abstract: 
This paper primarily addresses the following question: How 
can resilient urban hydrology and stream flood management 
inform tangible urban design strategies for the cities of the 
Mediterranean South? Despite the recent westernized 
paradigm shift towards Integrated Water Management 
Design, and the rising concept of Green Infrastructures in 
processes of urbanization in the European North, customized 
approaches to flood risk management in cities of the 
Mediterranean South like Athens and Beirut remain 
traditionally monopolized by the sector of civil engineering 
and applied hard infrastructure hydraulics, keeping rivers 
disassociated from processes of peri-urban development. In 
less than a century, watershed regions in the urban periphery 
of Athens and Beirut have evolved from “flood-dependent 
agrarian regimes to flood vulnerable landscapes” (D’Souza, 
2002). Areas like Elaionas in Athens, the fertile floodplain of 
river Kifissos and the dilapidated peri-urban edge between 
Beirut and Mount Lebanon Governorates split by Nahr Bayrūt 
(Arabic for "River Beirut"), became contested with one-type-
fits-all infrastructures of the hard infrastructural ideal 
destined to collect, remove, and discharge as quickly as 
possible rain- water runoff. In recent years, and through the 
post –war era, engineered control of water became a legacy 
of “crypto-colonial” ruling (Greenberg and Hamilakis, 2022; 
Herzfeld 2002) in the name of sanitary progress and 
development. Despite their different socioeconomic and 
cultural contexts, the Athens Kifissos River and the Beirut 
River share similarities as both became contested grounds for 
specific techno-scientific ideals of channelization plans and 
land use management. In the case of the former, River 
Kifissos was “Re-invented” as a trajectory under dictatorship 
rule, while later statutory top-down land-use planning of its 
floodplain further demised the properties and the natural 
morphology of the site. In the case of the latter, technocratic 
elites and private lobbies persuade a gentrified re-
development area encompassing the once riparian river 
turned into a concrete canal and into an infrastructural 
conduit of sewage and transport (Frem, 2009). Even in recent 
years, governmental responses in both cities have interpreted 
rainwater and floodplains as “threats” cultivating and 
empowering the ideal of a kind of infrastructural 
development that is defensive to water. 
 
 
1. Water as a material category for urbanization 

Our paper calls into question this tactic and challenges 
design alternatives within the specific historic-
geographical context of each riverine trajectory and 

adjacent territory, bringing the issue of water to a 
“material” category for Urban Design (McGuire, 2019). 
Design research for the case studies of Kifissos River of 
Athens, and Beirut River, becomes central in this 
problematic. We place emphasis on water relationships 
stitched together through land, infrastructure and 
human communities. The paper explores how both 
riverine bodies form delicate floodplain systems of 
open, semi-natural stretches that have been confronted 
with processes of expropriation within contexts of rapid 
and dense urbanization of the periphery.  The paper 
draws insights from architectural research developed in 
NTUA (Carydi, 2015; 2013) and UCY (Panayiotou, 
2019;2017), to discuss alternative approaches to the 
role of rivers in sustainable development of the urban 
periphery. Freshwater is conceptualized in our research 
through the categories of connective lines, spatial and 
social bodies, and watersheds, and ultimately as a 
catalyst for the land-water relationship, a symbiotic 
relationship rather than a binary with stakes for human 
welfare.  In the case of Kifissos River and the territory of 
Elaionas, design research explores how soft 
infrastructures can metabolize artificial and natural 
processes rendering them adaptable and fit to current 
social, economic, and ecological determinants as well as 
to urban change within a fragmented ground shaped by 
highways, dumped rivers, pulp mill industries and 
heterogeneous forms of recycling economies. In the 
case of Beirut River, a matrix of strategies and potential 
hybrid uses is employed to deal with the contested 
urbanity surrounding the river. Through ecological, 
financial, and sociopolitical spatial design methods and 
tactics, a range of socioeconomic and religious sects 
claiming the area, as well as a number of local groups, 
are associated to change the ground into a more 
sustainable, flexible, and equitable environment. 
Both case studies bare similarities in the interventions 
presented in relation to the specific conditions of the 
Mediterranean South: Firstly, the analysis and 
juxtaposition of the floodplains morphological 
characteristics with social and economic aspects of both 
sites brings forward interdependencies between spatial 
configurations and patterns of multi-ethnic minorities, 
clandestine workers and immigrants, forms of informal 
economy, historically contested grounds, low-tech 
economies of the agro-food sector, and the rising trend 
for restructuring and expropriation of the last tracts of 
unmanaged bare land by a few private bodies without 
negotiation processes. Secondly, all the possible 
interventions discussed, involve the development of 
networked solutions that prioritize operations within 
the associated flood prone areas, not being limited to 
the conception of a linear watercourse re-design.   
 

mailto:iocarydi@gmail.com
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2. The case of Kifissos River and the Elaionas region 
of Athens 

Elaionas is situated in the heart of the hydrological 
floodplain of the Kifissos River and comprises the 
historic fertile ground that nourished Athens and 
Piraeus since ancient times. In the 20th century, 
industrial invasion and parcellization of land in private 
domains ripped the city of its bio periphery, turning it to 
a fragmented ground contested with highways, dumped 
streams, pulp-mill industries, logistics companies, 
intercity bus stations and barren agricultural land 
remnants. Engineering works transferred and practically 
“re-invented”  the river's trajectory westward, on a 
higher topographical relief, resulting in a channelized 
viaduct with supportive highway lanes as its 
embankments, a defensive structure that permanently 
blocked natural runoff processes further accelerating 
flooding incidents in Elaionas. The statutory plan of 
Elaionas obtained in 1995, interpreted river Kifissos and 
its original deep cut trace (Prophitis Daniil [Prophet 
Daniel] stream) as highways. The plan largely demised 
flooding issues and its relation to the topographical 
situation of Elaionas within a riverine floodplain. It 
mainly incorporated a Land Use scheme that aimed to 
grid-out urban lots and segregate uses, besides highly 
fragmenting the continuous fertile agricultural 
greenfields, now interpreted as green parcels for the 
enhancement of new “urbanity” to come. But this action 
failed to address the actual socio-economic and 
environmental processes of the area. A thriving informal 
economy emerged during the 2010s in Elaionas 
associated mainly with the collection of paper, 
aluminum, copper and iron scrap, creating a 
logistic/service ground for conventional accumulation 
forms. The environmental impact of the informal 
recycling system involves pollution of soil, air and water, 
and the lack of control and coordination for the 
collection and disposal of solid- and liquid- waste or 
sewage has made it home to clandestine economic 
activities, besides the continued presence of many crafts 
and low-tech workshops in the area (Diagrams 1 and 2, 
Images 1 and 2).  

 

 
 
Diagram 1 Elaionas as a bio-periphery of Athens and Piraeus. The 
mapping juxtaposes the extents of the site after Kauperts 19th cent. 
map (with light grey) and its current extents (dark grey). Diagram 
drawn by I.Carydi 
 

 
 
Images 1& 2 Left: The Statutory Land Use plan of Elaionas, Source: 
Athens Regulatory Design Organization, Government Gazette Sheet 
(ΦΕΚ1049/Δ/1995). Right: The Channelization and modification of 
the trajectory of river Kifissos in the area of Elaionas (source: Google) 
 

 
Diagram 2. Informal economy networks of scrap recycling in Elaionas, 
Diagram drawn by I.Carydi 

 
The design thinking applied through the research 
undertaken aimed to develop a response to the 
disparities generated by the Land Use plan. What mostly 
fitted the dynamic situation of flux and change in 
Elaionas was a networked reading that compliments the 
zoning plan through the development of three 
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interrelated networks. The juxtaposition and contrast of 
these systems involved three interrelated 
parameters:  environmental, social and economic. The 
developed mappings focused on selective aspects of the 
territory and its properties that relate to the recovery of 
urban ground and its metabolic transformation. Priority 
was given to open spaces and interstitial grounds, 
aiming at the redefinition of the urban milieu through 
the organization of new armatures, new spatial patterns 
such as corridors, patches, and mosaics used to 
determine new land use. 
That complimentary design created a terrain of stitches 
and fields as armatures for new alliances and 
interactions between people, water and redundant 
land. This developed a layered socio-cultural network 
related materially with a green and blue network. The 
networking of possible alliances between recycling scrap 
yard areas, urban allotments, food markets, and 
stakeholders involved in recycling economies and 
institutions with a common interest in plants and water 
involves the Agricultural University of Athens situated in 
Elaionas and redundant paper mill factories dispersed in 
the area. The build armatures aimed at the creation of 
landscapes of consumption with adjacent natural 
resources, barren lands and water infrastructures 
incorporating their dependencies for landscapes of 
production. The spatial redefinition of “green” and 
“blue” systems was developed according to the 
topographical regime of Kifissos River and its tributaries. 
The geometrical definition of the blue network derived 
from the indexical mapping of a branched network 
based on data: (a) on surface and runoff flows, (b) needs 
to define a sustainable urban drainage network through 
bio-swales, cisterns and retention basins, (c) limitations 
of existing topography, (d) existing network of sewage, 
(e) existing riverine environment and status of managed 
or unmanaged rivers. The organization logic behind the 
green network focuses on: (a) maximizing ecological 
connectivity of the already defined “green plots” and (b) 
minimizing fragmentation of existing dispersed green 
patches (communal green spaces and front yards) 
demarcated at the Statutory Plan of 1995 (Scheme 1.) 

 
 
 
 

 

 
Scheme 1. (a) Topographic relief of Elaionas, (b) Juxtaposed 
topography with run off of Kifissos floodplain, (c) The riverine regime 
and its social reproduction through cisterns, wells and canals during 
19th, early 20th cent. (d) The current engineered invention of Kifissos 
River, (e)evaluation of connectivity of Demarcated open public and 
green spaces according to PD1995, (f) paved areas exceed 60% of the 
floodplain of Kifissos, (g) Crossing the flooded street of Elaionas in 
Canoe. Diagrams (a-f) drawn by I Carydi, photograph (g): cnn.gr, 
INTIME / Halkiopoulos 
 
The network logic: (a) expands the study area to a broad 
spatial context and to multiple scales of analysis 
providing an organizational logic and for the provision of 
built hierarchies of connections resulting out of 
processes, (b) integrates the natural patterns and 
biological attributes in the process of land use decision 
making with a resilient perspective open and dynamic to 
change, (c) focuses on structure, function and change of 
the dynamic natural systems of the landscape and less 
to the internal characteristics and shapes. In contrast, 
the land use planning which is based on predetermined 
standards and top down decisions has exhausted its turn 
as a means to explain and react towards the whole 
complexity of the urban phenomenon. Even if the study 
and arrangement of densities and types of land use 
offers important resources for the economy and the 
society, when this is run as a separate field study 
ignoring the biological and physical components of the 
site it proves unfeasible to cater for environmental 
changes, sustainable management of natural resources 
and special landscape characteristics. By supporting a 
complex framework of networked infrastructures that 
merge natural dynamic processes with techno-
managerial systems responding to necessary needs and 
decisions, landscape infrastructures result in a twofold 
management that from the one hand allows and ensures 
the circulation of flows of energy and matter while from 
the other hand prioritizes synergies and innovation 
practices that emerge on the crossroads of the merging 
of these systems.  

 

Diagram 3.The networked paradigm of the Athenian Elaionas 
comprised by the “blue/green” systems 

The Stitches and fields presented (Diagram 3) include 
green-ways, communal gardens, experimental gardens, 
farmers markets, sustainable urban drainage systems 
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and water recycling systems, free water allowance 
consumption for paper-mill factories. The proposed 
interconnections in urbanization are open-ended and 
flexible, with performativity, sustainable use of natural 
resources and locational specificity as guidelines. 
Infrastructures such as flood mitigation, rain gardens 
and retention ponds, infiltration ponds, biological 
treatment and bio-swale systems, reformulation of the 
ground to collect and absorb water, regeneration and 
development of further vegetated enclaves and green 
corridors contribute to an integrated strategy that 
understands the floodplain of Elaionas as an 
instrumental design property. 
Investors and users that can be associated to this 
scheme benefit from the performance of resource 
economy and production made possible by 
environmental technologies, and the potential to 
manage riparian grounds as live bio-technology and bio-
culture workshops in partnership with universities. On 
the part of the investor the systems of landscape 
infrastructures can be estimated not to surpass 1/3 of 
the cost of relevant hardscape public works, as in the 
case of extension to the water-supply network or of 
constructing new - comprehensive anti-flooding works. 
On the part of the users /consumers, the making of new 
attractive space for green- or innovative manufacturing 
and for services seeking low-cost water supply is made 
possible in immediate vicinity to the city center, where 
the management of the riparian grounds of Kifissos 
tributaries for bio-technology and bio-culture 
workshops in partnership with universities seems a 
possible field for interaction. The networked systems 
presented in the Cased of Elaionas, aim to organize and 
manage change by mobilizing potential and current 
actions and processes looking for potential partnerships 
and synergies that can be applied through planning. This 
form of planning is an open organization helping to 
understand and manage change in terms of the 
geographical scale with emphasis on the local social and 
environmental characteristics of the place (Diagram 4).  
 

 
 

Diagram 4. The Athenian Elaionas networked paradigm is made up of 
associations and synergies between landscape resources and local 
stakeholders/activities. 

3. The case of Beirut river 
Peri-urban Beirut’s river status as a municipal boundary 
located between two Governorates and two districts led 
to its neglect and its understanding as a “cityscape of 
residues”, characterized by uncontrolled land use and a 
landscape of juxtaposed fragments with lack of value 
and collective identity (Trovato, Farajalla, & Truglio, 
2016). The river, being a seasonal river fed by snowmelt, 
now a fragmented landscape of infrastructure 
(Littlefield, 2015) used to play a significant role in the 
city’s everyday life of the surrounding areas during the 
early and mid-twentieth century. Its 1968 canalization 
turned it into an element of division, fragmentation and 
segregation (Diagram 5). The canalized infrastructure 
helped ‘control’ the flows of migrants fleeing the wars of 
neighboring countries and settling at the area, which 
was neglected, later formalizing their settlements. This 
is expressed in the morphologies of the urban tissue, 
buildings and uses (Diagram 6). This partition produced 
a psychological boundary that ended communities’ 
cultural rituals taking place at the riverbanks and the 
cultivated land around it (Frem, 2009).  

 

Diagram 5. (left) The Beirut river in 1942 (source: www.oldbeirut.com), (right) 
The Beirut River in 2018. 

The absence of social, cultural and commercial facilities 
along the stream led to the decrease of interaction 

http://www.oldbeirut.com/
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among people, community, as well as the local 
authorities. Besides its social effects, Beirut River has 
suffered many environmental problems, as the riparian 
river was converted into an infrastructural duct of 
transport and sewage. The stream’s velocity increased 
rapidly and turned into a channel that both the quality 
of water stays unprocessed, and the water is 
uncontrolled, especially during its torrential phase with 
extreme rainfalls and the snow melt between February 
and March and essentially increasing the flood risks as 
its capacity could reach a capacity of 143%, statistically 
every 100 years, causing extreme flood waves of 7.4 m 
in height (Frem, 2009). The area’s natural ecosystem has 
been eradicated by erasing the fluvial braided system, 
the destruction of the riparian habitat and the 
elimination of any hydrological exchanges between the 
stream and its adjacent water tables, which after years 
of extensive agricultural use of the water and domestic 
wells caused seawater intrusion in the aquifer below. 
Those problems were enhanced by the selection of the 
stream area for the accommodation of industries due to 
the sufficient undeveloped space and its easy access to 
the highways system followed the canalization, as well 
as the placement of the port at the west edge of the 
stream’s estuary because of its convenience (Diagram 
7). Unfortunately, the abandonment of the stream was 
followed by those industries directly discharging their 
effluents on the coast. 

 

 

Diagram 6. Figure-ground analysis of the site area with clearly 
identifiable patterns. Denser parts seen at the right-upper corner are 
formalized migrant settlements, the dense areas on the left side are 
the traditional Beirut’s neighborhoods, lighter and sprawled areas on 
the right lower side are rural areas and the bigger buildings are either 
industrial areas or state facilities drawn by A. Panayiotou.  

 
This project aims to work on three levels. Firstly, it seeks 
to fill the social gap through an alternative approach, 
allowing people to integrate while maintaining the city’s 
character and increasing the porosity of the area and its 
openness to new social groups. Secondly, its 
environmental goals are to restore and regenerate the 

river’s ecosystem, better control the flooding, and 
promote agriculture in a controlled way by increasing its 
green open areas while remediating any pollutants and 
creating a green network that connects the 
neighborhoods and river sides leading to increased 
social interaction between the area’s urban actors. 
Thirdly, by giving more financial incentives, it balances 
and justifies the costly river restoration, increasing the 
land areas attached to the park satisfying the real estate 
agents, creating entrepreneurship for the residents by 
creating technical professions opportunities and 
bringing more tourists on site, contributing to the state’s 
goals. The three layers mentioned above a) economy, b) 
ecology, c) cultural métissage, are briefly understood as 
a) the right to work and the creation of new attraction 
poles, b) the right to public space and nature and c) the 
right to the public sphere. For that reason, methods and 
research from other disciplines is used to inform the 
design and the proposal for the development of this 
fragmented peri-urban area. The juxtaposition of the 
three layers through an interdisciplinary point of view 
allows the landscape to become literally and figuratively 
the ground on which change takes place. Through its 
resources it provides incentives for the redevelopment 
of the area and through its public sphere it allows urban 
regeneration and adaptability of the existing social casts 
and structures. A new armature is designed connecting 
the rivers edges, while re-naturalizing the river itself by 
allowing its overflow inside the site. For the better 
control of flooding two new wetland areas are designed 
using soft landscape engineering. Harder engineering is 
used inside the meanders inner bank to avoid the 
erosion of nearby buildings’ foundations. A new system 
of roads, pathways and bicycle lanes, alongside a ‘las 
ramblas’ approach to connect the two river sides is 
undertaken, while agriculture is promoted to the 
attached sites of the rivers, acting as an overflooding 
mechanism during flood periods. For the protection of 
the water’s quality specific plantation encourages 
processes of phytoremediation while controlling 
pollutants from agriculture to enter the river.  

 

Diagram 7. (a) Juxtaposed topography with watershed survey of the 
are under study, (b) Flood risk analysis, (c) Surface infiltration of 
paved vs open areas of the floodplain of the area drawn by A. 
Panayiotou. 
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Regarding socioeconomic inequality and injustice in the 
area, the design focuses on outdoor activities that 
increase the interaction between the social groups that 
may reverse the disparity caused by the segregation and 
division of the city during Lebanese Civil War. By creating 
a series of modules (Diagram 8) that are adaptable not 
just to an area, but to their forms creating hybrid forms 
of themselves when placed together, can fit the sites 
and residents needs the most. Strategies used stimulate 
a process that generates urban character and identity on 
its effort of accumulating, as a way of catalyzing change. 
A series of actions that pique the interest of project 
investors, while gradually introduces changes into the 
habits of actors, a multiphase strategy (Stratis, 2014) 
named radical increment. Other strategies cover up 
intentions of the project, maintaining a very different 
façade even innocent towards many urban agents, or 
actors. Intentions as to increase places for the public 
sphere through public green spaces, can be a covered-
up effort of increasing land value for the real estate, and 
vice versa are deemed to be Trojan Horse strategies. 
Mighty unfolding strategies, act as a precursor of the 
future result of the proposals, operating in this state of 
transition within the implementation of a project. It, 
seemingly, neutralize the vast effects of its end-state 
(Stratis, 2014), while preparing the ground for both 
institutionalized (politics) and actors to accept and 
embrace the change. Furthermore, it allows a degree of 
improvisation and change in the initial plan.  Finally, 
implying a malleable ecology strategy, as a reforming 
policy of maintaining and supporting the futures of a 
proposal. This strategy strives to invite actors and agents 
on the maintenance of the proposal (Stratis, 2014). In 
Beirut, the commons within social groups or sects (e.g. 
young groups, religious sects (YMCA, YOUTH WORK 
ISLAM, skateboarder groups, BMX groups, graffiti artists, 
lobbyists etc.) can play that role. Actors aim to play a 
great role among the future of the area and the proposal 
and it is obvious that actors are creating their own inner 
cognitive map of their action_scape based on their 
personal background, experiences and memories, that 
are shaped by the new space.    

Diagram 8. The developed models of land use, or land treatment and 
their subsequent hybrid spatial form placed on a cognitive map 
developed by a team of Beirutis when asked to re-imagine the area 
through them drawn by A. Panayiotou. 

Subsequently, the project proposes a series of amenities 
network interwind with a new open green and blue 
network that provides a new financial activity to take 
place, allowing the residents to re-shape and adapt the 
space based on their needs and through time (Diagram 
9). This social approach of design through nature and the 
water ecosystem encourages urban actors to interact 
with each other despite their differences invoking the 
fundamental human need for interaction with nature. A 
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scenario developed through 33 years to make the study 
financially feasible and viable, creates with minor moves 
of “planting seeds of change” by stitching the river’s 
sides through a new armature’s network, highlighting 
important social landmarks. The agricultural layouts of 
the market gardens and orchards are in this case very 
closely tied to the course of the river and fundamental 
to the organization of the space. An element of 
enormous importance in shaping this whole side of the 
city-as important as the definition of the agricultural 
plots and the basin of the river itself (Solá Morales, 2008, 
p. 354) by relocating their Wednesday market into a 
more permanent and iconic facility and by allowing 
hydraulics to reform the river’s meander with a little 
help of soft engineering, and escalating to more 
designed and strategic creations regenerating an urban 
area resilient to high-end real estate pressures and the 
state’s preferential treatment of specific areas over 
others. The proposal relies on bottom-up configuration 
of design that happens in the long-term. Working on a 
series of micro-areas defined as sub_enclaves, those 
urban pieces can maintain a strong enough identity to 
be traceable, but small enough to be porous and open 
to interact with outer actors and create hybrid spaces in-
between them (Diagram 10). The result is city’s 
increments clearly separated but at the same time, open 
and rapidly accessible to one another, for a person being 
able to move easily and settle in the increment that feels 
to suit them better. At the same time increments are 
mutually accessible and porous. When it comes to their 
spatial expression the residents of those increments 
shall owe their own spatial territory and being separated 
from others, not with strict limits and borders, rather 
with porous boundaries, creating in that way 
sub_enclaves.  Neighborhoods are effectively 
configuring a territory that is to a certain extent linked 
to the central city but at the same time, by virtue of its 
far more autonomous and diversified structure. In that 
way it establishes the conditions for detachment from it 
(Solá Morales, 2008, p. 346). Thus, forming an anarchy 
through order that we might need in reforming the 
future structure as a bottom-up proposal. 

    

 
Diagram 9. A slice of the potential future scenario proposal on the 
area, showing the restoration of the meander and one of the 
designed wetlands, alongside with the market and ad-hoc and real 
estate development. 

        

 
Diagram 10. Chaining development of sub_enclaves proposed on site 
vs its original sub_enclaving intention analysis. 
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4. Conclusions 
The design methodologies employed in the context of 
these two river-plains align with the emergence of 
planning practices oriented to self-sustaining forms of 
investment composition and economy with the 
participation of environmental management and 
understanding of in-situ local specificities and local 
social dynamics. Environmental Engineering techniques, 
soft remediation and recovery strategies alongside a re-
evaluation of the concept of the "environmental risk" as 
a benefit and not a threat for capturing, treating and 
recirculation of water in the socio-economic context of 
urbanization become enmeshed strategies in 
foresighted opportunities for new types of partnerships 
and synergies amongst local stakeholders, residents and 
industries. The new, re-oriented architectural, 
landscape and urban design approach to planning enters 
in the shaping of metabolic conditions, e.g., forms 
accruing to the functions set to motion by the composite 
ground, a flexible "support in process" of re-folding, 
condensing, stratifying multiple actions and processes in 
urban space through time. 

We conclude that rivers of the Mediterranean South can 
inform an interdisciplinary discourse in sustainable 
development goals gradually transforming traditional 
conceptions of cross-sectoral mechanisms in river 
management. Site-specific conditions and valuable 
landscape characteristics in relation to urban strategies 
can shape potential economic and social synergies. 
Water recycling practices, flood mitigations, sustainable 
drainage systems and peri-urban agrifood industries 
merge with heavily contested historical contexts, 
cultural territories, open street markets and 
archaeological sites, providing a thickened ground of 
interlinked uses that can re-introduce an operational 
bio-periphery for the city suggesting new grounds of 
partnerships and interaction between different actors. 
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Abstract: 
Considering the global agenda towards sustainable 
development, cities and metropoles today  are 
challenged to develop and perform more sustainably. 
The United Nations’ Sustainable Development  Goals 
and especially Goal 11 (“Sustainable Cities and 
Communities”), the UN Habitat’s New 
Urban  Agenda and the UNESCO Recommendation 
on the Historic Urban Landscape provide altogether 
a global  framework for addressing the sustainable 
challenges of complex environments and urbanisms, 
while  positioning heritage and the metropolis in the 
center of the agenda. Metropoles are becoming 
the  predominant form of urbanization and urban 
living of the 21st century. They present new scales of 
opportunities, challenges, and risks towards 
sustainable living. In parallel, the developments of 
the last  decade in heritage theory and practice 
present a potential for harnessing heritage to urban 
planning,  managing climate crisis and rapid change. 
Heritage planning is assumed to be vital in providing 
for  sustainability, but there is a gap in knowledge 
and in practice about the relationship 
between  metropolization processes and urban 
heritage, and in what ways they can support 
sustainable  development of contemporary 
urbanisms.   

In the Israeli context of the Tel Aviv-Yafo metropolis, 
urban renewal projects, mass-transit  infrastructural 
projects, climate changes and densification 
processes have major influence on the built  and 
unbuilt environments, resulting in an eclectic 
metropolitan field. The original design planning of 
Tel  Aviv-Yafo as a garden city (the White City of Tel 
Aviv-Yafo) was based on a balanced 
relationship  between built-up and green, open 
spaces. Nevertheless, as the former garden city plan 
for Tel Aviv-Yafo  is now encapsulated in the 
changing dynamics of the metropolis, the garden city 
values and attributes  might have been neglected 

and forgotten over time due to the expansion and 
densification beyond the  original urban plan.  

This paper suggests a starting point for research on 
examining the transformation of the 
horizontal  metropolis, one of changing density of 
built and open, using Tel Aviv-Yafo metropolis as a 
case-study.  This paper will present the proposed 
methodology for spatial analysis, towards identifying 
the historic  urban landscapes of the major 
metropolis in the Israeli urban field, and the current 
condition of its built  and open relations at the local, 
metropolitan, and regional scale.   

Keywords: Horizontal metropolis, urban-
rural, heritage planning, sustainability, 
spatial analysis ______________ 

1 Introduction  

This research is a starting point for PhD research, 
which aims to explore the horizontal metropolis 
which connects urban and rural, built, and open 
territories, as the potential space to  argue the 
generative role of heritage for the sustainable 
metropolis. Heritage, and heritage  planning, as the 
bridge between future and past, can perform in the 
context of the metropolis as  a novel arena to discuss 
environmental, social, and cultural sustainability and 
recalibrate its  sustainable performance.  
This research is interested in the ways heritage 
planning plays a role in the evolution of 
former  urban-rural areas into ecological urbanisms 
and metropolises. More specifically, it is looking  into 
the values and attributes of the garden city planning, 
and how they have changed since the  original 
planning, into the metropolis they are encapsulated 
in nowadays. This would serve to  identify whether 
those attributes and values can play a role in the 
sustainability of the  contemporary metropolis, and 
whether their heritage can help to develop a 
culturally based layer for planning the sustainable 
development of the contemporary metropolis. In 
the  following I will share the context and 
methodology of this research, which uses the case 
study  of Tel Aviv-Yafo metropolis, also known as the 
Dan metropolis, as the arena of investigation.   

2 The Sustainable Challenges of the Metropolis and 
Heritage   

Metropoles are becoming the main form of 
urbanization and urban living of the 21st century. It  is 
widely discussed that current urbanization will 
apparently result in 75% of the world  population 
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residing in urban areas (UN-Habitat, 2016). With a 
new metropolis arising every  two-weeks over the 
next fifteen years (UNHabitat, 2020), it is becoming 
the predominant form  of urbanization and urban 
living of the 21st century, with metropolis containing 
more than 50%  of the urban population globally 
(UNDESA, 2018). The increase of metropolitan areas 
indicates  on not only demographic growth but also 
on urban, social, economic, and 
environmental  transformations of the urban field. It 
means urbanization faces new scales of size, 
opportunities,  challenges, and risks towards 
sustainable living and the achievement of the 
Sustainable  Development Goals (United Nations, 
2016). It is therefore important to consider the 
emerging  metropolitan formations, and what they 
bear for local and global scales towards 
sustainability.  

The global agenda towards sustainable development 
includes UN Habitat’s New Urban Agenda  from 
2016; The Sustainable Development Goals from 
2015, including Goal 11 - “Sustainable  Cities and 
Communities”) and target 11.4 – “strengthen efforts 
to protect and safeguard the  world's cultural and 
natural heritage”; and the UNESCO 
Recommendation on the Historic  Urban Landscape 
from 2011. This framework position both the 
metropolis and heritage in the  center of the global 
agenda. The developments of the last decade in 
heritage theory and practice  
present a potential for harnessing heritage to urban 
planning, managing climate crisis and rapid  change 
(Erkan, 2018). The Historic Urban Landscape 
approach is broad and can be understood  in 
different ways, and the research on it is varied 
accordingly. Although the academic  discussion deals 
a lot with the need to integrate management, 
conservation, development, and  planning 
disciplines, it does not elaborate much on how to 
move from theory to practice,  especially at the 
metropolitan scale. Such application would serve to 
respond to the current  orientation of the heritage 
discipline towards an integrated approach that 
ensures urban, and  also metropolitan, sustainability 
(Ginzarly et al., 2018).  

As mentioned, cities and metropoles today are 
challenged to develop and perform 
more  sustainably. The lack of open and green 
spaces, ecological corridors and urban nature in 
cities  has been proven to cause congestion and 
pollution, disruption of ecosystems and loss 
of  biodiversity, greater exposure to environmental 
hazards and risk to public health and well-
being  (Folberth et al., 2015; Goronczy, 2021; 

Michalina et al., 2021; Vasenev et al., 2018). 
Instead,  the presence of adequate open, green and 
ecological spaces and infrastructures contributes 
to  the well-being by moderating climate, improving 
air quality, mitigating urban heat island  effects, and 
providing recreation and social interaction (Du C, Jia 
W, Chen M, Yan L, 2022;  Pukowiec-Kurda, 2022; 
Vasenev et al., 2018). However, some metropoles 
may have a head  start as they were initially planned 
as garden cities, such as the Jardims of Sao Paolo, 
Hellerau  district of Dresden or The White City of Tel 
Aviv - Yafo, which were planned based on a  balance 
between built and open spaces, among other key 
attributes (Laura Veronese, 2018;  Waldheim, 2018). 
These garden city attributes might have been 
neglected and forgotten over  time with urban 
expansion and densification beyond the original 
urban plan, which challenge  their sustainable 
development. There is a gap in knowledge and in 
practice about the  relationship between 
metropolitan growth, urban heritage planning and 
garden city planning,  and whether all three can 
support sustainable development of contemporary 
metropoles. The  infrastructure of the garden city is 
now part of a metropolis; the question is, can it 
be  reintegrated in the metropolitan field and 
contribute to its future sustainable performance? 

3 Harnessing Heritage to Sustainability   

Heritage has begun to be officially associated with 
sustainable development in the past two  decades 
(Labadi, 2017), especially with the appearance of the 
Historic Urban Landscape  approach, which 
integrates territorial values with local values, historic 
layers and attributes with  the present cultural and 
natural environment (Erkan, 2018). Current research 
on the role of  heritage in urban design and planning 
focus on specific heritage listings. There is little 
research  addressing the role of heritage as a whole, 
as a landscape of tangible, intangible, 
natural,  cultural, movable, immovable (when 
existent) elements, nor discussing their role in 
the  evolution from garden cities to green 
metropoles. Research on the role of heritage in 
supporting  sustainable development mainly focus 
on tangible heritage as a driver for economic and 
social  development (Amado & Rodrigues, 2019), and 
lack the aspects on the impact heritage, as 
a  mechanism, has for supporting a landscape 
approach which integrates physical and 
intangible  dimension (Van Oers, 2014). There is 
some consensus in the related research fields on 
the  transformative role culture and heritage play in 
the economic, social and environmental  dimensions 
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of development, but it is not truly tangible in broader 
sustainability discourses (Petti  et al., 2020).  

Heritage planning deals with heritage listings, their 
values and attributes in all categories:  tangible, 
intangible, natural, cultural, movable, and 
immovable. Heritage planning is assumed  to be vital 
in preserving attributes and values: the main role of 
heritage listings has been defined  to integrate the 
protection of heritage into comprehensive planning 
processes (Article 5a of the  World Heritage 
Convention) (UNESCO, 1972), and protect the 
cultural and natural heritage in  order to support the 
goal of making cities safe, inclusive, resilient and 
sustainable (United  Nations, 2015). Therefore, 
heritage planning is viewed for this research not as a 
mechanism  that is situated in the heritage field only, 
but rather as the potential tool for shaping 
and  designing the future of a site, playing a role in 
processes of development with 
sustainable,  wholistic integrity. This is to reflect the 
broad scale of urban heritage, but also points out 
that  instead of one single definition of the HUL 
concept and approach, there are rather different  
focuses which address different aspects of the 
recommendation (Rey-Pérez & Pereira 
Roders,  2020).   

So, how can heritage support sustainable 
developments of contemporary urbanisms? 
Heritage  planning contains both temporalities of 
future (planning/development/ horizontal 
metropolis),  and past (heritage/urban heritage). I 
am looking at the use of heritage planning – as 
means and  as a mechanism – for enabling and 
supporting well-being for sustainability, in the light 
of the  metropolis’ current and future development. 
In this case, the metropolis of Tel Aviv – Yafo,  and its 
unique heritage of the white city and its garden city 
planning, are reviewed. The curiosity  underlying this 
is - In what ways does heritage planning of the 
garden city attributes and values  affect the relations 
between open and built areas? Moreover, how have 
they transformed over  the years since they have 
become encapsulated in the growing metropolis?   

 

4 The Case-Study: The Tel Aviv-Yafo Metropolis and 
the White City   

The Tel Aviv-Yafo metropolis, also known as the Dan 
metropolis, is the central metropolis in  Israel, also 
the biggest one. It has more than 4 million 

inhabitants and is spreading over more  than 1500 
square kilometers, including not only cities, but also 
towns, smaller settlements and  open and natural 
territories – an intriguing form exemplifying of the 
Israeli horizontality  (Verbakel, 2018; Viganò et al., 
2018). The metropolis hosts many important 
financial, cultural,  governmental, social, and 
infrastructural centers of the country. With the 
highest real-estate  values, living costs and density, 
the metropolis is already facing many challenges for 
sustainability, urban planning, and development. As 
Israel is expected to double its population  by 2040, 
the major challenges, as well as development and 
densification processes are expected  to be seen in 
the Dan metropolis. Urban renewal projects 
undergo, together with the national  metro and light 
rail project - the biggest infrastructural project in the 
country – are already shaping the form and 
performance of the metropolis already.  

Tel Aviv-Yafo, the main city of the metropolis, has 
maintained its importance and dominance  in the 
Israeli urban field through the years since its 
establishment in the 1909. As the first city  
of the Zionist movement, it was an ideal case for 
implementing ideological ideas and utopian  city 
planning. The preparation of a plan for the 
development of Tel Aviv - Yafo was  commissioned to 
Sir Patrick Geddes (1930’s), the famous botanist, 
sociologist urban planner,  who brought his own take 
on Modernism and the Garden City Movement into 
the plan. Geddes’  plan and report for Tel Aviv-Yafo 
from 1925 proposed an architectural and urban 
alternative  for the challenges of humanity in the 20th 

century (Geddes, 1925). There he details not just 
the  ways the city roads and blocks should be laid 
out, but also how its citizens would live, 
work,  consume and work in the garden city. It was 
based on built and open relations in various 
scales:  block, street, city and beyond the city scales. 
In this sense, his report serves not exactly as 
a  planning document, but rather as an agenda, a 
manifesto, for Tel Avivian urbanism suited to  the 
local context and climate, according to his 
understanding. His proposal for Tel Aviv-Yafo 
represented an experiment in reform of the built 
environment for pressing social questions  between 
form and reform (Van Zee, 2012).   

Geddes proposed various attributes of the desired 
open areas and features in various levels and  scales. 
To mention some of them: in the block level - green 
lanes, front gardens and inner  playgrounds are to be 
allocated and planned, together with east-west 
positioning of the  buildings to let the sea breeze in, 
and also to provide shade most of the day. Fruit trees 
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and  vegetables are to be grown in communal 
gardens for shared consumption. At the street 
level,  specific distance between the buildings, and 
between the road to the building facades, have  been 
suggested for a recommended street section and 
“correct” proportions. Boulevards and  adjacent 
gardens in walking distance from the blocks were 
supposed to provide for recreation,  communal and 
educational agriculture and support the health of the 
citizens. In the city scale,  wadis (riverbanks) were 
identified as potential natural boundaries between 
neighborhoods, and between the city and the rural 
areas around it. Parkways and hiking trails using the 
riverbanks  in and beyond the city boundaries were 
proposed as well. A natural reserve was planned 
both  as a viewpoint towards the city and the 
shoreline, and as marking the limit to the growth of 
the  city. 
Almost a century has passed since the Geddes plan 
to Tel Aviv-Yafo. The area, which was  planned and 
realized according to Geddes’ report, also includes 
many examples of architecture  of the international 
style, has been named The White City. The UNESCO 
inscription of the area  as world heritage in 2003 has 
relied, besides on the architecture of the 
international style, on  the unique and exemplary 
manifestation of the Geddes approach and design. 
The city has grown  and expanded, and while many 
of these attributes and open features within the built 
fabric have  indeed been conserved and preserved, 
they are not yet anchored as an equal component in 
the  heritage layer of the city, nor in the metropolis 
in general. In the face of major 
densification,  infrastructural and development 
transformations the metropolis is going through and 
will  undergo in the future, those built-open relations 
are not secured under any urban or 
metropolitan  mechanism, along with their probable 
potential role in providing for the well-being 
and  sustainability in the metropolis.  

5 Research Methodology for Spatial Analysis of the 
Historic Urban Landscape of the Tel  Aviv-Yafo 
Metropolis   

Following these understandings, the general goal of 
the research is to examine the garden city  concept, 
through the case of Tel Aviv – Yafo, identifying it as 
part of the historic urban  landscape of the 
metropolis which is consisted of built and open in 
various scales as the  underlying design code of the 
core, assumingly also that of the metropolitan field 
as a whole.  The research methodology is therefore 
consisted of content & policy analysis, as well as 
spatial  analysis mapping methods.  

In the first stage, the methodology use literature to 
define the attributes and values of the garden  city of 
Tel Aviv-Yafo. Systematic content analysis is 
conducted both on the Geddes’ original  report for 
Tel Aviv-Yafo, as well as on the UNESCO World 
Heritage Inscription for the White  City, to distill the 
heritage attributes and values of the garden city. 
Both analyzed texts provide  the two points in the 
timeline which are important for the case-study: 
first, the origin point of  the garden city planning, and 
the moment it was anchored by heritage for specific 
preservation  and consideration regarding future 
planning. This is done according to methodological  
framework for identifying and coding the attributes 
and values based on the taxonomy of  Tarrafa Silva & 
Pereira Roders from 2012 of values, and the 
Veldpaus taxonomy from 2015 of  tangible attributes 
(Veldpaus, 2015). This stage is expected to result in 
the comprehensive  identification of the attributes 
and values of the garden city of Tel Aviv – Yafo and 
will provide  the basis for their analysis later on.  

The following stage focuses on mapping, as means to 
identify how have the Tel Aviv – Yafo  garden city 
attributes and values changed over time. The 
interest of this stage are the specific  forms of 
relations between open and built. After selecting a 
set of key attributes from the  previous stage, they 
will be mapped using spatial analysis methods in 
metropolitan scale. This  may shed light on various 
forms of built-open relations in metropolitan, such as 
on the  typologies of boundaries between open and 
built in the core area of the garden city, typologies  of 
urban fringe around the inscription area, form and 
centrality of metropolitan open and green areas, 
etc.   

The following stage looks for identifying the changing 
patterns of built and open in the local  scale – in and 
around the inscription area, where heritage planning 
as a mechanism of directing  development is in 
action. In this stage, heritage sites and heritage 
planning documents are  compared with the actual 
transformation of built and open in the heritage 
protected areas of the  White City, in order to 
identify whether heritage played a role in the 
transformation between  the open and the built. 
Analyzing the urbanization patterns and changing 
relations between built  and open spaces both in 
metropolitan and local levels might reveal whether 
there is a correlation  between the White City 
development and the metropolitan landscape 
evolution.  

The concluding stage will focus on a comparative 
analysis on the transformations of the built  and 
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open – the attributes, meeting the development of 
heritage listings, in the transforming metropolis. The 
findings from the previous stages will be integrated 
into a discussion on whether the heritage of the 
garden city played a role in the growth of the 
metropolis regarding,  and whether it maintained in 
securing the relations between built and open in 
processes of  development. Have heritage, as a tool 
for preserving the attributes and values of a place, 
indeed  
shaped the balance between built and open spaces 
in the metropolis, and therefore, can it the  future of 
such sustainable relations in the future metropolis?  

Figure 
1. The 

proposed research methodology 4 Conclusion  

With the growing rate of emerging metropoles, this 
research’s results may help to situate  heritage 
planning as a tool in balancing open and built in the 
metropolis, and therefore might  provide for new 
ecologically aware methods of design and building, 
re-linking culture to nature. In addition, it may 
provide us another look at ways in which spatial 
sustainability, urban-rural  linkages and blue-green-
grey systems may provide for a more balanced 
approach towards  urbanism.  

This work and its proposed methodology look to 
provide knowledge for practice and research 
towards addressing the role of heritage planning in 
the changing scale beyond the city into 
the  metropolis, and for the redefinition of the 
metropolis as a landscape of both open and 
built,  urban and rural, culture and nature, tangible 
and intangible heritage, thus adding 
another  dimension for the implementation of 
UNESCO’s Recommendation on The Historic 
Urban  Landscape and the New Urban Agenda.   

The results may be able to contribute to further 
related studies on metropoles who share 
similar  geo-cultural features with Tel Aviv – Yafo, for 
better understanding the role of heritage  planning 
in these metropoles and facilitate informed and 
sustainable planning and decision  making regarding 
open and green areas in them. This can allow for a 
better chance to promote  the Sustainable 
Development Goals, and achieve more sustainable, 
resilient, inclusive, and safe  metropolises through 
their natural and cultural heritage, in our era. 
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Abstract: 
An interaction of three variables can account for landscape 
transformation processes at Naharayim/el Baqura over the 
last century and a half: territory, cartography, and terrain. 
This interaction is examined across three historical periods 
marking the passage from nomadism to sedentism: The 
Ottoman Period (1876-1917), the British Mandate (1918-
1948), and the statehood period (1948-1994). Adopting a 
hybridized and interdisciplinary approach at the interstice of 
history, landscape architecture and geopolitics, this work 
performs an in-depth analysis of the three variables in each 
period and examines their relationship to power. The analysis 
emphasizes territorial concepts and bordermaking, mapping 
practices, land survey techniques, infrastructure, agricultural 
development, and water regimes. It will be shown that 
mapping has been a medium of politics, with landscapes 
often being subjugated to political or territorial ambitions. 
Data is gathered from primary sources from the periods in 
question, some previously unknown, fieldwork, interviews, a 
point cloud data set from both banks of the Jordan River, as 
well as contemporary social scientific scholarship. It is argued 
that landscape is neither a natural feature nor a manmade 
system of engineered spaces, but rather the outcome of a 
dynamic interaction between natural landscape, human 
imagination, and various iterations of power, be they natural, 
theological, technological, political, or military. It is this 
dynamic interaction across space and time that this work 
attempts to map.  
 
 

 
Fig. 1 Analog drawing superimposed over a point-cloud model 
showing a bird’s-eye view of the Jisr el Majami/ Naharayim/ Baqura 
site situated between Jordan and Israel in the Jordan Valley. Source: 
2017, ETH Landscape Visualisation and Modelling Lab by the Chair of 
Landscape Architecture, Professor Christophe Girot. 
Some Thoughts on the Jordan River                                                                                                                                    

 
    “Seen from the sky, the Jordan Valley is a pathway – a 
pathway for migratory birds. 
       Humans are not birds, yet our intelligence allows us 
to transcend horizons …” (H. Schygulla, 2018, 12-15) 
 
In his research “History and Social Sciences,” Fernand 
Braudel considers the Mediterranean Sea and the 
Mediterranean world as a long-term frame for 
examining phenomena of human development. He 
categorises the phenomena into two main structures. 
One is static—geographical and climatic. The second is 
human—demographic, economic, political and cultural. 
The process of defining the Mediterranean social system 
begins with defining the large geographic and climatic 
structures. The Mediterranean region is classified by 
geographical data, but at the same time it is defined by 
human development on the natural landscape (Braudel 
1958, 725–753). More recently, Stuart Elden has drawn 
attention to the emergence of a territory as a political 
technology concurrently with the introduction of 
privatisation (Elden, 2010, 806). While concepts of 
territory existed beforehand, at the beginning of the 
twentieth century they became explicitly political, the 
result of a series of governmental acts of control over 
territory in the form of administrative division, land laws, 
land registry and water utilisation policies. 
The title of this article draws from the final collection of 
writings by Palestinian poet Mahmoud Darwish (1941–
2008). In one of his last poems, A River Dies of Thirst, 
Darwish personifies the Jordan River, foregrounding the 
attachment to the land in the wake of the effects of 
hydro-politics. He uses the natural landscape and 
geographical details to preserve the river’s memory, 
which has lost its rural and urban culture to the water’s 
politicization (Boast 2016, 277–278).  In what follows, I 
present three cases of the drying up of rivers in the 
Middle East. The first two cases are contemporary 
phenomenon in the 21st century. The third case, an 
example of long-term processes of various human 
interventions in the geographical and climatic structures 
over different historical periods, could serve as an 
indication of the range of socio-political physical 
changes that could yet be an outcome of the first two 
cases. 
Mapping the nature of space by continuous observation 
of the natural landscape as it changes through the 
seasons and over time can foster environmental 
awareness about a space’s natural dynamics. It also 
shows how a plurality and intertwining of ways of 
observing and thinking about territory are developed in 
concrete and historical frameworks (Harley 1987, 9). 
The physical transformation processes of an 
environment are deeply connected to political 
processes and transformations. Yet, while political 
traces fade over time as they are replaced by the new, 
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what was created as a result of them become part of 
nature and seem like an inevitable reality in which the 
possibility of effecting change seems beyond human 
reach.  

Since the mid 1970s in the Middle East, the 
direct impact from rivers drying up is reduced water for 
both agricultural use and for domestic consumption for 
a growing population. Certainly, climate changes as a 
result of global warming play a huge part. The 
subtropical desert climate has seen a decrease in the 
amount of annual rainfall causing rivers to dry up (Soffer 
and Berkovsky 2017, 4). However, the lack of water is 
also a result of water management policy motived by 
political considerations that prevent the water’s optimal 
utilization. 
 
Among the prominent countries affected by these 
conditions are Egypt and Iraq. In Egypt, the Nile River’s 
complex drainage and flow regime is compromised 
because the river’s sources are found in a climate zone 
that is losing large amounts of water through 
evaporation in the thousands of kilometres of desert 
where it passes on its way to the Mediterranean Sea. In 
response to the situation, Ethiopia has recently built a 
series of dams along the Blue Nile that has led to a 
significant decrease in water amounts and the cessation 
of the development of factories, as well as poor quality 
water for irrigation and drinking. The resulting situation 
is an existential threat to Egypt, a country with a large 
population, and has led to conflicts around the buildings 
of the dams in Ethiopia (Abdelaleem, Halai 2015, 462–
463; Soffer, Berkovsky 2016, 168). 

 Another regional example affected by climate 
change is Iraq, whose water supply is directly affected by 
Turkey, which systematically closes the Euphrates 
tributaries in its territory while diverting considerable 
amounts of water from Syria and Iraq. Turkey is building 
dams to meet its growing needs, thus increasing the 
distress surrounding water shortages in Iraq, whose 
needs have also grown. Turkey’s dam-building changed 
the flow method of the Euphrates River resulting in a 
one-sided over-pumping of water, for example, halving 
the amount that entered in the past. The effect is a lack 
of water for agriculture, which caused the mass 
abandonment of land in Syria and led to migration from 
the villages to the Syrian cities, and in Iraq accelerated 
processes for the drying up of the Euphrates River. This 
lack of water is a reason for conflicts and high tensions 
between the countries, similar to the condition straining 
relations between Egypt and Ethiopia (Sofer, Berkovsky 
2016, 168). 
 The direct impact from rivers drying up and reducing 
the amount of water in them harms agriculture, fishing, 
causes the salinisation of groundwater, damage to 
ecological systems, the extinction of animal species, and 
aggravation of pollution problems. However, the lack of 

water is not only the result of environmental factors and 
population growth. Poor water management motivated 
by political considerations also prevent optimal 
utilization of the water. We see the socio-economic cost 
of not addressing these issues in the strife between 
Egypt and Ethiopia and Turkey and its neighbours. 
        Now let’s consider the historical case of 
Naharayim (see Fig. 1), located in the Jordan River 
Valley, on the border of Israel and Jordan and the river 
which Darwish invokes in his poem but does not name. 
The Jordan River Valley is located in the upper Great Rift 
Valley, the meeting point of three continental plates. 
Hence, the site’s central role throughout history as a 
gateway and crossroads between Europe, Africa, and 
Asia. In Hebrew, the word Naharayim means “two 
rivers” (Naor 2003, 103–104). It is here that the two 
rivers, the Jordan River and the Yarmouk River, join at 
the heart of a manmade landscape. These two mighty 
rivers were tamed for the creation of the first modern 
power plant in Palestine, which was built during the 
British Mandate. As we will see, this act shattered the 
natural equilibrium of the site, causing all subsequent 
roads, paths, and waterways to become parallel rather 
than perpendicular to the Jordan River. 
 
In March 1921, the British government began 
demarcating the Mandatory borders on the eastern side 
of the Jordan Valley. For the first time in this region, the 
Mandate government created two independent 
administrative entities, Transjordan and Palestine, with 
the middle point of the Jordan River serving as the 
borderline (Friedman, 2005, 125–126). Palestine 
remained under Mandatory power, whereas 
Transjordan was founded as an Arab state to be ruled by 
Emir Abdullah bin-Hussein (Biger 2005, 41–46) (Har Gil 
1979, 48-49). The line’s passing through the centre of 
the river was due to it being a dynamic natural system 
affected by floods (Toye 1989, 795–805; Srebro 2017, 
18).  
The British introduced new governance techniques to 
control the Jordan Valley. These were expressed in a 
series of international agreements, such as the Jordan 
Concession and the Constitution of Mandatory 
Palestine, as well as through the creation of special 
political committees by Herbert Plumer, the Head 
Commissioner of Palestine (Shaltiel 2007, 163). The 
agreements and committees were designed to enable 
the British to exert control over the waters of the Jordan 
River, including the Naharayim site (Naor 2003, 121–
123). 
The British territorial concept was not the only concept 
pursued in the region. During the Mandate period, 
Zionists were also increasing their presence and 
influence in the area. According to Zvi Efrat, the 
territorial Zionist concept of an “open-ended process” 
was closely related to the Zionist principle of the 
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boundless fluidity of a peripheral frontier, to the extent 
that “the whole country was perceived as frontier” (Efrat 
2018, 18). While relations between the British and 
Zionists eventually disintegrated concerning the Jordan 
Valley, the British and Zionist territorial conceptions 
dovetailed when it came to gaining control over water 
resources. The British territorial vision can be defined as 
pacifying territory by imposing rules and governance 
structures (Broich 2013, 259, 277–278). The Zionist 
territorial vision was characterised by an attempt to 
reclaim land (Rouyer 1996, 37, 39–40). In some respects, 
the British were the political overlords, granting 
concessions and permits for the Zionists to implement 
hydrological projects, such as diverting water courses, 
building dams and constructing modern infrastructure. 
The interaction of these two territorial visions gave rise 
to a captive landscape.    
The Naharayim Power Plant was shut down on 14 May 
1948, when it was attacked by Iraqi forces (Morris 2010, 
272). It would never resume operation. The war for 
Israeli independence ended on 3 April 1949 with the 
signing of the Armistice Agreements, which provided the 
first official contours of the new State of Israel. The 
disputed territories were divided between Israel, 
Palestine and Jordan (Biger 2018, 130). Water played a 
territorial role in relations between Israel and Jordan 
after the war of 1948. This era of hydro-politics can be 
divided into two historical periods. The first period, 
approximately 1948 to1967, was characterised by 
conflict and unilateral action (Kliot 1994, 6; Porat 2019, 
18). Relations during this period were primarily 
antagonistic and seen through the lens of land and water 
security, although Israel and Jordan had both agreed to 
the Armistice Agreements and the Johnston Plan 
(Haddadin 2002, 46–48). The second period, roughly 
1967 to 1994, can be characterised as one of “quiet 
coordination”.  
 
As Israel took its first steps as a new state, one guiding 
socio-political concept was “making the desert bloom” 
(Heler 1985, 104; Porat 1993, 122–125). To achieve this, 
copious amounts of water would have to be supplied to 
the barren Negev Desert in southern Israel. In his article 
“To the South,” published in 1956, the new state’s first 
Prime Minister David Ben-Gurion wrote of turning the 
desert wilderness green by channelling water into it, and 
settling pioneering youth and immigrants in these 
previously uninhabited areas (Ben-Gurion 1978, 222). In 
his vision, a new and advanced technological 
infrastructure would be the foundation of a modern 
society.  
 

 
Fig. 2 Photography:  25.01.2016 Field research, the abandon Power 
station of at Naharayim - El Burakka site. Source: Ben Gitai.  
 
 At the same time, Jordan was also pursuing water 
infrastructure projects with similar aims. However, the 
underlying motivations of each country’s desert 
development policy differed. Whereas Israel’s policy 
was rooted in the reclamation of the desert for the 
establishment of a homeland, Jordan’s policy was most 
influenced by a need to accommodate Arab refugees 
from the War of 1948 (Matson 1984, 34; Lowi 1993, 53–
54; Naff, Sosland 2007, 25). Additionally, Jordan had to 
contend with even greater aridity and water scarcity 
than Israel. Hydraulic development was thus of utmost 
geopolitical importance to Jordan as well (Ababsa 2013, 
60–63).  The emergence of new hydro-political 
territorial concepts was a major factor in the 
transformation of the landscape at Naharayim during 
the statehood period. In specific terms, both Jordan and 
Israel began pursuing and implementing their own 
visions for hydrological development of the same water 
resource, resulting in changes to the water regime at 
Naharayim (Wolf 1995, 50; Srebro 2019, 9). 
The physical transformation process of the drying up of 
the Jordan River began with subjugation of the natural 
water sources and streams, starting with the 
construction of the power plant in Naharayim in the 
1930s (Fig. 2), followed by the National Water Carrier of 
Israel and the Abdallah Canal in Jordan in the 1950s and 
60s, respectively (Dees 1959, 357-362; Blass 1973, 184-
185; Lowi 1993, 53; Soffer 2006, 157-158). 
These projects further accelerated the diversion of 
water from the Yarmouk and Jordan Rivers into 
domestic water supplies and agricultural development 
(Kliot 1994, 208). The introduction of modern pumps 
and pipelines allowing for the subterranean transport of 
water from the Jordan and Yarmouk Rivers ultimately 
lead to the vanishing of surface water and burial of the 
landscape. 
The human act of damming the Yarmouk and its 
tributaries by the Jordanians and Syrians starting in the 
1970s, brought about a significant change in the flow 
regime in the Jordan River and the streams that flow to 
it, which became polluted due to the discharge of 
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sewage and fertilizers. The changes that the Jordan River 
has undergone in recent decades are mainly due to 
artificial operations, the damming of the channel 
upstream, and the drop in the level of the Dead Sea 
downstream (Klein 1987, 84; Dante 2020). The resulting 
environment changes affect the location of important 
sites, for example the baptism site of Jesus located on 
the southern part of Jordan river. 
 The natural landscape changes and water scarcity are 
reflected in two intertwined components: the 
agriculture in most areas of the Jordan Valley and the 
construction of the water dams along the river. The 
latter fundamentally changed the hydrological dynamics 
of the streams that feed the Jordan River and in 
consequence, of the Kingdom of Jordan itself (Hassan, 
Klein 2001, 23; Kool 2016, 16-17). The partial 
disconnection of the southern Jordan River from its main 
sources, the Sea of Galilee and the Yarmouk River, also 
significantly changed the sources of the drift and its 
output along the river. 
 Since the damming of the Yarmouk, there has been a 
significant reduction in the period of drift that includes 
changes in the hydrological parameters. Water 
utilization from sources feeding the Jordan River caused 
a considerable decrease in the hydrological dynamics 
along its length (Interview Klein, February 2021). The 
existing ecological system in the area was damaged as a 
result of over-pumping springs and the overflow of 
underground water. Over the past few years, the water 
level has dropped to a level that is causing salt water to 
seep into the aquifer (Klein 1990, 78; Adiv, Perlberg 
2012, 31). As a consequence, there is damage to sea life 
and vegetation, specifically, the disappearance of the 
natural vegetation in the Mediterranean area. This 
reality has led to political conflicts over water at and 
around the Naharayim site.  Ultimately, the interaction 
of water development projects and military defence 
strategies of the two states led to the burial of the river 
and the landscape itself.    
The Peace Treaty between Jordan and Israel signed in 
October 1994, signalled another phase in the 
transformation of the water resources and natural 
landscape due to the division of water between the two 
countries along the Yarmouk and the Jordan (Soffer, 
Gazit 2002, 55). The diversion of water significantly 
reduced the flow of the Jordan River which has had a 
substantial impact on the natural landscape and ecology 
(Srebro 2019, 9; National Master Plan of the Jordan 
Valley 2015, 13–15). Regardless of this commitment of 
the water management and provision, neither 
government has taken action to return any fresh water 
to the river (Soffer, Gazit 2002, 91–93). According to Kay 
and Mitchell (1995): “Growing population, rising 
standards of living, expansion demands in all sectors and 
the peace arrangements all required more water.” The 
Jordan River is gradually undergoing a massive drying-up 

process, due to a three-year arid cycle as well as the 
transfer of more than 50m3 of water per year to the 
Kingdom of Jordan from the Jordan Basin (Fischendler 
2008, 100).   
The rise of the dual statehood territorial regime changed 
each country’s strategic view of the area. Whereas this 
area had once been viewed as a space with productive 
potential for both sides of the Jordan River, it now 
became viewed as a space to be secured and defended 
in the name of national interests and sovereignty (Lowi 
1993, 37–38). As a result of this territorial shift, the 
waters of the Jordan and Yarmouk Rivers were syphoned 
off by two separate and unilateral water development 
strategies. Eventually, this reality led to political conflicts 
over water at and around the Naharayim site. 
Ultimately, the interaction between the water 
development projects and military defence strategies of 
the two states in the context of a dual statehood 
territorial regime led to the burial of the river, and of the 
landscape itself.    
In conclusion, it can be said that the climate 
changes and the change in the flow regime of rivers 
contribute to a desertification process that is manifested 
in the loss of soil fertility and the reduction of 
precipitation. A fact that will add to the process of 
migration from villages to cities and from cities to other 
countries. Without a regional water policy involving all 
the countries of the Mediterranean Basin, the 
environmental crisis brought on by climate change, 
population growth, and large-scale migration will be the 

 factors that will shape the region. Subsequently,
ole in figuring out waterscape and rivers play a crucial r

natural environment  with acoexist how to live and 
affected by war and conflicts. These natural ecological 
systems set the stage for a dialogue over shared water 
resources that is vital to prevent degradation of natural 
landscapes, particularly in the area of water quality and 

mitigating the effects of climate change.  
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Abstract: 
The paper explores the genealogy of Ecopolis from the point 
of view of its structure and planning, starting with the 
analysis of what we can call Ecopolis's historical progenitors 
(Garden city, Regional city, Bioregion) through to the study of 
its more recent evolution. This latter exploration, generically 
chronological, does not follow a systematic method of 
historical-disciplinary analysis. Aspects of political and 
economic theory and practice intersect with more specific 
theories of spatial planning and design, but without claiming 
to make rigid demarcations between the different issues and 
concepts considered. The aim of this section is to retrace the 
various main strands of thought that have, directly or 
indirectly, explored issues related to Ecopolis theory and 
practice. It begins with "ecopolitan" studies and experiences 
developed in particular in Australia; then it goes backwards 
to the more general meta-theories that underlie ecological 
research in urbanism such as the one on the "noosphere" (at 
the basis of the Soviet-founded Ecopolis of the 1970s) and the 
foundations of ecology of the Odum brothers (1950s). 
Subsequently, after tracing the experiences and 
developments of these meta-theories in the work of Ian 
McHarg and in the landscape/ecological urbanism practice 
(1960s-2000s) of his successors, it returns to recent proposals 
of Ecopolis developed in Europe, in the 2000s, both in the 
field of architectural and urban design and as a meta-
scenario for European spatial policies. The summary and 
conclusion of this exploration (albeit not systematic and 
ongoing) is that the concept and vision of Ecopolis refers to 
an urban planning model that is alternative to the 
urban/metropolitan one, which has 'worked' under the 
surface throughout the last century and has unexpectedly re-
emerged right on the threshold of the current general crisis. It 
is a mixed and composite model (with the structural-spatial 
characteristics of the Regional City, the systemic 
characteristics of the bioregion, and mediated by the 
operational approach of landscape ecological urbanism) that 
seeks a structural alliance between natural - or more often 
semi-natural - ecosystems and urban settlements - suitably 
resized and restructured - and, as such, may represent the 
most valid, if not the only, spatial model for the planet's 
ecological transition. In the conclusions, an attempt is also 
made to outline a perspective of implementation of the 
"ecopolitan model" starting from some suggestions offered 
by the Italian case. 

 
1 . Introduction 

 
No ecological transition can take place without a 
territorial government that also makes use of an 
appropriate spatial vision. This vision, according to the 

authors, must, first and foremost, distance itself from the 
over-sized and omnipotent magnetism of the 
city/metropolis.  
The Ecopolis model explored in this contribution was not 
born today but rather constitutes a very fertile and 
tenacious line of thought and action that has lasted for 
more than a century. Historically it could be framed in the 
context of the so-called 'Ecotopias' (de Geus 2002), but, 
unlike the classical ecological utopias that propose "the 
best possible world" forgetting that there are no absolute 
truths and, therefore, no perfect worlds either, Ecopolis 
is, rather, a tool to steer society in a better (not the best) 
direction than the present one. But it is also a tool for 
monitoring, analysing and diagnosing the present with a 
perspective of substantial changes of a structural nature 
(de Geus 2002). It has recently been given new impetus 
by a study on future scenarios of the European territory 
(ESPON 2012), which proposed three scenarios for the 
future of Europe: Ecopolis - Europe of regions; Metropolis 
- Europe of Cities and Metapolis - Europe of Flows. As the 
study is a research on spatial development to support 
politicians and policy makers, it does not formulate a 
choice between the three scenarios. However, we can 
say that history has taken on the unpleasant burden of 
deciding. The current general global crisis, in fact, seems 
to give the Ecopolis scenario the task of tracing the path 
for the future, as Metropolis and Metapolis can be 
included among the causes of the current crisis and do 
not seem to be able to offer viable spatial solutions to the 
profound climate changes taking place. Ecopolis, 
therefore, unexpectedly emerges not only as the most 
desirable scenario, but perhaps also as the only feasible 
one in light of the challenges of the ecological and energy 
transition. 

Following, we will explore the genealogy of 
Ecopolis from the point of view of its structure and 
planning, starting with the analysis of what we can call 
Ecopolis's historical progenitors through to the study of 
its more recent evolution. The exploration, generically 
chronological, does not follow a systematic method of 
historical-disciplinary analysis. Aspects of political and 
economic theory and practice intersect with more 
specific theories of spatial planning and design, but 
without claiming to make rigid demarcations between 
the different issues and concepts considered. The 
intention, if anything, is to analyse and understand, in the 
perspective of the so-called "ecological transition" and 
sustainable development (Passet 1979; Boulding 1988; 
Bennett 2016), the contradictory dynamics of modern 
thought around the more general conflict between the 
metropolitan and regionalist option.     
In the conclusions, an attempt will also be made to 
outline a perspective of implementation of the 
"ecopolitan model" starting from some suggestions 
offered by the Italian case. 
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2. Ecopolis and its progenitors: Garden city, Regional 
city and Bioregion 

 
 

Ecopolis is not a recent invention, an impromptu; on the 
contrary, its conception and definition rests on the 
'shoulders of giants', that is, of urban visions and 
models that, over the last century and a half or so, have 
tried to hold together the construction of new living 
spaces with issues of the environment and economy, 
culture and landscape, community and politics. 
Imagining to go along a timeline capable of giving us a 
genealogy of visions and forms that precede Ecopolis, - 
although it is not the aim of this contribution to go into 
the details of historical models - the first one that 
should certainly be mentioned is the Garden City 
model. Conceived by Ebenezer Howard in 1898, its main 
objective is the re-balancing of the city-countryside 
relationship through the industrial city's polycentric 
distribution in the surrounding agricultural territory, 
thus also breaking the unitary and dualistic centre-
periphery nexus. The vision of the Garden City 
represents, with its essentially diagrammatic form, a 
system of satellite cities located radially around a main 
city and separated by large agricultural territories 
strongly equipped with not only productive but also 
cultural, educational and health services. The main 
characteristic of this polycentric city is, therefore, to be 
surrounded by a vast, strongly man-made countryside. 
The 'basic' scheme of the Garden City insists on 6,000 
acres (24.28 square kilometres), of which 
approximately 17% is designated as urban (1,000 acres, 
thus 4.05 square kilometres) and the remaining as 
agricultural (5,000 acres, thus 20.23 square kilometres). 
The total population envisaged is 32,000 inhabitants, 
and the population density of both areas (urban and 
agricultural) is set at 7,400 abb/sq km in the city and 100 
abb/sq km in the countryside (Howard 1965). Well-
known applications of this model are those of Welwyn 
and Letchworth in Great Britain. Between 1923 and 
1933, inspired by the Garden City, the American urban 
planner Clarence Stein, together with the members of 
the Regional Planning Association of America (RPAA), 
declined its original (essentially European) features, 
adapting them to the American context (Parsons 1998). 
However, the metric scale, as well as the distributive 
model, are different from the size and geometric 
perfection of Howard's scheme: the distributional 
design of Stein's 1954 Regional City [figure no.1] is freer 
and more informal and does not envisage a single, 
hierarchically superior centre; on the contrary, it 
encourages the formation of cities of varying size and 
function, dispersed across a vast non-urban territory 
(natural, agricultural and recreational). The Regional 
City is schematised with a square portion of territory of 
1,000 square miles (258,999 ha, i.e. 2,590 sq. km), of 

which 160 (414.4 sq. km) are urban and 840 (2,175.6 sq. 
km) non-urban, and hosts one million inhabitants in 
about forty cities of various sizes (from 25,000 to 
100,000 inhabitants each). The cities in turn consist of 
'neighbourhood units' of one square mile (259 ha or 
2.59 sq. km), with 5,000 to 7,000 inhabitants each. 
Compared to the Garden City model, in the Regional 
City the physical dimension of the model remains 
similar in proportion, while the expected number of 
inhabitants changes. In terms of area, the entire Garden 
City hexagonal aggregation model corresponds to one 
ninth of the area of the Regional City, while the settled 
population is twice as large. In both proposals, however, 
the ratio of urbanised area per total land area is around 
16-17%. The difference in population density leads us 
to assume that Howard's proposal aimed, first and 
foremost, at the decongestion of the industrial city, 
while the Regional City aimed, above all, at addressing 
the city in a regional context that is capable of 
measuring itself against the ecological and systemic 
dimension of the territory in which the urban 
settlement is inserted.  

 

 
 
Figure 1- Diagram of the layout of Stein's Regional City 
(1954) 
 

Finally, as a progenitor of Ecopolis can also be 
considered the Bioregion, which refers to “both to a 
geographical terrain and a terrain of consciousness —
to a place and the ideas that have developed about how 
to live in that place. Within a bioregion, the conditions 
that influence life are similar and these in turn have 
influenced human occupancy. A bioregion can be 
determined initially by use of climatology, 
physiography, animal and plant geography, natural 
history and other descriptive natural sciences. The final 
boundaries of a bioregion are best described by the 
people who have lived within it, through human 
recognition of the realities of living-in-place” (Aberley 
1999). The interpretative category of Bioregion 
therefore starts from the assumption that the region is, 
at the same time, a biological and historical-anthropic 
phenomenon with its own internal logic of 
development and therefore impossible to render in 
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standard dimensions and modelling. With respect to 
this definition, it has no a priori limits other than those 
given by the natural element that shapes it and the 
living beings that inhabit it. In some cases even these 
boundaries are considered to be blurred, in fact 
“bioregional boundaries are constrained by the 
“reality” of the physical world that constantly changes 
in time, space and function. This view is hardly an 
ecologically deterministic one. Bioregions are 
constructs of a culture and community rather than 
biogeographical certainty. Bioregionalism grows out of 
the various perspectives and values held by the 
inhabitants of particular places (McGinnis 1999).  

The bioregion is an interpretative category of 
the anthropic space, which emphasises ecosystems and 
local communities but imagines a governance capable 
of taking into account the interaction between 
inhabitants and their wider life ecosystem. The 
bioregion therefore, containing both the physical and 
cultural, ontological and processual spheres, has a very 
complex multidimensionality: “The bioregion -a 
territory revealed by similarities of biophysical and 
cultural phenomenon- offers a scale of decentralization 
best able to support the achievement of cultural and 
ecological sustainability”. Hence, one aspect that does 
not go unnoticed is a certain syncretism of 
bioregionalism that can give rise to multiple conflicts of 
principle: “Bioregionalism offers an alternative 
paradigm based upon principles including the division 
of the earth into nested scales of “natural regions”, the 
development of localized and self-sufficient economies, 
the adoption of a decentralized structure of governance 
that promotes autonomy, subsidiarity and diversity and 
the integration of urban, rural and wild environments. 
Bioregionalism is connected to anarchist, utopian 
socialist and regional planning traditions” (Kirkpatrick in 
Aberley 1999). In this last point, furthermore, 
bioregionalism openly recognises itself as an evolution 
of regional planning theory while, in its description, it 
refers to figures and schemes proposed by Regional 
City. Some of its principles can certainly also be found 
in Ecopolis. The difference between Bioregion and 
Ecopolis is, however, one of epistemological and 
disciplinary content. Bioregion is based on such a 
holistic and comprehensive approach that it almost 
refers to a metaphysics of anthropised space, while 
Ecopolis also tries to take on the contrasts and conflicts 
between reality and human desires. Ecopolis planning, 
therefore, is nothing harmonious and peaceful and, as 
such, is called upon to confront issues of power (Hroch 
2010) and the social metavisions that underlie it. The 
two visions are, therefore, on different levels -of 
knowledge and action- not necessarily in conflict with 
each other (they also belong to the same matrix) but 
certainly distant from each other, at least in the 
understanding of socio-spatial reality and its planning. 

In conclusion, if we want to consider Ecopolis neither as 
an ideal city nor as a new town but, rather, as the 
evolution of an existing network of (small and medium-
sized) centres that are organically embedded in an agro-
ecological context, then, from the point of view of 
spatial organisation, it is much closer to the Regional 
City model, with its rich infrastructure of urban services 
and environmental networks, than the Garden City. The 
Bioregion, however, in its systemic functioning (and, 
therefore, strongly characterised in terms of flows 
among its internal parts and with other territorial 
systems) recalls the need for Ecopolis planning to 
confront not only with a model of spatial stocks but also 
with a model of ecosystem flows (of energy, matter, 
water, biodiversity, biomass, etc.). As such, Ecopolis 
could be placed between the Regional City and the 
Bioregion, because, with the former, it shares aspects 
of size and spatial distribution of stocks, while, with the 
latter, a systemic (rather than holistic) approach to the 
functioning of human settlement. 

Finally, Ecopolis makes explicit reference to the 
future arrangement of territorial systems that have a 
non-metropolitan path dependency and, with respect 
to these, proposes a political and urban planning 
project that aims at a stable and structural alliance 
between the dimension of ecosystem services and 
urban settings. As such, it is certainly not an anti-urban 
vision, although it does not conceal a decided aversion 
(of RPAA derivation) to any 'megalopolitan' vision. 

 
3. The most recent evolution of ecological thinking in 
urban planning 

 
The debate among 'bioregionalists' has accelerated in 
the years at the turn of the 20th and 21st centuries, as 
a result of the increasingly pressing warnings from the 
international scientific community -of the life and earth 
sciences in particular- and the debates promoted at the 
level of global governance by the United Nations and 
other transnational associations (i.e. the United Nations 
Framework Convention on Climate Change - UNFCCC, 
the Conference of Partners - CoP and the 
Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change - IPCC, 
IPPC, among others). A large group of scientists and 
researchers on a global scale, with a substantial and 
unequivocal output of multidisciplinary research, has 
long been questioning the ecological and 
environmental dimensions of human-inhabited 
territories and the connections between urbanism and 
the territory and between local government and the 
region - starting with the milestone work on ecology by 
the Odum brothers (Odum and Odum 1953), up to the 
famous report ‘The Limits to growth’ (Club of Rome et 
al. 1972).  
The aim of this section is to retrace the various main 
strands of thought that have, directly or indirectly, 
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explored issues related to Ecopolis theory and practice. 
We begin with "ecopolitan" studies and experiences 
developed in particular in Australia; we then go 
backwards to the more general meta-theories that 
underlie ecological research in urbanism such as the 
one on the "noosphere" (at the basis of the Soviet-
founded Ecopolis of the 1970s) and the foundations of 
ecology of the Odum brothers (1950s). Subsequently, 
after tracing the experiences and developments of 
these meta-theories in the work of Ian McHarg and in 
the landscape/ecological urbanism practice (1960s-
2000s) of his successors, we return to recent proposals 
of Ecopolis developed in Europe, in the 2000s, both in 
the field of architectural and urban design and as a 
meta-scenario for European spatial policies. 

 
3.1. 'Ecopolitan' studies and experiences in Australia  

 
Among the various approaches to urban development 
that respond to the demands urged by the environment 
and the sustainability perspective, there have been 
some utopian ones that have been realised over the 
years thanks to scholars, activists and professionals in 
urban planning and related fields. This is the ecocities 
proposal that initially developed thanks to the 
environmentalist movements of the 1960s and 1970s 
and that currently describes a broad spectrum of urban 
projects, even going so far as to indicate large-scale, 
comprehensive foundation cities with very high 
technological content and a high degree of 
standardisation (Rapoport 2014).  
The Australian Ecopolitan experiences described in this 
paragraph, therefore, belong to the first phase, which 
we could define bottom-up, through small-scale 
interventions called, indeed, Ecocities. More 
specifically, Downton (2008) represents, in the 
Australian context, the prolific promoter of an idea of 
Ecopolis that shares, with the Ecopolis proposed in this 
text, some basic assumptions such as those whereby 
humanity now lives predominantly in urban areas; 
climate change is highly due to the role of cities; a 
response to the decay of ecological balances can only 
begin with a reconceptualisation and remodelling of the 
city. 
Downton tries to gather and construct a theoretical and 
operational frame that lies somewhere among 
architecture, urban design, town planning and spatial 
planning and that starts from the individual building and 
the individual urban plot. Downton's research consists 
in transforming cities into "agents of ecological 
rehabilitation" and in setting the city as a place where 
this transformation can occur according to a design 
perspective in which the neighbourhood represents the 

 
19istieWalk” “Halifax EcoCity Project”, “Whyalla EcoCity Development” e “Chr  

starting point and the ideal microcosm. The project 
takes the perspective of addressing the fracture of the 
human-nature nexus through compact, high-density 
urban settlements, while supporting healthy and 
socially just economies and cultures (Cooper and Baer 
2019). This extensive discussion provides a theoretical 
and meaningful framework for the author's 
professional practice, which over the years has led to 
the realisation of some interesting neighbourhoods in 
Australia19. These realisations were imagined, according 
to a fractal logic, as minimal elements (which he calls 
ecocities) of a regional ecopolis embedded in the 
broader Australian geographical context. Follow-up 
research (Cooper and Baer 2019) verified the results of 
Downton's proposals through a detailed ethnographic 
study describing the transformation of these urban 
areas as a paradoxical process of 'ruralisation of the 
city', which simultaneously challenges both the 
assumptions of rural and urban ontologies and the way 
these physical and social realms interact with each 
other.  
The two models, Downton's and the one proposed in 
this text, differ from each other in their approach to 
strategic planning: while Downton elaborates an 
intervention scheme that starts from the operational 
scale of the neighbourhood, the 'ecopolitan' 
perspective proposed here, instead, while not excluding 
an operational and transcalar approach that stems from 
below, has predominantly the characteristics of an 
'ecopolitical' radical vision (Morin 2020) to be 
implemented, first and foremost, through policies and 
processes on a territorial and regional scale. 

 
3.2. Meta-theories underpinning ecological research 
in urban planning 

 
Ignatieva's contribution on Ecopolis (Ignatieva 2002) 
provides us with an account of the programme 
developed in the Soviet Union towards the end of the 
1970s -and called, precisely, Ecopolis-, which resulted in 
a number of new towns20 built with a holistic and 
interdisciplinary approach that aimed, as a basic idea, at 
promoting the new town through the polarising 
concentration of scientific research activities and 
institutions and public administration functions, 
overcoming the logic of industrial-based urban activities 
and therefore also avoiding the provision of spaces for 
industrial production. This Ecopolis concept was centred 
on the idea of a coherent and integrated evolution of the 
dynamics of the biosphere and mankind, referring to the 
principle of 'constructive ecology', which aims at 
ecosystem management towards a coherent evolution 
between nature and society (the so-called 'noosphere' of 

20The first to be realised was the city of Pouschino, 120 km from Moscow,  
later the idea of Ecopolis emerged as a reference for other small, medium and 

large cities such as Kosino, Korolev, Vologda, Uliyanovsk and others. 
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Teilhard de Chardin and Vernadsky referred to in Fuchs-
Kittowski and Krüger, 1997). This theory, in the 
declination of the geochemist and mineralogist 
Vernadsky, argues, indeed, that the biosphere transforms 
itself into the state of the noosphere, due to the action of 
human intellect and labour, as man constitutes himself 
into a powerful 'geological force'. In this meta-theory, we 
can also recognise similarities with more recent 
theorisations on the Anthropocene21 and the 'great 
acceleration' (McNeill and Engelke 2016)22. 
The interest in ecology, in urban planning theory and 
practice, has developed and branched out since the 
theories and studies conducted in the 1950s by the Odum 
brothers, who focus on the system of relationships 
between communities of living beings and their 
environments and the difference between natural 
ecosystems powered by the sun and man-made 
ecosystems powered by fossil fuel. By means of a well-
known comparison between a lake and a modern city of 
the same scale, they demonstrate the huge dissipation 
generated by the city due to the enormous quantities of 
fossil energy used to make it function and the large 
quantities of harmful emissions that are produced by it 
through water and air pollution, the production of 
unrecycled waste, heat loss, etc. They also make 
apparent the territorial footprint of the water, food and 
energy supply of a modern city without, however, going 
so far as to conceive a territorialisation of circular 
economies as some scholars and urban planners have, 
more recently, tried to do through the concept of urban 
and territorial metabolism (Rapoport 2011; Grulois, Tosi, 
and Crosas Armengol 2018). 

 
3.3. From ‘Design with Nature’ through ‘Landscape 
urbanism’ towards ‘Landscape ecological urbanism’  

 
Returning to the field of spatial sciences and the design 
of urban space, a special focus deserves to be made on 
Landscape urbanism, which does not propose any 
Ecopolis but rather intervenes operationally in processes 
of territorial transformation. The interest in this 'new' 
disciplinary field is linked in particular to the paradigm 
shift brought about by the elaboration of new concepts 
and approaches for the design of the territory.  
The theoretical-practical proposals of landscape 
urbanism were developed, starting in the 1980s, by a 
group of landscape architecture scholars from North 
America, who gravitated around the same university 
departments, seminars and conferences and condensed 

 
21arly 1980s by the biologist E. Stoemer, and popularized A term used in the e 

in 2000 by Nobel Prize winner for chemistry P. Crutzen, to define the 
geological phase following the Holocene, which presumably began as early as 
the 18th century with the industrial revolution and was characterised by 
substantial and permanent ecosystem and geological changes produced by 
anthropogenic factors, the incidence of which configures Homo sapiens as a 
geological force capable of irreversibly interfering in the ecosystem dynamics 

a dialogue between different disciplines that had already 
been developing for a few decades prior starting with the 
work of Ian McHarg (McHarg 1969). He developed a 
transdisciplinary planning and design method in which he 
actively involved botanists and ecologists with workshops 
dedicated to urban design and planning, to bring 
together the evolutionist and regionalist thinking of 
Patrick Geddes and the emerging science of ecosystem 
ecology. In the 1980s, his workshop and approach were 
inherited by James Corner who tried to reformulate the 
question of ecology and landscape design by orienting 
McHarg's positivist planning method towards greater 
subjectivity and creativity (Corner 2014)23 and arguing 
that multiple functions and activities can hybridise 
together while simultaneously affecting the same 
territory (Steiner 2011). 
Although landscape urbanism did not initially refer to 
ecological flows and cycles of urban metabolism, today it 
clearly appears to also address the issue of material and 
energy flows in urban and territorial systems. In this 
sense, landscape urbanism has recently been 
reformulated as Ecological urbanism by one of its 
founders Mohsen Mostafavi of the Harvard Graduate 
School of Design. This author combines the more 
environmentally-oriented agendas of contemporary 
planning and design in such a way as to "incorporate the 
inherent conflicting conditions between ecology and 
urbanism" (Mostafavi and Doherty 2010) although the 
impression is that Mostafavi and his colleagues draw 
heavily on landscape urbanism but pay little attention to 
advances in urban ecology. If these ecological advances 
were incorporated, one could indeed imagine a new 
synthesis towards a kind of Landscape ecological 
urbanism (Steiner 2011) whose goal could be to design 
and plan cities by aiming to increase, rather than limit (as 
is still the case today), the ecosystem services of an area. 
This perspective opens up new and interesting areas of 
research in the field of spatial planning, for example in 
ways of measuring ecosystem performance and 
evaluating projects in terms of ecosystem effectiveness. 
Broadening the focus, it relies on an approach aimed at 
a. resilience - taking into account the new environmental 
challenges brought about, in particular, by climate 
change and extreme weather events such as floods and 
droughts, b. the health and well-being of settlements and 
c. biodiversity and the green economy. 

 
 
 

of the planet, pushing it beyond its natural limits. From the Treccani 
encyclopaedia https://www.treccani.it/enciclopedia/antropocene 

22Thus, in the aftermath of World War II, the Anthropocene has entered a  
new era, in which humanity increasingly conditions global ecology: the most 

anomalous period in the history of man's relationship with the biosphere. 
23For a concise historical account of the disciplinary development of  

landscape urbanism and a bibliography of it, see (Bortolotti, Grulois, and 
Ranzato 2018). 
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3.5. Ecopolis in Europe in the 2000s 
 
Similarly to what occurred in Australia, in Europe, around 
the decade of the 2000s, some scholars returned to 
reflecting, at the scale of the urban project and starting 
from concrete realisations and experiments, on the 
dimension of the sustainable neighbourhood. Oriented 
towards sustainable architectural design are, for 
example, the contributions of Babalis (2007) and 
Charlesworth and Adams (2013), who aim to 
conceptualise and define the principles of sustainable 
design and planning with an approach that looks at the 
morphology of buildings and built space, in the context of 
the neighbourhood scale, as of an urban system that can 
reach as far as the metropolitan area. Also Maretto 
(2012) places the issue of sustainability at the scale of the 
urban project, through a reflection that looks, on the one 
hand, at the great challenges and instances posed by 
climate and environmental changes to the built urban 
space (that it defines as the fourth wave, the sustainable 
revolution, as the "great shift" and paradigm of the 21st 
century). On the other hand, looking at case studies and 
practical examples to demonstrate how the morphology 
of materials and urban fabrics is declined and point to 
design paths in eleven European cases of ecocities and 
eco-neighbourhoods between 1991 and 2012. 
Other experiments and applied research have tried to 
focus on the relationship between city and countryside - 
from a perspective that looks more at the countryside - 
by investigating the issues from the perspective of 
agroecological transitions and the transformation of the 
food system and food production. The ‘agroecological 
urbanism' (Tornaghi and Dehaene 2020), for instance, 
looks at agroecological transitions as a paradigm shift in 
biopolitical spatial relations, economic values and 
planning, and assumes a transformative agenda that 
jointly considers urban nutrients, peri-urban land use, 
community food education and infrastructure for 
farmers. 
Shifting from scientific research and disciplinary 
innovation to the field of spatial policy-making, the study 
of ESPON (2012) on three future spatial development 
scenarios, looks at the European territory with a 
multidimensional and syncretic approach - capable of 
bringing together society, environment, economy and 
politics – and outlining -more than a hundred years after 
Howard and Mumford's radical ideas -, an ‘ecopolitan 
scenario', named Ecopolis, alternative to the gigantism 
and magnetism of the city/metropolis. The Ecopolis 
scenario, that can also be considered anticipatory of the 
vision explored in this contribution, is, in fact, one of the 
three ESPON proposed scenarios. It corresponds to a 
"Europe of Regions / Promotion of small and medium-
sized cities" and is explicitly inspired by political and 
economic theorists, urban planners and regionalists, 
some of whom are also mentioned earlier in this 

contribution, who have long fuelled the debate on an 
urban regionalism as an alternative to the metropolis. 
The study does not make an option between the three 
proposed scenarios Ecopolis, Metropolis and Metapolis, 
but the planetary events that, at the turn of the century 
and after 2012, shook the world (financial crisis, 
pandemic, war on the European continent, crisis in 
international relations, etc.), gave their unequivocal 
historical answer. Metapolis and metropolis, centred on 
the metropolitan territories of a single global industrial 
and logistical platform, are inevitably blamed because 
they are responsible for that economic-only globalisation 
and planetary urbanisation (Brenner and Schmidt 2014) 
that are at the origin not only of the current crises but 
also of the great climate crisis (Morin 2020). As a result, 
they are clearly much less desirable than Ecopolis. Today, 
in other words, we cannot merely appreciate the fact that 
a clear alternative scenario was already anticipated ten 
years ago, but we must also seriously reconsider and 
implement it in policy agendas and operational actions at 
the various scales. 

 
4. Conclusion 

 
The intent of the paper was that of attempting to analyze, 
from the perspective of the so-called 'ecological 
transition', the contradictory dynamics of modern 
thinking around the more general conflict between the 
metropolitan perspective and the regional perspective. In 
these conclusions, an attempt will be made to outline a 
perspective on the implementation of the 'ecopolitan 
model', starting from some suggestions offered by the 
reconstruction of the ecopolitan thread of thought. 
Ecopolis represents a tenacious and permanent idea that 
runs through and influences urban planning theory even 
after the great 'progenitors' of the 20th century. In the 
early 2000s we have, in Australia and Europe, cases of 
conception and design of Ecopolises based on a fractal 
logic that starts from the design of ecological 
neighbourhoods (the ecocities). Studies of these 
realisations speak of Ecopolis as cases of the 'ruralisation 
of the city' that question not only urban ontologies but 
also rural ones. Previously, in the 1970s, the name 
Ecopolis was given to Soviet new towns. Their modelling 
started from the theories of the 'noosphere', according 
to which the biosphere evolves into the noosphere as a 
result of the action of human intellect and labour upon 
them. Scientific research activities and institutions are 
therefore seen as the driving force behind these Ecopolis. 
The nascent ecological theories of the 1950s and 1960s 
first generated Ian McHarg's ecological approach to 
design and its subsequent evolution into landscape and 
then ecological urbanism. A synthesis is potentially 
underway in the more recent approach of landscape 
ecological urbanism. But these are disciplinary 
approaches that work in the direction of redevelopment 
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and restructuring of the built and natural environment 
without, however, questioning the existing spatial order 
and, therefore, the political and power models that 
operate at the root of the organisation of space (de Geus 
2002). In the elaboration of strategic scenarios for the 
European territory, ESPON - a research agency in charge 
of providing cognitive frameworks for European policy-
making -, proposed, in 2012, the Ecopolis scenario as an 
integrated and alternative model to the dominant 
metropolitan models. The summary and conclusion of 
this exploration (albeit not systematic and ongoing) is 
that the concept and vision of Ecopolis refers to an urban 
planning model that is alternative to the 
urban/metropolitan one, which has 'worked' under the 
surface throughout the last century and has 
unexpectedly re-emerged right on the threshold of the 
current general crisis. It is a mixed and composite model 
(with the structural-spatial characteristics of the Regional 
City, the systemic characteristics of the bioregion, and 
mediated by the operational approach of landscape 
ecological urbanism) that seeks a structural alliance 
between natural - or more often semi-natural - 
ecosystems and urban settlements - suitably resized and 
restructured - and, as such, may represent the most valid, 
if not the only, spatial model for the planet's ecological 
transition. 
An initial, indicative application of this model to the 
Italian territorial context (Fabbro and Faraone 2022) has 
made it possible to verify that it is potentially feasible to 
extend the application -structural and governance- of this 
model to a wide Italian territory, included, from the point 
of view of governance institutions, within numerous 
Italian Regions and Provinces.  
For the authors of this paper, therefore, "Ecopolis" 
proves to be the desirable urban model because it 
appears to be the only one capable of tackling - through 
a paradigm shift in territorial policies on a European and 
planetary scale - the great challenge of climate change 
and ecological transition, starting from the recognition 
and valorisation of existing structures towards a different 
model of territorial planning and development. A further 
step could therefore be, on the one hand, to better 
identify the indicators (both of structural-spatial stocks 
and of systemic flows typical of the bioregion) 
characterising the 'ecopolitan areas', on the other hand, 
to verify the possible extension of the theoretical model 
also to the territories of other countries and, on the other 
hand, to deepen the issue of territorial government 
which, in an ecopolitan perspective, cannot be limited to 
a mere extension of town planning to regional space. We 
do not exclude, therefore, but rather hypothesise that a 
radical change in the reference model also presupposes, 
in the perspective of ecological transition, an approach to 
'territorial government' not as a mere extension of urban 
planning to a broader territory, but as a reconsideration 
of its own basic disciplinary statute. 

 
Riferimenti bibliografici  
Aberley, Doug. 1999. ‘Interpreting Bioregionalism: A Story 
from Many Voices’. In Bioregionalism. London; New York: 
Routledge. 
Babalis, Dimitra. 2007. Ecopolis: Revealing and enhanging 
sustainable design. Alinea. 
Bennett, John W. 2016. The Ecological Transition: Cultural 
Anthropology and Human Adaptation. Elsevier. 
Bortolotti, Andrea, Geoffrey Grulois, and Marco Ranzato. 
2018. ‘From Ecology to Urbanism. Urban Metabolism 
Genealogies and Perspectives in Urbanism Theory and 
Practice’. In Designing Territorial Metabolism: Barcelona, 
Brussels, and Venice. Berlin: Jovis. 
Boulding, Kenneth Ewart. 1988. The Meaning of the 20th 
Century: The Great Transition. University Press of America. 
Brenner, Neil, and Christian Schmidt. 2014. ‘Planetary 
Urbanization’. In Implosions/Explosions Towards a Study of 
Planetary Urbanization. Berlin: Jovis. 
Charlesworth, Esther, and Rob Adams. 2013. The EcoEdge: 
Urgent Design Challenges in Building Sustainable Cities. 
Routledge. 
Club of Rome, Donella H. Meadows, Dennis L. Meadows, 
Jørgen Randers, and William W. III Behrens, eds. 1972. The 
Limits to Growth: A Report for the Club of Rome’s Project on 
the Predicament of Mankind. New York: Universe Books. 
Cooper, Liam, and Hans A. Baer. 2019. Urban Eco-
Communities in Australia. Real Utopian Responses to the 
Ecological Crisis or Niche Markets? Singapore: Springer 
Singapore. https://doi.org/10.1007/978-981-13-1168-0. 
Corner, James. 2014. The Landscape Imagination: Collected 
Essays of James Corner 1990-2010. Princeton Architectural 
Press. 
Downton, Paul F. 2008. Ecopolis: Architecture and Cities for a 
Changing Climate. Springer Science & Business Media. 
ESPON. 2012. ‘ET2050 Territorial Scenarios and Visions for 
Europe. Project 2013/1/19. Interim Report 31/05/2012. 
Revision | 12/10/2012’. 
Fabbro, Sandro, and Claudia Faraone. 2022. ‘Verso La 
“Transizione Ecologica”: Ecopoli Come Visione e Modello per 
Il Governo Del Territorio’. Urbanistica Informazioni 306 
Special Issue "Oltre il futuro: emergenze, rischi, sfide, 
transizioni, opportunità. Atti della XIII Giornata 
Internazionale di studi Inu" (November): 713–16. 
Fuchs-Kittowski, K., and P. Krüger. 1997. ‘The Noosphere 
Vision of Pierre Teilhard de Chardin and Vladimir I. Vernadsky 
in the Perspective of Information and of World-wide 
Communication’. World Futures 50 (1–4): 757–84. 
https://doi.org/10.1080/02604027.1997.9972669. 
Geus, Marius de. 2002. ‘Ecotopia, Sustainability, and Vision’. 
Organization & Environment 15 (2): 187–201. 
https://doi.org/10.1177/10826602015002006. 
Grulois, Geoffrey, Maria Chiara Tosi, and Carles Crosas 
Armengol, eds. 2018. Designing Territorial Metabolism: 
Barcelona, Brussels, and Venice. Berlin: Jovis. 
Howard, Ebenezer. 1965. Garden Cities of To-Morrow. MIT 
Press. 
Hroch, Peter. 2010. ‘Encountering the “Ecopolis”: Foucault’s 
Epimeleia Heautou and Environmental Relations’. ETopia, 
March. https://doi.org/10.25071/1718-4657.36563. 



 50 

Ignatieva, Maria. 2002. ‘Ecopolis – Search for Sustainable 
Cities in Russia’. In The Sustainable City II: Urban 
Regeneration and Sustainability, 1034. International Series 
on Advances in Architecture. Southampton, UK ; Boston: WIT 
Press. 
Maretto, Marco. 2012. Ecocities. Il progetto urbano tra 
morfologia e sostenibilità. 1A edizione. Franco Angeli. 
McGinnis, Michael Vincent. 1999. ‘Boundary Creatures and 
Bounded Spaces’. In Bioregionalism. London; New York: 
Routeledge. 
McHarg, Ian L. 1969. Design with Nature. Wiley. 
McNeill, J. R., and Peter Engelke. 2016. The Great 
Acceleration: An Environmental History of the Anthropocene 
since 1945. Cambridge, MA: Belknap Press. 
Morin, Edgar. 2020. Cambiamo Strada. Le 15 Lezioni Del 
Coronavirus [French Edition: Changeons de Voie : Les Leçons 
Du Coronavirus (in Collaboration with Sabah Abouessalam), 
Paris, Éditions Denoël]. Milano: Raffaello Cortina Editore. 
Mostafavi, M., and G. Doherty. 2010. Ecological Urbanism. 
Basel (Switzerland): Lars Müller Publishers. 
Odum, Eugene P., and Howard T. Odum. 1953. Fundamentals 
of Ecology. 
Parsons, Kermit C. 1998. ‘Clarence Stein’s Variations on the 
Garden City Theme by Ebenezer Howard’. Journal of the 
American Planning Association 64 (2): 129–30. 
https://doi.org/10.1080/01944369808975969. 
Passet, René. 1979. L’économique et le vivant. Payot. 
Rapoport, Elizabeth. 2011. ‘Interdisciplinary Perspectives on 
Urban Metabolism’. UCL Environmental Institute Working 
Paper, Development Planning Unit, UCL. 
———. 2014. ‘Utopian Visions and Real Estate Dreams: The 
Eco-City Past, Present and Future’. Geography Compass 8 (2): 
137–49. https://doi.org/10.1111/gec3.12113. 
Steiner, Frederick. 2011. ‘Landscape Ecological Urbanism: 
Origins and Trajectories’. Landscape and Urban Planning, 
Landscape and Urban Planning at 100, 100 (4): 333–37. 
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.landurbplan.2011.01.020. 
Tornaghi, Chiara, and Michiel Dehaene. 2020. ‘The 
Prefigurative Power of Urban Political Agroecology: 
Rethinking the Urbanisms of Agroecological Transitions for 
Food System Transformation’. Agroecology and Sustainable 
Food Systems 44 (5): 594–610. 
https://doi.org/10.1080/21683565.2019.1680593. 

 
 

 

 
 

 
 

 

 
 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Permanent Instabilities



 51 

Of Ghosts and Orphans  
Traces of Local Architects in the New City of 
Jerusalem in the Early Modern Era & The 
Challenges of Architectural Historiography on the 
Fringe of the Empire 
Adi Bamberger Chen 
 
Email- bambi.adi@gmail.com 
 
Abstract: 

This study, inspired by postcolonial and post-structural 
theories, attempts to highlight the difficulty of conducting 
architectural research in early-modern Jerusalem, a setting in 
which there are gaps in the historical record. 

One particular gap – the practice of local architects – is 
portrayed through two characterisations: Orphans - existing 
buildings which are historiographically detached from their 
genealogy – and Ghosts - individuals assumed to have 
practiced architecture, yet their existence appears only in 
traces. The study wishes to explore why local architects 
disappeared from the historiography of Late-Ottoman 
Jerusalem. 

The methodologies include a narration of the fragments 
which were found during a literature review, archival 
research, site visits, interviews and correspondence with 
scholars and archivists.  

The study suggests that local architects were overlooked due 
to orientalist perceptions, disappearance of evidence and 
inaccessibility or illegibility of documents. Therefore, it 
recommends institutional collaborations and methods which 
acknowledge the historian’s subjectivity in future research.  

 
Preface  

“The Italian Archaeologist Ermete Pierotti, a poet, a 
historian, an architect, and an orphan, wrote in his book 
Ancient Tombs in North Jerusalem that one night, in 
February 1865, an eastern wind from the desert arrived 
and covered Jerusalem in a light mixture of salt and 
sand. Panic spread. Both the city elders and its dead did 
not remember such an awkward storm” (Shalev ,1991, 
translated. The Hebrew word ‘Ruach’ relates both to 
wind and to the spirit of the dead). 

In these lines the author conjures up foreign gazes, 
professions before their modern specialization, 
architectures, histories, and stories all blended; 
orphans, ghosts, and oriental storms that occasionally 
envelop the city and bury stories.  

This paper attempts to touch on these experiences of 
late nineteenth century Jerusalem and to highlight the 
difficulty of conducting research in a setting in which 
such storms have left gaps in the historical record. One 
particular gap – the practice of local architects – is 

portrayed in detail through a guiding question: why did 
local architects disappear from the historiography of 
early-modern Jerusalem?  

The study opens with the chapter Orphans, defining the 
term orphan in relation to Jerusalem’s architectural 
historiography. The chapter Libraries attempts to 
observe how the historical literature produced the 
orphan condition. In Archives, the challenge of tracing 
local architects in archives will be presented. The last 
chapter, Ghosts, will discuss the implications of the 
partial evidence. 

oRPHANS 

The Story of the Building  

Twin buildings in the city centre of Jerusalem were once 
a solitary orphanage, far from the walled city 
(Kroyanker, 1985). It was in the nineteenth century, 
before Jerusalem broke out beyond its walls and a 
modern city began to emerge.  In 1908, the Jewish 
National Fund (Also known as KKL) bought these 
buildings from Efendi Abu-Shacker and transformed 
them into Bezalel School of Arts and Crafts (Ofrat 
Friedlander, in: Shilo-Cohen 1982). Today one of the 
buildings is home to the Architecture Department of 
Bezalel Academy of Arts and Design. The second building 
hosts an art gallery. 

As a formative art institution, the Academy has kept its 
documents in official archives. However, the story of the 
building’s inception was left vague in these sources. 
Consequently, Bezalel’s architecture school was left 
without its architect and the orphanage has in its own 
right become an orphan. 

Another nineteenth century orphan is the Ticho House, 
today an art gallery, and, in the past, the house of 
painter Anna Ticho (Kroyanker, 1985). A former resident 
of the house, the author Miriam Harry, named the house 
Haga Rashid Castle. However, the identity of Haga 
Rashid who presumably commissioned the building is 
not clear. Whether it was the Arab landowner Haj Rashid 
Nashashibi or the Russian citizen Michael 
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Sheikhashiri/Michael Askir, is uncertain (Freundlich, 
2014). 

More obscure than the commissioner is its architect. It 
may be possible that the Persian contractor Yazdi, who 
probably participated in the construction of the nearby 
Russian Compound, designed the building (Shalmon, 
1991). But it is just as possible not to have been him. 

Of the Jerusalem Houses Pharaohn, Francis and Kazazya 
- no books were published, no well-known artists left 
their traces, and no recognized cultural institutions were 
housed to safeguard its documentation. Perhaps their 
entitled names - survived by word of mouth and through 
British tax registers - seem to be the only 
commemoration of their inhabitants (Kroyanker 1985). 

However, the physical appearance of the houses 
embodies hints of their past. Architectural historian 
David Kroyanker argues that their gable-ended roof 
originated “either in Turkey and the Balkan, or in 
German rural houses”. (Kroyanker, 1985, translated) 
Kroyanker implies that these houses were planned by 
the same architect, an architect familiar with Turkish 
and Balkan designs. What other spectacular houses did 
he build in the Ottoman Empire?  

The Story Behind the Story  

These buildings located outside the historic walls of old 
Jerusalem are estimated to have been built in the 
second half of the nineteenth century, or, at most, in the 
early-twentieth century. In this period, as the result of 
political, social, and cultural changes (Meir-Meril, 2010), 
Jerusalem’s landscape was transformed as the city 
expanded beyond its historic boundary – introducing 
new typologies and new technologies (Fouchs, 1998). 

In this vortex of exchanges, vividly described in the 
historical literature of Jerusalem, the story of the 
construction of the presented buildings remained 
vague. Even though some stories about later periods 
have been told - who originally planned them and how 
they were constructed, remains a mystery Together with 
hundreds of buildings they have become what 
Kroyanker called “anonymous dwelling architecture” 
(Kroyanker, 1998, translated), but what this research 
calls orphans: existing buildings which serve as a living 
testimony of the city’s architectural development, yet 
detached from their genealogy – from the story of those 
who designed them, and from other buildings in their 
author’s oeuvre. This detachment leaves the 
architectural history of Jerusalem, incomplete, obscure 
and often incoherent. 

The analogy from the semantic world of kinship 
emphasizes the bond between the architect and their 
creation, and the severity in breaking this bond. It also 

suggests that any appreciation of their architectural 
configuration is very much influenced by their 
separation from a genealogy, both in terms of their 
related architects and their related buildings and 
architectural styles. This type of appreciation is 
demonstrated in the Tree of Architecture by Banister 
Fletcher, which was one of the first attempts to 
construct a narrative of the origins of the architectural 
profession (Fletcher, 1954). It was also evident in 
attempts of the movement of ‘National Architecture 
Renaissance’ in the late-nineteenth century to “codify 
Ottoman architecture as a rational aesthetic discipline” 
(Bozdoğan, 2001). 

 

 
LIBRARIES 

Local 

Not all Ottoman buildings in Jerusalem are orphans. The 
literature reveals much about architects who worked in 
Jerusalem during that period and the buildings they 
planned, but it also preferences the legacies of 
architects from European countries such as Germany, 
France, Italy, Britain and Russia (Kroyanker,1987).  For 
example, Meir-Meril states: “Not the Ottoman 
authorities in Kushta (Istanbul) were the designers of the 
architectural image of the city in the 19th century, but 
the European force” (Meir-Merial,20101), while 
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Kroyanker writes: “The majority of the architectural 
styles in Jerusalem were influenced, in one way or 
another, by foreign styles, and very little was a product 
of local creation” (Kroyanker, 1983).  In contrast to the 
abundance of foreign architects, local architects rarely 
appear in contemporaneous literature. 

Although personal and collective identities are always 
more complex and fluid then any attempt to categorise 
absolutely, the term local in this study refers to a 
plurality of identities on the geographic scale from the 
city of Jerusalem, through Palestine and the Levant, to 
the Ottoman Empire. This categorisation of local and 
foreign, inspired by postcolonial theories, is used to 
suggest that there might be some connection between 
the two constructed gaps: the disappearance of the 
architects of the orphans, and the absence of local 
architects. 

It is also used to avoid the traditional ethno-religious 
classification of architecture in Jerusalem.  This is 
especially relevant since examples of orphan buildings 
are provided in literature covering architecture labelled 
as either Muslim, Christian or Jewish. Ethno-religious 
division has been criticized by the historian Vincent 
Lemeire, who claimed it “artificially constructed” and 
inaccurate in relation to the collective identities in 
Jerusalem of the nineteenth century.  (Lemire, 2013). 

Some figures may serve as exceptions, and do appear in 
the pages of canonical histories. The first is the architect 
Esad Effendi who was sent to Jerusalem to plan the 
religious site Ḥaram al-Šarīf (Cassuto, 2009). The second 
is the architect Alexei Farangia who was born in 
Nazareth and was educated in the former Russian 
Empire (Kroyanker, 1987). The third is the architect 
Eliezer Yellin who was born in Jerusalem and was trained 
as an architect in Darmstadt (Kroyanker, 2006). 

Evidence  

How have these local architects disappeared, leaving 
their progeny orphaned? Let us return to the literature 
and its elusive evidence. What are the documents that 
helped build the foundations of Jerusalem’s 
architectural history, and especially of its orphans? By 
studying what is known, we can better understand what 
is unknown. 

A significant portion of Jerusalem’s history books were 
written in the decades after the 1967 war, inspired by 
the unification/occupation of Jerusalem (Natsheh, 
2000). Geography and history researchers wrote 
seminal texts based mainly on European and American 
travel literature, memoires, tourist guides, reports, 
newspapers, and surveys of various European societies. 
Graphic evidence was found in the diverse European 
cartographies, images, paintings, and in aerial 

photographs taken by western military forces during 
WW1. These sources were accused more recently of 
being “Western sources” in contrast to “endogenous 
sources”. Relying on them is claimed to originate in 
“orientalist tradition” and in an Israeli aspiration to 
portray “land without people for people without land” 

(Lemire, 2013; Natsheh, 2000). Perhaps, these 
orientalist perceptions in the nineteenth century and 
onwards were responsible for the collective amnesia 
towards local architects. 

Despite these accusations of orientalism, parts of which 
are without doubt painfully true, it has to be noted that 
these Israeli scholars did use evidence, that can be 
described as local, such as the buildings themselves, the 
orphans, that were examined through empirical 
research, memories of the descendants of the 
inhabitants of these houses, and Ottoman censuses. 

However, when architectural historians did come to 
focus on the orphan buildings, they invariably relied on 
these constitutive historical texts, adding layers of 
architectural analysis using contemporary surveys and 
illustrations. This methodology was embraced also by 
the comparatively recent practice of architectural 
conservation, which has grown rapidly since the 1990s 
and had a marked impact on the production of history.  

A common thread to all these attempts to relate to 
orphans is that they are not based on original 
architectural documents. These documents are absent 
in the same manner that their original architects are 
absent. This absence leads us to rely on unconventional 
methods of narrating a building’s story, opening up 
larger spaces for interpretation. This space is then filled, 
inevitably, by the researcher’s subjective perception, 
including orientalist perceptions. 

ARCHITECTURE WITHOUT ARCHITECTS?  (Rudofsky, 
1965) 

The double absence raises essential questions about the 
very existence of these architects. Perhaps those who 
build and planned the orphans were not architects? 
Perhaps these buildings were built without the 
conventional plans and drawings associated with the 
professional architect? Perhaps the production of 
architectural knowledge was different from what one 
could expect to find today, more traditional, more 
sporadic, less documented? Perhaps no architectural 
documents were actually produced? 

The late-Ottoman period was indeed a transition 
between traditional and modern forms of the 
architectural profession all over the Empire. In the 
territory of present-day Turkey, new concepts of 
historical self-consciousness and nationalism were given 
shape through architectural styles and new education 
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institutions were established (Bozdoğan, 2001). In Cairo, 
a modern school of architecture was established 
(Asfour, 1993). 

However, Jerusalem was claimed to be on the fringes of 
the Empire (Meir-Meril, 2010. It has to be noted that the 
marginal role of Jerusalem is also claimed to be 
controversial. For example, refer to Lemire, 2013). No 
modern architecture schools were opened, and 
“architects and builders, in this period, did not publish 
articles in professional journalism” (Kroyanker, 1983, 
translated). Its architecture is characterised in the 
literature as with “absolute absence of planning” 
(Kroyanker, 1985, translated), with “only rough and 
inaccurate drawing” (Cana’an ,1932 In: Kark, 1981, 
translated) It might be possible, therefore, to assume 
that the local construction industry maintained a 
traditional form of vernacular, and perhaps no proper 
architectural documents were produced by these non-
architects.  

 
Archives  

Fragmentation  

Even if documents had been produced, reaching them 
now presents a challenge since archives of late-Ottoman 
Jerusalem are spread around the world (Countries as 
diverse as Israel, Turkey, Britain, Germany, Jordan, 
Australia, France, USA, Russia, to name just a few). It 
may be possible to assume this diaspora of archives 
caused some loss of material, especially during changes 
in administration, which were always accompanied by 
conflict. 

Kroyanker, for example, claimed that “As a result of an 
error, the licensing files of the (British) Mandatory 
(Muslim) buildings were burned in the municipality 
storage in 1948” (Kroyanker, 1985, translated). Perhaps 
this fire burned, as well, evidence of Ottoman local 
architects. However, it would be plausible to assume 
that their records would be dispersed, not confined only 
to the Jerusalem municipality. One can only ponder the 
fate of the archives of the architects and that of those 
that commissioned and constructed the buildings. Might 
there be traces in commercial of professional 
publications, or the authorities in Istanbul? 

This research sought to follow traces of local architects 
by undertaking investigations in a sample of the 
archives, including The National Archives (London), The 
Ottoman State Archives (Istanbul), The Israel’s Archives, 
The Zionist Central Archives, Jerusalem Municipality 
Archives and the CMJ Heritage Centre (Jerusalem).  

ACCESS 

Archival research was often hampered by issues of 
access. For example, my official identity as a Jewish 
Israeli citizen was an impediment to accessing Palestine 
Archives (such as the Archives of the Ministry of the 
Waqf in Abu Dis Is'af al-Nashashibi Library, or The Khalidi 
Library).  

Palestine family archives and memories have in previous 
publications cast an important light on Jerusalem’s 
orphans. In the book Memoirs Engraved in Stone: 
Palestine Urban Mansions, the author wrote regarding 
Husseini House (known in other publications as the 
Orient House) that “the Husseinis suggest it was Kamal 
Bek, a Turkish architect, who designed this house” 
(Khasawneh, 2006). This architect is absent from the 
conservation file of this house (Shapira Architects, n.d.). 
Perhaps it is because no other details are known about 
him. 

In all the sampled archives, conventional keywords did 
not reveal relevant documents. However, attempts to 
deviate to indirect browsing were occasionally useful.  

General browsing in the National Archives in London for 
architects in Jerusalem, fortuitously revealed the 
signature of an architect named Ibrahim Moussa. It was 
found on a copy of a plan of Mr. Finn, the British Consul’s 
property, one of the first houses outside the walls. This 
document is dated January 1902 and signed in English: 
Ibrahim Moussa, Architect Jerusalem Municipality 
(archival item n.1). 

Moussa signed in English and defined himself as an 
architect. This definition concurs with the discovery of 
Vincent Lemire mentioning that “in November 1900, the 
British consul notes that the municipality had an 
Architect and a Chief inspector” (Lemire, 2013). But 
where was Ibrahim Moussa trained? What was his role 
in the municipality? This document raises more 
questions than answers.   

Some archives require even higher degrees of creativity 
in browsing methods. In the Jerusalem Municipality 
archives, presumably, the natural place to store 
documents of the municipality that remained from the 
Ottoman period, the computerized search engine is 
accessible only to the archivists and no formal document 
extracts its full content. Therefore, no relevant 
documents were found during this research. 

In the CMJ (Church's Ministry Among Jewish People) 
Heritage Centre in Jerusalem, the difficulty of locating 
documents is even more apparent. There is no 
computerised search engine, and no manual index. 
Amongst its collections are maps, architectural drawings 
and photographic plates from the nineteenth century. It 
also contains annual reports that portray the changes in 
the city. These might contain information regarding local 
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architects, but due to the absence of any index, lots of 
resources have to been expended on locating the 
relevant documents.    

Language  

A further impediment to the search is language. Two 
archives were identified to contain material on local 
architects, but could not be examined, or were 
examined only partially, because of my inability to read 
their documents.  

One of these is the Sijills of Jerusalem, the archives of 
the Muslim religious court, written in Arabic. The 
historian Yusuf Natsheh succeeded in extricating 
information from the Sijills regarding “the activities of 
the master builders, both local and non-local, Muslim 
and Christian” in the sixteenth and seventeenth 
centuries. He followed “the fortunes of a local family of 
masters” and discovered names of master builders that 
were invited from other cities in the Empire (Natsheh, 
2000). It is possible to assume that the Sijills also contain 
information that has not yet been discovered regarding 
Jerusalem’s architects in the late-nineteenth and early-
twentieth centuries. 

The second archive is the Ottoman State Archives. Two 
honour certificates, one of mühendis (engineer in 
Turkish) Ibrahim, and the second of mühendis Ibrahim 
Musa, were found in the archive (archival item n.2). 
Since both documents relate to a figure who worked in 
the Jerusalem Municipality, it is reasonable to assume 
that both refer to the same person. It is also likely to be 
the same local architect, Ibrahim Moussa, whose 
signature was found in the National Archives in London. 

Several building permit request files containing 
architectural drawings were also found in the archives 
(for example: archival item n.3), corroborating the 
observations of David Yellin from 1898: “Every new 
building project, small or large, has to first pass before 
the baladiyya (municipality), and without that no 
building can legally be built” (Yellin, 1898 In: Lemire, 
2013). However, analysing them was inapplicable since 
they were written in old Ottoman Turkish.  

Even if a researcher is familiar with several languages, 
spelling variations can still result in information being 
lost in translation. Hoffman describes this difficulty in 
her research when she assumes that the names Koris-
Sapiro G., Spiros Houris and Spyro. G. Houris, found in 
different documents, all relate to the same architect 
who practiced in Jerusalem in the early decades of the 
twentieth century. Furthermore, she relates to the 
Greek affiliation of the surname Houris, which is 
different from the Palestine equivalent, Khouri 
(Hoffman, 2016. Spyro. G. Houris is assumed to be an 

architect who practiced in Jerusalem in the early 
decades of the twentieth century).  

Examining the traces of the architect Ibrahim Moussa, 
we find that when it was Moussa himself who translated 
his name to English and to Latin letters, he signed as 
Ibrahim Moussa and as an architect. However, when the 
archivists of the Ottoman State archives translated his 
name from Ottoman, they spelled it as Musa and 
described him in Turkish as mühendis - engineer.  

Such Minor changes in the translation of a name thwart 
search engines and can even redefine the architect. The 
profession that Turkish archivists call mühendis was 
regarded by Ibrahim Moussa as an architect.  

Similar complications follow Kamal Bek, the Turkish 
architect of the Husseini House. No other evidence of 
Kamal Bek was found during this research. However, 
forty documents of an architect named Kemal Bey were 
found in the Ottoman State Archives. Perhaps, then, the 
Turkish architect which was described by Palestinian 
figures as Kamal Bek is, in fact, the same Turkish Kemal 
Bey?  

 

The Order Of Knowledge  

The described archival challenges of Jerusalem reflect 
some of the very essences of the concept of the archive, 
and of its inherent ethics. In the archival production, 
according to Derrida, the records are put in order, 
categorized and catalogued. And this is crucial for the 
historical narrative because “what is no longer archived 
in the same way is no longer lived in the same way” 
(Derrida, 1995). 

If architectural documents were produced by any kind of 
local architects, the archival production has not included 
these documents in the same order of the European 
architects. Each time history was written, or cited, 
without any mention of local architects, their absence 
gained more validity.  

 
Ghosts  

Incompleteness  

Despite the elusive definition of local architects, this 
study did reveal some ghostly traces. Among them are 
Yazdi, the allegedly Persian contractor who may have 
planned the Ticho House, Esad Effendi, and Kamal 
Bek/Kemal Bey who arrived from Turkey, Alexei Farangia 
and Eliezer Yellin who were educated in foreign 
institutions and thus challenge the definition of local, 
Spyro G. Houris who was perhaps Greek and perhaps 
Arab, Ibrahim Moussa who was an architect in the 
Jerusalem municipality. 
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This list is not intended to be finite, but to show that 
information pertaining to local architects is always 
partial. Consequently, these local architects have 
become what this study calls ghosts: individuals 
assumed to be practicing architecture in Jerusalem in 
the early modern era, that left only traces – scattered 
pieces of information that do not extradite much about 
their practice. Such traces can be a signature engraved 
on a façade, a signature on a plan, an award document, 
or a name reverberating in oral history. 

Currently their traces offer only a glimpse at their 
reflection, casting doubts around each one. Their 
incomplete story, relies on assumptions and 
speculations, using the “essential modality of perhaps” 
(Derrida, 1995), that leaves space for future discoveries. 
Perhaps it can be said that Jerusalem’s orphans will 
forever be haunted by these ghosts, who gave them life, 
but have since receded into the historical shadows. 

Out of Order  

With the scarce evidence of local architects, one can 
almost ponder whether or not these figures ever 
existed, and whether it is liable to rely on ghosts in 
establishing history. Let us, if, so, return to Derrida, who 
claims that although the “traditional norms of 
scientificity” may categorize ghosts as fruits of the 
imagination, “the most fictive, is certainly not the least 
true”. Derrida suggests that the spectre is a condition of 
partial truth, a “historical truth”, which is not less real 
than the “material truth”. If the material truth can be 
proved by the conventional tangible evidence, the 
appearance of a ghost is a moment when “the very order 
of knowledge, at least the classical knowledge, is 
suspended.” The historical truth is “repressed and 
suppressed. But it resists and returns, as the spectral 
truth of delusion or of hauntedness”.  (Derrida, 1995). 

From this philosophical perspective, the ghosts of the 
local architects can be read as historical truth, that was 
repressed through the history of Jerusalem. Their traces, 
that were found during this research are their very 
resistance to be annihilated. Therefore, the story that 
they tell may be as true as the other histories which 
were told through “the norms of the classical scientific 
discourse”. In any case, as long as they remain in their 
ghostly condition, they remain a mystery (Derrida, 
1995). 

 
Epilogue  

Why did local architects disappear from the 
historiography of early modern Jerusalem? 

Perhaps it is the definition of local, that does not fit 
accurately to describe the collective identities in 
Jerusalem, and the architects of the orphans. 

Perhaps because there were no local architects. The 
local architecture in Jerusalem was vernacular, 
architecture without architects. 

Perhaps there was no organised system to archive the 
documents of the local architects and to guard them for 
future generation. 

Perhaps there was an organised system, yet it was 
interrupted during the changed in administration and 
some material was lost.  

Perhaps the material was not permanently lost, but 
rather it was hidden in a ghostly condition in archives, 
waiting for architectural historians to discover it. 

Perhaps it is the archival challenges of fragmentation, 
access and language that prevent architectural 
historians from revealing the story of local architects. 

Perhaps it is oriental perceptions that lead historians 
and archivists, to forget the possibility of the existence 
of local architects. 

Perhaps it is the repetition mechanism of history that 
buried the traces of local architects in the violent 
process of the production of singular narrative. 

This study wishes to accept the partial truth in each of 
the assumptions presented along the work and suggests 
that together, they all portray the disappearance of the 
local architects. 

The architectural field in early modern Jerusalem, 
probably, was in a transitional period from traditional to 
modern, and some of the local architects were in fact 
master-builders, trained in guilds. However, it does not 
mean necessarily that they did not produce architectural 
documents and that it is not important to study and 
appreciate their work. Various architects probably did 
travel and practice throughout the Empire and in 
Jerusalem. Nonetheless, they were not necessarily the 
architects of the orphans, nor did they necessarily define 
themselves as locals. The term local does help to reveal 
the orientalist perceptions that were involved in 
repressing local architects. Yet, these perceptions were 
not the only cause of the absence of local architects in 
history. The nature of postcolonial archives, and of 
archives generally, presents challenges which keep 
relevant evidence hidden from architectural historians. 
Without accessible architectural documents, it is 
difficult to attract architectural historians to delve into 
this field. Thus, the local architects will remain, 
meanwhile, as ghosts. 

Future research including institutional collaborations 
and methods which enhance the voice of the 
architectural historian in interpreting the evidence must 
be done to expand our knowledge about this phase in 
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history, and to slightly dissolve the “light mixture of salt 
and sand” (Shalev 1991), and give way to a new 
remembrance of the forgotten stories. 

 
This article is based on the thesis work conducted in 
September 2019 by supervision of Prof. Edward Denison 
with the MA Architectural History at the Bartlett School 
of Architecture in London. 
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Absract: 
Border spaces are intrinsically defined by their dual nature as 
limit and frontier: markers of identity and socio-spatial 
differentiation on the one hand, spaces of hybridization and 
interface on the other. As such, border spaces – especially 
metropolitan ones – offer privileged lenses to study some of 
the most pressing challenges faced by contemporary 
urbanism, including the interactions, contamination and 
resilience of the built fabric to phenomena of urban and 
social globalization, hybridization and renewal. This article 
aims to investigate this vast question by focusing on the 
interactions between built fabric and (top-down) 
contemporary identity-formation in Gibraltar, a 6,8 km2 
British Overseas Territory located on the Strait of Gibraltar. 
The article takes as starting point Koolhaas’ Singapore 
Songlines Portrait of a Potemkin Metropolis […] or Thirty 
Years of Tabula Rasa (1995) and proposes to apply a similar 
lens to Gibraltar. As condensers of intense global flows in an 
extremely limited (and hence easily observable) territory, 
both territories may be described as “a kind of semantic 
laboratory where perplexing issues that define our age, such 
as racial coexistence, were tested before they became huge 
impasses or crises in our continent.” (Koolhaas 2010). The 
article analyses the two main moments of definition of a 
contemporary Gibraltarian identity: the closure (in 1969) and 
the re-opening (in the early 80s) of its border with Spain. The 
first phase is comparable to the Singaporean case in terms of 
a rapid, mostly top-down identity construction heavily based 
on othering and survivalist narratives. The second phase is 
comparable in terms of the territory’s rapid economic, urban, 
and territorial transformation in a hub in global flows 
through what can be described as an 'opportunistic' 
urbanism, which failed to relate to the territory's natural and 
built pre-existences and its multi-layered History and identity. 
 

Introduction 

“If globalised metropolises have been the favourite 
playground of the twentieth century, borders are the 
laboratory of the political, social, and economic 
phenomena of the twenty-first century” (Ayoub et all. 
2021).  

Border spaces are intrinsically defined by their dual 
nature as limit and frontier: markers of identity and 
socio-spatial differentiation on the one hand, spaces of 
hybridization and interface on the other. As such, border 
spaces – especially metropolitan ones – offer privileged 
lenses to study some of the most pressing challenges 

faced by contemporary urbanism, including the 
interactions, contamination and resilience of the built 
fabric to phenomena of urban and social globalization, 
hybridization and renewal. 

This article aims to investigate this vast question by 
focusing on the interactions between built fabric and 
(top-down) contemporary identity-formation in 
Gibraltar, a 6,8 km2 British Overseas Territory located on 
the Strait of Gibraltar.  

The article takes as starting point Koolhaas’ Singapore 
Songlines Portrait of a Potemkin Metropolis […] or Thirty 
Years of Tabula Rasa (1995) and proposes to apply a 
similar lens to Gibraltar. As condensers of intense global 
flows in an extremely limited (and hence easily 
observable) territory, both territories may be described 
as “a kind of semantic laboratory where perplexing 
issues that define our age, such as racial coexistence, 
were tested before they became huge impasses or crises 
in our continent.” (Koolhaas 2010). 

 

I/ A tale of two cities: identity creation and ‘post-
colonial’ urbanism in Singapore and Gibraltar 

 
 
1. Singapore Songlines revisited 

In Singapore songlines Portrait of a Potemkin Metropolis 
[…] or Thirty Years of Tabula Rasa (1995), a part 
historical, part photographic, part urbanism essay, Rem 
Koolhaas examines how the ideological construction of 
a post-independence Singaporean identity and its 
impressive rise to First World power heavily relied on a 
complete reimagination of its built fabric and territory. 
In the thirty years following its independence in 1965, 
the newly formed city-state witnessed a staggering 
conversion to a hyper-modern, heavily urbanised and 
industrialised territory. This case is quite unique 
inasmuch as the transformation was entirely imagined 
and enacted by the ruling party – the People’s Action 
Party – and orchestrated by its public institutions, 
notably the Housing and Development Board, and the 
Urban Renewal Department (later Urban 
Redevelopment Agency). Modernisation was enacted 
through a ruthless approach, based on an almost 
indiscriminate urban tabula rasa, mass expatriations and 
population displacement. Most of the existing built 
fabric was bulldozed and replaced by Modernist slabs. 
This tabula rasa mentality was applied to the territory 
itself: topography was flattened, land was reclaimed 
from the swamps and the sea, nature was replaced by 
man-made, artificial greenery. As argued by Koolhaas, 
the whole territory was used as manifesto reflecting the 
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Promethean achievement of creating practically ex 
nihilo a modern, global nation (1995, 1021).  

This massive urban transformation was both the 
physical concretisation and the vector through which a 
Singaporean nation-state was affirmed, distinct from 
(and in opposition with) both Malaysia and the United 
Kingdom (from which Singapore had separated 
respectively in 1963 and in 1965). The modern nation 
was built on a neat cesure (if not complete repudiation) 
of the past, reflected by the destruction of the near 
entirety of its built fabric. As reported by Frost (2020, 
54), one of the slogans of young supporters of the 
independence was “SINGAPORE HAS NO HISTORY. 
SINGAPORE’S HISTORY BEGINS NOW”. British identity 
was not the only one scarified to the foundational myth 
of the new nation: internally, ethnic minorities and their 
traditions were disregarded and homogenised. Sacred 
sites where demolished or displaces, foot processions 
were banned (Frost 2020, 55). As phrased by Koolhaas, 
"each identity is a vessel carefully emptied through the 
efficiency of earlier cultural uprooting" (1995, 1039). 
Ironically, what was left of these historic roots (notably 
the colonial historic centre and some ethnic pockets, 
such as China Town or Little India) later became the first 
built heritage to be formally protected under the 1986 
Conservation Master Plan, aimed notably at fostering 
tourism (Shu-Yeng Chung and Douglass 2020, 14). 

Though a more sensitive approach towards 
environmental, historical, and cultural preservation has 
since developed, what Koolhaas coined in 1995 as “the 
curse of the tabula rasa” (1075) is still relevant today. 
The complete saturation of the territory forces a 
perpetual urban and territorial redevelopment, a 
“perpetuum mobile” in which everything is transient. 
This prevents the creation of any decisive and 
recognizable local identity. A phenomenon which the 
State has meagrely tried to counter-balance through the 
employment of star-architects and the development of 
a striking skyline. Culturally, the years of ban on any 
tradition except for the National Parade have left their 
scars, despite a governmental U-turn on allowing and 
even encouraging distinct traditions and celebrations 
(Frost 2020, 54).  

Koolhaas perfectly synthetises the main conclusion of 
his Songlines, the consequence of such a rapid and 
hegemonic uprooting of a complex and layered urban, 
social, and ideologic fabric: “the new has become too big 
to be animated by [the old], [yet] it has not developed 
its own vitality” (1995, 1075).  

 
 
 
2. Gibraltar, narratives from the border front 

Like Singapore, Gibraltar is a very small territory mostly 
bordered by sea (merely 6,8 km2), whose main territorial 
asset lies in its strategic geopolitical position on a strait 
which condenses regional and global maritime flows: 
the Strait of Gibraltar. Due to this strategic position, 
Gibraltar was historically a highly coveted territory, first 
between Christian and Muslim powers throughout the 
Middle Ages, then between British and Spanish 
following the 1713 British conquest, an ongoing dispute 
which reached its peak during the border closure with 
Spain from 1969 to 1982. While Singapore defined its 
contemporary identity as an independent nation, 
Gibraltar remained inside the British sphere of influence, 
as a self-governing British Overseas Territory.  

Contemporary Gibraltarian identity was shaped by two 
major watershed periods: the closure (in 1969) and the 
re-opening (in the early 80s) of its border with Spain. The 
first phase is comparable to the Singaporean case in 
terms of a rapid, mostly top-down identity construction 
heavily based on othering and survivalist narratives. The 
second phase is comparable in terms of the territory’s 
rapid economic, urban, and territorial transformation in 
a hub in global flows during what can be loosely dubbed 
its ‘post-colonial’ period.   

 
 
1. Importing “Birtishness” 

Noteworthily, the definition of a British Gibraltarian 
identity does not coincide with the British conquest in 
the early 18th century, but was instead forged much 
later, in the aftermath of WWII. Until then, Gibraltar was 
treated as a colony, with a clear hierarchical distinction 
between British and Gibraltarians; whereas there was 
little cultural, linguistic, or ethnic difference between 
Gibraltarians and Spanish (Orsini, Canessa, and Martínez 
Del Campo 2018; Gold 2010). This started to change 
during WWII, when the territory was transformed in an 
Allied base and its civilian population was evacuated to 
the UK and to other Common Wealth countries. This 
experience, coupled with the successive campaign to be 
repatriated, constituted a decisive step in forging a 
British Gibraltarian identity, and set in motion the 
revendication for self-governance. Yet, the main 
catalyser in local identity formation was a top-down 
process. As Franco’s claims over Gibraltar intensified, 
the British government realised it had to quickly instil 
British patriotism among Gibraltarians if it didn’t want to 
lose their allegiance. As early as 1942, a special 
committee was created to oversee the ‘Britishness’ 
campaign, which embraced the educational, linguistic 
and ideational dimensions. The identity-making 
narrative relied on a deteriorating othering of 
neighbouring Spain (Orsini, Canessa, and Martínez Del 
Campo 2018, 108-111; Gold 2005, 373). Franco’s 
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unilateral decision to close the border in 1969 (which 
was to last more than a decade) proved to be the ideal 
scenario for the entrenchment of this othering and 
survivalist narrative. 

 
 
2. Gibraltar’s ascension to financial hub 

The second watershed moment in Gibraltar’s 
development corresponds to the phase following the re-
opening of the border with Spain, from 1982 onwards. 
The normalisation of relations with Spain, together with 
the end of the Cold War, prompted a demilitarisation 
phase, which constituted a drastic cesure with the 
territory’s History. Indeed, until then, the territory’s 
economy and urban development had been almost 
single-handedly dictated by its nature as British military 
outpost. Most of the territory was owned by the British 
Ministry of Defence, and military constituted a sizeable 
portion of the population. Demilitarisation ushered 
Gibraltar in what can de facto be considered its post-
colonial phase, confronting it with the notable challenge 
of re-inventing a geopolitical role and identity.  

Gibraltar based its development on the only territorial 
asset it possesses, namely its essence as pawn in global 
flows, extending it to financial flows. Following Hong 
Kong’s model (also an ex British colony), Gibraltar strived 
to create a brand-new image of itself as a modern 
financial hub benefitting from relaxed fiscal regulations 
(Gold 2005, 147-150). Though its extremely limited size 
implied that Gibraltar could never aspire to the status of 
its Asian cousins, it has nevertheless achieved to carve 
its own place in European and international financial 
flows. Today, financial services and remote gambling 
account for ca. 40% of its GDP (Savills World Research, 
2016, p.4).    

Like in Singapore, this new global identity and image was 
achieved by heavily modifying the built fabric and the 
territory, quickly saturating all the territory’s the 
buildable surface. Tellingly, the flagship project which 
launched this new phase was the reclamation of a 1 km2 
area on the north-west coast (Gold 2005, 150). The 
territory’s three main vectors of growth have been, in 
order of importance: the construction of entire new 
portions of the city, in large part on reclaimed land (in 
the past 40 years, Gibraltar has reclaimed ca. 22% of its 
current territory); the demolitions and reconstruction of 
parts of the urban fabric; and the reconversion of 
smaller, more architecturally meaningful parts. Though 
the many historic landmarks were thankfully preserved, 
historical preservation per se was not a priority until the 
90s (Gold 2005, 177-178). On the opposite, this first 
rapid wave of (re)urbanisation was characterised by a 
genericity completely disconnected from its context. 

Whereas in Singapore, urban renewal employed a 
recognizable style (Modernism) though devoid of its 
founding ideology (Koolhaas 1995, 1041); Gibraltar’s 
urban renewal seemed to be dictated solely by real 
estate logics. Due to the very high degree of autonomy 
given to private developers, modern additions were 
designed as ‘bubbles’ or islands, dialoguing neither with 
local pre-existences, nor with other city parts (historic or 
new). This urban growth model, aptly named by 
Munenzon “opportunistic” (2015, 125), is largely based 
on foreign real estate investment, and privileges high-
end private development, too often neglecting 
sustainability and social equity concerns.  

 
 
3. ‘Opportunistic’ development in Gibraltar: 
interrupted dialogues 

In Aldo Rossi’s seminal book L’Architettura della Città 
(1966), the author structures his analysis of the city 
around the concept of locus, which can be loosely 
summarized as the network of projected meaning, 
historical events, urban and topographic pre-existence 
which tie a city to its specific location. By drawing from 
this concept, the article briefly describes the Gibraltarian 
‘genericness’ by analysing the lack of dialogue it 
established with its natural and historical pre-existences, 
and with the site’s History and collective memory. 

 
Natural pre-existences 

Gibraltarian identity, and indeed its projection in the 
world, is strongly tied to the iconic 425m-high 
promontory which occupies most of the territory, 
known as the Rock. The Rock is one of the two Pillars of 
Hercules, which signals the end of the Mediterranean 
basin. As a peninsula, the other main pre-existence is 
naturally the sea. Yet it is striking to note how most parts 
of the city fail to instore an urban or visual dialogue with 
these two powerful landscape elements. Walking in 
between the 1990s high-rise buildings in the reclaimed 
westside neighbourhood, it is impressive to note how 
both the Rock and the sea can only be glimpsed at, as if 
by accident; a recurrent phenomenon throughout the 
peninsula. It is only by climbing onto the Rock that the 
panorama can be experienced. This impression is 
worsened by the lack of accessibility of the waterfront, 
which except for the beaches, is heavily built and 
privatised, in large part occupied by the port 
infrastructure. This inaccessibility denotes a large issue: 
the lack of public space. A lack once again in part 
imputable to the absence of a strong and long-term 
planning vision. 

 
Historical pre-existences 
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The term ‘historical pre-existences’ is borrowed from 
Aldo Rossi (1966), who refers to the deeply rooted 
elements which define and structure the urban fabric, 
notably monuments, and the historical layout of main 
roads and defence walls. Having witnessed an 
astonishing total of twelve sieges (Gold 2005), 
Gibraltar’s urban morphology is primarily dictated by its 
defensive system, in particular its protective walls. As 
opposed to most European cities, Gibraltar remained 
confined within their perimeter of its historical walls 
until the late 19th century (Lane et al. 2014; Fa and 
Finlayson 2006). Notwithstanding this longevity, the 
territory’s exponential urban growth from the mid-80s 
onwards jeopardises their meaning and visual presence. 
Indeed, the main system of walls ran along the western 
perimeter of the territory. Yet, the successive land 
reclamations on the western coast have considerably 
pushed back the coastline. The walls and bastions were 
widely englobed in new constructions, and today their 
main urban function is to act as retaining wall marking 
the ca. 4m difference between the original coastline and 
reclaimed land. It is only recently, notably under the 
lobby of the Gibraltar Heritage Trust, that extensive 
urban and architectural renovation works are being 
undertaken (Fa and Finlayson 2006, 54-59). 

 
History and memory 

As seen previously, the creation of a British Gibraltarian 
identity was accelerated by top-down processes of 
importing ‘Britishness’, which relied notably on othering 
and survivalist narratives. How does this translate in the 
treatment of Gibraltar’s built fabric? First, through 
monuments, which Aldo Rossi (1966) aptly defined as 
the concretization of collective will and memory. 
Gibraltarian monuments consolidate a narrative 
strongly rooted in the (British) military defence of the 
territory. To quote only some: Rook memorial (capture 
of Gibraltar), General Eliott Monument (Battle of 
Trafalgar), British War Memorial (WWI), Gibraltar 
Defence Force (WWII) (visitgibraltar 2023).  

The other side of the medal of the affirmation of British 
heritage is the invisibilisation of the territory’s Spanish 
and (to a lesser extent) Moorish heritages, absent from 
both monuments and local toponymy. The relationship 
to the territory’s Moorish heritage is more complex and 
has evolved in the past decades, not the least because 
of the important Muslim minority. Today, the built part 
of Moorish heritage is valorised (eg. Moorish castle 
complex, Moorish baths).  

Today, ‘Britishness’ is used as trading asset to promote 
Gibraltar as touristic destination. By underlining and 
exacerbating its Britishness, the territory appeals both 
to British looking for a familiar environment but with 

sunshine and beaches; and to Spanish day-trippers 
looking for an exotic experience. In Gibraltar, as 
throughout the Mediterranean basin, intensive tourism 
has been linked with a standardization and 
homogenisation of the touristic offer and infrastructure, 
aimed at meeting the expectations of a wide public. This 
notably implies the simplification of local identity to 
create a more ‘palatable’ experience for tourists 
(Staniscia 2011, 74). This effect is well recognisable in 
the profusion of Union Jacks, fish and chips shops, and 
of the iconic red telephone and post booths, which 
create a postcard-like, stereotype effect.  

 

III/ Future projections of the Singaporean and 
Gibraltarian urban cases 

Both Singapore and Gibraltar have built their role in the 
global scene by considerably outstepping their actual 
resources (human, territorial, environmental). So far, 
both have managed to compensate for this 
disproportion by extensively exploiting their territory 
and hinterlands, with elevated environmental costs. 
Today, what primarily differentiates the two urban 
‘models’, is that whereas Singapore has thoroughly 
rationalised and planned on the long term the use of its 
territory, Gibraltar has not, growing by hiccups rather 
than through a clear master plan. Singapore has heavily 
invested in both political and financial terms in 
developing and constantly updating a strong urban 
planning vision, able to govern and absorb fast-paced 
changes and (foreign) real estate developments. 
Singapore has contemporarily a 50-years master plan, 
and a 15-years one, updated every five years, and an 
underground development masterplan; all developed 
with public participation inputs (Urban Redevelopment 
Authority 2023). This cannot be said of Gibraltar, where 
the lack of a strong overarching vision has been the 
underlining condition in the past 40 years. On the 
opposite, main decisions (especially concerning large 
(reclamation) projects) have been influenced by the 
agendas of successive Chief Ministers (Gold 2005). This 
tendency well exemplifies what Granovetter names the 
‘weaknesses of strong ties’, namely that a small milieu 
favours decisions being taken selectively and opaquely 
(Hesse 2016, 623). As of today, Gibraltar’s last 
Development Plan dates from 2009 (Gibraltar 
Development Plan, 2009), which considering the pace of 
local development and the numerous new land-
reclamation projects, is completely out-of-date.  

If Gibraltar doesn’t want to lose the attractivity on which 
much of its economy is based, it must learn to 
implement an extremely thorough, innovative, and long-
term urban planning which upholds high standards of 
living. Part of this attractivity is constituted by the 
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capacity to uphold a recognizable, distinct identity which 
withstands the homogenisation inherent to 
globalisation phenomena; yet which welcomes alterity 
and change.   

 

Conclusion: built fabric, identity, and alterity 

To conclude, it is interesting to open the reflection on 
the counter-hegemonic power of the built heritage in 
identity-defining narratives. Equally valorisation 
historical pre-existences and avoiding phenomena of 
invisibilisation contributes to a narration and 
sedimentation of an identity which acknowledges 
diversity and hybridity. By doing so, it challenges the 
construction of a monolithic and univocal identity. Even 
if in small and indirect ways, this, by extension, 
contributes to a more open attitude towards 
contemporary otherness and alterity. This echoes one of 
the founding concepts of borderscaping, namely that 
the way identity is enacted socially and spatially heavily 
depends on the way identity is narrated, perceived, and 
imagined (Brambilla 2015; Amilhat Szary 2020). 
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Abstract: 
On February 6th, 2023, Turkey was struck by two deadly 
earthquakes with reported magnitudes of 7.5 and 7.8. In the 
aftermath of the tremors that seemed to dissolve the very 
fabric of reality, thousands of buildings were flattened, and 
entire cities were wiped out, leaving millions homeless and 
many thousands dead. The earthquake revealed a fragile 
infrastructure that had become common throughout decades 
of blunt political maneuvers, corruption, negligence, rapid 
population growth due to a refugee crisis, and a tradition of 
forgetfulness.  

 
As national and international authorities and NGOs began 
their search and rescue operations, in the absence of 
sufficient resources and poor coordination, alternative 
solidarity and support structures were spontaneously formed 
and scaled through online platforms. Resources were 
gathered and managed through a distributed network of 
actors at varying degrees of de/centralization. While some of 
the nodes within this emergent network relied on existing 
localized social bonds, others had been previously catalyzed 
by other large-scale disasters in the country, such as the 2021 
summer wildfires in the south, and are being re-activated to 
respond to a new crisis. What again became apparent was 
the importance of 'weak bonds' to increase connectivity 
between different nodes to expand access to more resources. 

 
As the dust settled into the rubble, a new patchwork began to 
emerge from the remains of the city: voids, a new periphery 
dotted with tents, containers, and other temporary structures 
became places. This method of piecemeal assemblage might 
be viewed as an example of "Frankenstein Urbanism (F.U.)," 
where informal place-making practices lead to an ephemeral 
agreement. In this paper, we define "Frankenstein Urbanism" 
to explain (1) the urban conditions and practices that went 
into the making of the disaster, (2) the formation of 
decentralized networks of individuals in response to 
immediate needs in the aftermath, and (3) the birth of a 
temporal city from rubbles. 

 
In Mary Shelley's story of Frankenstein, the monster is 
created by stitching together body parts from different 
sources, resulting in a grotesque and dysfunctional being, yet 
alive, despite the impossibility. This ad-hoc crisis response 
and alternative place-making questions authority and 
highlights the existing system's shortcomings. This point is 
further evidenced by the way in which the system actively 
works to suppress these alternative practices, much like an 
organism fighting to dominate and occupy its environment. 

To rebuild the city resiliently requires addressing corruption 
and inequality while supporting grassroots initiatives. 
Dissecting the events around the quake, we ask the following 
questions: 
How can F.U. help us think more critically 
about existing urbanism practices?  
Can F.U. distribute resources more 
efficiently and in a just manner?  
Can F.U. transform into novel modes of 
urbanism practices for a resilient society? 

 
Keywords: Ad-hoc crisis response, alternative urbanism 
practices, decentralized networks,  Frankenstein Urbanism 
(F.U.), fragility, infrastructure, resilience, Turkey Earthquake 

 
“How can I describe my emotions at this 
catastrophe, or how delineate the wretch whom 
with such infinite pains and care I had endeavored 
to form? His limbs were in proportion, and I had 
selected his features as beautiful. Beautiful!—Great 
God! His yellow skin scarcely covered the work of 
muscles and arteries beneath; his hair was of a 
lustrous black, and flowing; his teeth of a pearly 
whiteness; but these luxuriances only formed a more 
horrid contrast with his watery eyes, that seemed 
almost of the same colour as the dun white sockets 
in which they were set, his shriveled complexion, and 

istraight black lips.”  
 

Frankenstein; or, the Modern Prometheus, by —
Mary Shelley 

 
 

Introduction 

 
On February 6th, 2023, Turkey was struck by two deadly 
earthquakes with reported magnitudes of 7.5 and 7.8. In 
the aftermath of the tremors that seemed to dissolve 
the very fabric of reality, thousands of buildings were 
flattened, and entire cities were wiped out, leaving 
millions homeless and many thousands dead. The 
earthquake revealed a fragile infrastructure that had 
become common throughout decades of blunt political 
maneuvers, corruption, negligence, rapid population 
growth due to refugee crises which exacerbated 
infrastructural deficiencies, and a tradition of 
forgetfulness.  

 
The discussions surrounding the catastrophe have been 
largely focused on events, facts, and numbers. The 
scholarly debate focused on geology and building 
materiality has been very active. However, there have 
been no attempts, that we are aware of, at 
understanding this disaster within a conceptual 
framework, especially within one that sees the urban 
condition as a complex assemblage of thingsii. Agreeing 
with deTar, we hold that practice is not sufficient, and 
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we need theory to have solid grounds for social changeiii; 
to disrupt and generate new social reperformancesiv 
beyond binaries such as intact/destroyed and 
hegemonic tendencies that overlook or simplify other 
narratives. Referring to Mary Shelley’s book, we propose 
Frankenstein Urbanism to trouble these flat narratives.  

 
In his essay Love Your Monsters, Bruno Latour highlights 
that Dr. Frankenstein's crime was not that he invented a 
creature through some combination of hubris and high 
technology, but rather that he abandoned it.v With its 
socio-political tools and built artifacts, urban space is a 
technologically produced and evolving being. Hence, 
Latour’s argument is also true of the urban condition 
that led to the disaster: There seem to be innumerable 
points of neglect or thoughtlessness, as Arendt may 
arguevi, at various steps of decisions in practices related 
to different scales—a story that is not so linear, often 
corrupted and folding in on itself. In the context of the 
environmental question, Ghosn and El Hadi advocate for 
a political ecology that takes responsibility for 
urbanism’s modern technological creations while 
continuing to speculate on alternative strategies.vii In 
our case, these can be thought of as alternate policies or 
new forms of governance, new zoning rules and 
strategies, and resilient architectural practices for 
disasters. 

 
Frankenstein’s creature is stitched together from parts 
of different bodies, yet alive, despite the impossibility. 
Victor selects ‘beautiful’ features for his creature, and 
yet once it is animated, he is repulsed —not due to its 
aesthetic qualities but because of its strangeness. 
Similarly, the sort of patchwork urbanity that appeared 
after the earthquake, should not hast be judged as bad 
or something to be restored to its previous condition. 
Here the patchwork mainly refers to the habitable 
spaces that remained and the communities of people 
that persist. Here, we must clarify that we are using the 
term patchwork differently from David Harvey—
although the resulting patchworks were greatly 
influenced by neo-liberal processes of capital exchange 
and accumulation, the resulting places in the aftermath 
of the earthquake are not necessarily islands of relative 
affluence or gated fractions.viii  We prefer to think of 
them as patchworks of resilience, which we submit, have 
the inherent potential to solve current and future urban 
issues that should be carefully addressed. They can be 
flowering areas for alternative, diverse, inclusive, and 
participatory practices of place-making that can offer 
other visions to regular urban planning practices in 
Turkey, which clearly have failed, especially along the 
fault lines, with the faulty parties far too many to blame.  
 
The patchwork city is likened to Frankenstein’s creature, 
from which our term city-body emerges. Each limb, 

lump, and chunk has a history and becomes part of the 
living archive. Similarly to how Victor edited the body 
parts for his creature, the living archive is shaped by 
power structures and media influences. While some 
narratives are polished and brought to the forefront, 
Others fade into the background or are actively 
suppressed and erased. As representation affects power 
relations and the distribution of resources, it is essential 
to connect this awareness with urbanism practices that 
strive to answer to the needs and desires of various 
communitiesix. 
 
We believe theorizing what happened and is happening 
is essential to encode events more strongly into the 
realm of thinking that will hopefully transform into 
practices creating environments that embody thought 
and care—not unlike Bogost’s conceptualization in 
Carpentry: Constructing Artifacts That Do Philosophyx. 
We believe through this kind of reflective practice; 
society can start to heal while not forgetting the 
tragedies that happened and can be better equipped to 
create resilient, natural stress-ready environments.  
 

 
 

1. The Making of a Disaster:  
 

In Frankenstein Urbanism (F.U.), each piece holds a 
distinct tale, embodied histories with the capacity to 
influence the whole. We investigate the making of this 
tragedy by examining the soup of conditions that were 
present.  

 
On the architectural scale, there were serious 
deficiencies regarding the quality of the existing building 
stock. Housing demand and difficult economic 
conditions made poor construction quality 
commonplace. Construction amnesties motivated by 
political gain only made matters worse. For example, 
although the unsuitability of certain building types for 
earthquakes was known and reported, no action was 
taken to address these issues. The challenges associated 
with determining who is accountable for regulating and 
strengthening earthquake-unprepared buildings and the 
responsibility for related financial obligations have 
remained unaddressed for years. 

 
At an urban scale, many gathering places and 
emergency gathering locations were lost to recurrent 
construction amnesties, which permitted the building of 
shopping malls and other commercial developments 
over parks and open spaces. Large development areas 
like airports were constructed on fault lines and bird 
migration routes, posing serious safety risks and causing 
damage to local ecosystems. In addition to the building 
industry challenges, bureaucratic and institutional 
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corruption contributed to systemic failures. 
Academicians were silenced because of their ideas. 
Taxes were misused.  

 
After the earthquake, communication networks were 
severely damaged, leaving people with limited mobile 
data to inform their families and friends basically to tell 
them if they were alive. Before the earthquake, 
telecommunication providers were assured that their 
infrastructure was powerful enough for emergency 
situations and promised that their network would work 
well with the help of mobile drone networks. However, 
all the promises failed. Because of a lack of appropriate 
equipment and organization despite international 
support from a lot of countries (listening devices, 
thermal cameras, cranes vice versa), aid and rescue 
operations failed, leaving people under the rubble 
despite the fact that they were still alive. When people 
were alive, equipment was not present; when the 
equipment arrived, people were no longer alive.  

 
Our fieldwork was conducted in Hatay, where the 
intensity of the post-quake devastation was 
exceptionally high due to the circumstances in the 
region. The influx of refugees and the massive migration 
to the city had created a volatile environment where the 
cost of rent had risen sharply, affecting the social fabric. 
The increase in demand, coupled with the shortage of 
resources, caused the creation of paralyzing 
competition, uncertainty, and a disorganized 
settlement. 

 
As the dust settled into the rubble, a new patchwork 
began to emerge from the remains of the city: voids, a 
new periphery dotted with tents, containers, and other 
temporary structures became places. The authorities’ 
delayed response resulted in the loss of thousands of 
additional lives and left many more in need of basic 
necessities such as food and water, even after a month 
after. The collection and disposal of rubble also emerged 
as a significant issue, given that the construction 
materials contained hazardous substances such as 
asbestos, which poses a significant threat to human 
health and the environment. Despite this, the 
government’s rescue team, AFAD, decided to dispose of 
these rubbles near people’s homes, prompting many 
communities to protest. Overall, documenting the 
protests of the community is essential, given the 
ongoing challenges and uncertainties in the aftermath.  
In our fieldwork, we were able to get a glimpse of the 
persistence of institutional neglect and its 
repercussions. 

 
2. Collective Stitching 

“With an anxiety that almost amounted to agony, I 
collected the instruments of life around me, that I might 
infuse a spark of being into the lifeless thing.” xi 
 
In the aftermath of the Turkey earthquake, the 
importance of stitching social networks for mending and 
healing practices becomes apparent. In this chapter, we 
examine social relations, networks that have been 
driven to disintegrate, and how they may actually be 
resewn together collectively. We extend a need-based 
approach into an empowering desire-based 
frameworkxii. Social network and structuration theories 
inform our thinking.   
 

2.1 Dissecting the Network: The Power of Weak Bonds 
  

In unraveling the sociocultural construction of 
technological disasters, Button notes that in the 
aftermath of a catastrophic event, there is an increased 
need to order and negotiate meaningsxiii. In essence, the 
very process of meaning-making results in bargaining 
perceptions of reality and determines the distribution of 
resources. This is heightened in conditions of scarcity. 
Hence, technologically facilitated grassroots initiatives 
become important nodes for solidarity networks that 
participate in practices of place-making. This enables a 
stronger position in negotiations of meaning-making 
and serves as an act of resilience and resistance. 
 
Social network analysis provides a conceptual approach 
to understanding opportunities and constraints 
provided by relationships. The importance of weak ties 
in shaping these networks is often highlighted. In 
decentralized networks, weak ties are often key to 
enhancing connectivity. As argued by Granovetter in his 
seminal paperxiv, weak ties are often more valuable than 
strong ties because they provide access to diverse 
information and resources outside the immediate pool 
of trauma and scarcity. It is important to understand 
how these networks operate in order to harness their 
full potential.  In F.U., electrical sparks travel through the 
axons at super speed; weak ties connect, bridge, and 
imbue the network with an increased action potential.  

 
The scale of the devastation and the lack of realistic crisis 
response strategies, combined with long-ongoing 
institutional decay, created a scenario where official 
authorities are deeply insufficient in taking care of 
citizens. In the aftermath of the earthquake, individuals 
were forced to take matters into their own hands. 
Individual and collective grassroots initiatives rose to try 
and fill the void where authorities had failed. These 
efforts were frequently developed and managed 
through online platforms such as Instagram and Twitter, 
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as well as more private chat platforms like Signal or 
WhatsApp. People shared information and resources 
and coordinated rescue attempts. Volunteers served as 
bridges between rescue personnel and individuals 
buried beneath the rubble, saving lives and offering 
urgent relief to those affected by the disaster. 

 
Throughout this process, weak ties - connections 
between individuals who were not necessarily the most 
directly affected by the disaster - were online and in 
action, attempting to bridge the gap between rescue 
teams, operators, volunteers, and indicators through 
social media outlets. They operated this process in the 
shadows, hidden from the public as one of the most 
important parts of the relief infrastructure. 

 

2.2. (Un)Folding Narratives 

Following a disaster, unfolding the truth amidst a flood 
of misleading information and distorted perceptions can 
be difficult. Hence, the mainstream media outlets step 
in to construe a unified narrative to limit and manage to 
splinter. However, this unified portrayal can obscure the 
diversity of relative experiences, needs, and desires, 
turning into an oppressive force. Furthermore, this 
imposed uniformity at the hand of hegemonic powers 
can facilitate the creation of a flattened, distorted 
reality. By unifying narratives and imposing them on the 
masses, the state creates a perception of a uniform 
reality that seems beyond criticism and silencing 
localized alternative voices. As an example, right in the 
aftermath of the quake, when phones wouldn't connect,  
governmental acts limited internet platforms, trying to 
portray themselves as all-powerful, solving all problems 
and claiming that their operations were timely and 
effective. The shutdown of digital communication 
networks had a negative impact on crisis relief efforts. In 
this way, the disaster serves as a reminder of the 
importance of diverse networks and untold narratives 
and the need to maintain open lines of communication.  

2.3. The City-Body as Living Archive 

Archives have traditionally served as repositories of 
information, but they also play a role in producing and 
shaping narratives. However, their history is marked by 
a power dynamic in which those in positions of authority 
control access to information. This raises important 
questions about who holds power over the archive and 
how they use it. Understanding this power dynamic is 
crucial for grasping how historical narratives are 
constructed and how they can be manipulated. 
According to Derrida, the archive is never complete, as 
there is always more information to be collected and 
multiple interpretations to be made. This perpetual 

incompleteness and openness of the archive can be a 
source of anxiety, but it also offers new possibilities. 
Frankenstein's creature embodies pieces of the past; its 
body is reanimated from stitched-together parts. This 
idea of F.U. as a living archive allows us to preserve 
untold stories and keep them alive. Derrida also notes 
that “there is no archive fever without the threat of this 
death drive.” 

The death drive of the archive highlights the autonomy 
of communities and their creation of living archives, 
which have been interpreted by authorities as anarchical 
acts. Such operational actions of communities are often 
viewed as a destructive force, yet they may be a good 
instrument for societal progress, leading to attempts by 
authorities to silence, limit, or stop them.  

For instance, during our fieldwork in Hatay, volunteers 
from outside the city attempted to provide tents to 
people who had been unable to find shelter for weeks 
after a disaster. However, it has been reported that the 
government aid organization AFAD stopped the cars 
carrying the tents at the city's entrance and seized them. 
Despite these oppressive actions, the affected 
communities resisted the imposed systems and created 
their own forms of anarchy. 

As Hakim Bey offers a taste of anarchy in the form of the 
temporary autonomous zone (T.A.Z.)  for resisting 
oppressive regimes via community building, hope, 
creation, and regenerationxv.  Hakim Bey’s concept of 
anarchy introduces individuals who can create 
temporary spaces of autonomy and freedom 
independent of the state. These zones can exist in 
physical or digital spaces and can be created through a 
variety of means, including protests and intentional 
communities. He also argues that these zones can serve 
as a challenge to dominant social and political order and 
provide a space for experimentation and alternative 
modes of living. 
T.A.Z. practiced using tags on the walls such as "We will 
come back, we were never gone," or "We will listen to 
Fairouz on these streets again." These are powerful tools 
for the community to create and sustain in the 
aftermath of the earthquake. Instagram stories and tags 
functioned in the same way as these graffiti. Some 
graffiti asked for rescue and provided phone numbers 
for people who were volunteering to pass the 
information or for authorities to take action on the 
situation. Social media tags, wall writings, graffiti, and 
banners served multiple purposes: (1) fulfilling 
immediate needs for rescue and basic human 
necessities, (2) providing hope and regenerative power 
among nodes, and (3) signaling life in a city under rubble. 
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Structuration theory, developed by Anthony Giddens, 
posits that social structures and individual agency are 
mutually constitutive. In other words, structures are not 
simply external forces that constrain individuals but 
rather are produced and reproduced through individual 
actions and interactionsxvi. In F.U., we explore that 
through acts of place-making using a combination of 
T.A.Z. strategies could be a good instrument for social 
change. 

 

3. Fieldwork – Samandag and Serinyol 

 
Between 25 and 30 March 2023, as part of a larger 
project, we conducted preliminary fieldwork in the 
Hatay region of Turkey, focused on two main areas: (1) 
Samandag—a culturally and ethnographically separated 
community in the foothills of the mountain, with strong 
ties to each other. (2) Serinyol: a small neighborhood, 
home to a community with great strength and resilience. 
During the trip, we established strong relationships with 
various NGOs and visited local people from various 
communities. We conducted interviews and 
documented and mapped various forms of temporary 
settlements in the city. 

3.1 Exploring the Current: NGOs and Volunteer 
Organizations 

 
During our first visit to the settlements full of NGOs and 
volunteer organizations, we met with people from 
Gecci, a community-based social enterprise of Sarikecili 
people who live in the Taurus Mountains by raising 
animals, Support to Life Platform, a humanitarian aid 
organization, Maya Foundation, that provides 
psychosocial support services to children and youth 
between the ages of 5-24 who have been exposed to 
trauma due to natural disasters, migration, loss of 
family, violence and vice versa. They settled down in a 
small area where they distribute support to the people 
in need, providing public kitchens, making workshops for 
the children and women in the area, making research on 
sustainable construction methods, and many more. 

 
With the founder of Gecci we conducted an interview to 
talk about tent and container settlements and how they 
function; He stated that there is a general 
disorganization amongst NGOs and governmental 
organizations. While tents and container cities are being 
built, there are no criteria observed —there is no sense 
of urban planning on a larger scale. On a smaller scale, 
individuals simply ask for help, and settlements are 
established haphazardly. He said: 
 

“Oh, don't ask me about the organization; there is none; 
not even international teams or municipalities have a 
chance of building organized settlements; everything is 
disorganized; when needs arise, they simply decide on 
some areas and build them with Ministry approval.” 
 
Some people live in tent or container settlements 
depending on the condition of their homes, far away 
from their traditions and habits. They are filled with 
anxiety and a sense of displacement.  
 
Some people in rural areas who work in agriculture and 
live in rural locations do not want to leave their homes 
or possessions, so they pitch up tents close to their 
houses or in their gardens —they simply ask for tents 
from Instagram, Twitter, WhatsApp or Signal chat 
platforms from the people who are volunteering, and 
volunteers are forwarding the requests to NGOs or 
international organizations after verifying the 
information. 
 
During the interview, he provided an example of a 
situation where 6,000 containers had already arrived, 
and an additional 108,000 containers were expected. 
His main concern was how to effectively manage and 
organize these containers, given the current 
disorganized approach. They suggested the need for a 
strategy that involves repurposing containers, perhaps 
by transforming them into community centers or 
implementing other reuse strategies, since in the longer 
term, the temporal nature of these structures will be a 
problem. 
 
Upon conducting site visits, we found that while the 
settlements appeared to be functional, their distribution 
on an urban scale was inefficient. A prime example of 
this was the "Hatay EXPO" site, now repurposed as a 
location for tent and container settlements. During our 
visit, we observed the uprooting of olive trees to make 
way for these settlements, with prefabricated houses 
and containers being installed in their place. 

 
In addition, we observed that the majority of 
decentralized settlements were situated alongside 
highways, likely due to the quick removal of rubble and 
a shortage of public space. This unplanned decentralized 
network resulted in suboptimal living conditions for 
those affected, as settlements were not strategically 
located to meet needs. 

 

3.2. From Rubble to Resilience: Emergent Solidarities 

 
During our observations and interactions in the 
Samandag area, we had the opportunity to meet with a 
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family who generously allowed us to stay with them. 
Although their house was undamaged, they lived in a 
tent out of fear. The family shared with us that there is 
an ongoing conflict regarding the disposition of 
asbestos-containing rubble in close proximity to 
residential areas.  

 
During our visit, since the supplies were still missing for 
some families due to the decentralization of suppliers, 
we started to distribute supplies, hygiene products, 
water, children and adult clothes, and medicine to the 
people who reached out to us through Instagram. 
During our visits, residents of Serinyol and Samandag 
expressed their uncertainty about the future following 
the earthquake.  

 
There are community-based initiatives that are not 
widely reported by the media or on social media 
platforms. People are coming together to discuss and 
mobilize to address challenges, often through protests 
against authorities. While organizations like 
Greenpeace, actively support these initiatives, the 
people face police and military violence. 

 
During our conversations, we learned that many who 
opposed the lack of proper living conditions have been 
subjected to physical violence and even imprisoned for 
up to 24 hours. According to one individual involved in 
these protests: 
 
“Now that people have left the city, brutality is more 
than ever. Because our numbers have dwindled, they 
can easily silence us. Let's say our number in the 
neighborhood was 1000, and now it's 200. But I won't 
be able to go anywhere else. This is the only city I've ever 
lived in. My life is here, and everything I own is here I will 
never leave this city and will devote my entire life to my 
community.” 

 
As reported on social media, following the reopening of 
the airport and the resumption of public transportation, 
many people left the city to live with friends and family 
members living outside of Hatay. In the aftermath of the 
earthquake, people may have been able to leverage 
their weak ties to find support and resources outside of 
the affected area. 
 
Some homes had been marked for demolition by AFAD, 
the government agency responsible for disaster 
management, based on assessments of the damage. 
However, many residents did not trust the agency's 
decision-making process and felt vulnerable and 
mistrustful of the authorities. While this response could 
be seen as a trauma response, it also highlighted the 
fragility of the relationship between the government 
and the people.  

 
To better understand the situation, we visited the 
affected homes and spoke with residents about their 
concerns regarding the demolition of their homes. The 
majority of them expressed anxiety and frustration, 
stating that they had taken legal action to protect their 
homes and did not believe that the damage was severe 
enough to warrant demolition. The government's 
strategy appeared to be to demolish most of the 
affected buildings without offering any alternative 
solutions or compensation to the affected residents.  
 

4. Regeneration of the City-Body 

 
Despite the challenges faced following the earthquake, 
affected areas have seen remarkable efforts to reinvent 
and rebuild. Despite the loss of life and infrastructure, 
some businesses have reopened, and customers are 
returning. Community-based initiatives have emerged, 
bringing people together and offering hope for 
regeneration during these transformative periods of 
time. 
 
Gecci’s founder said: 

 
“We saved today, now it's time to save tomorrow.” 

 
With the urgent needs of the communities being met 
through tireless work by volunteers and emerging 
initiatives in the area, the focus has shifted to providing 
sustainable options for daily activities and habits. These 
initiatives are crucial for communities to regain a sense 
of normalcy and stability after the devastation. 

 
An interesting possibility for regeneration arises from 
the fact that the city center was completely destroyed, 
leading many people to move to rural areas. The 
restoration of infrastructure for basic necessities, such 
as electricity and water, is being addressed more quickly 
in these areas than in the destroyed city center. This 
results in a non-traditional pattern of urban 
development, where the periphery is centralized. 
Through the conditions that arise from such non-
standard approaches, traditional governance and 
planning mechanisms may start to incorporate more 
sustainable practices with the help of grassroots and 
community-based initiatives. 

 
As a continuation of our work in the field, we are 
researching and developing a variety of collaboration 
methodologies with local communities, that support 
alternative place-making approaches such as bazaars, 
community centers, and local production spaces, 
particularly in rural areas such as Samandag and 
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Serinyol. In addition to articulating events on a 
theoretical level, fieldwork, participatory and co-making 
approaches, and embodied practices form the basis of 
our work. 
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'If you would ask me now what the first step of 
planning a town. I would say "First plant a 
forest" (Oswald, 2015( 

 

ABSTRACT: 

This paper continues a 3 year project of fieldwork with 
communities along the Great Rift  Valley based on a 
comparative method working with African, Palestinian & 
Israeli  communities, in order to better understand the 
ecologies of settlement and the future of the city.   

Disparities between people, within communities, cities, 
regions, states and continents have  contributed in un-settling 
previously constructed settlement patterns across the globe. 
Socio economic, political and environmental challenges have 
served to escalate conflicts between  people of difference. 
Migrancy has emerged as a primary response to this 
phenomenon.  

At a time when the country of Israel is fighting for 
it’s young democratic heritage, the question  of the 
role of the design of cities has added urgency to 
engage with radical uncertainty. The  architect must 
engage with transformational typologies in 
confronting these competing  rationalities within the 
urbanizing world.   

The Janus face of human/climate crises is evident in 
the growing tendency for human  settlement to form 
homogenous enclaves as gated communities, 
excluding people of difference.  Historically 
dispossessed and marginalized people and 
communities are imagined as a client  body whom 
we seek to incorporate in cities. For architecture, 
design agency is considered as  the means, and 
spatial transformation as the medium.   

The work on this project commenced through 
surfacing pre-existent knowledge sets from  historic 
settlement conditions to uncover established 
principles of organisation. These provided  useful 
knowledge for comparison across the spatio-
temporal life of the settlements studied .  

The paper will attempt to unpack and defend the 
position of secondary cities as a viable means  
through which to explore contemporary migrant 

densification within the rift valley section.  In 
particular we examine the issue of new cities 
through incrementality across Palestinian and  
Israeli rural cooperatives in Israel and in the new 
city of Buranest in Ethiopia. As secondary  cities 
these venture on new forms of living through 
typologies which confront deforestation,  over 
grazing, soil depletion and erosion. By mediating 
urban migration this establishes new  forms and 
diversification of crop production in terms of cycles 
and types, through local  cooperation.  

The populations of both Israel and Ethiopia are 
expected to double by 2050. Where migration  in 
Africa (Ethiopia, 77% rural) is toward overloaded 
financial capitals, the need for the  secondary city 
has become urgent; in Israel (92% urban) the 
necessity for urban dilution lays in  the potential of 
rural historic settlements to become a new form of 
city, in both Palestine and  Israel.   

The paper will conclude with a comparative 
analysis to realise the potential of new cities that  
afford alternative forms of densification. whilst 
building transformative rural urban typology – so 
as to realise cities that support open communities 
which share the freedoms of living and  working 
together. 

 
1 INTRODUCTION   

Contemporary society is characterised by a radical 
increase in human conflict and  contestation and conflict. 
Disparities between people, within communities, cities, 
regions, states and continents have contributed in un-
settling previously constructed dwelling patterns across 
the  globe. Socio-economic, political and environmental 
challenges have served to escalate conflicts  between 
people of difference. Simultaneously, carbon modernity 
has impacted on our planets  ability to withstand the 
effects of climate change and environmental injustice. 
Multiple forms of migrancy have emerged as a primary 
response to this phenomenon with significant 
implications for  the city and its urban dynamic.  

At a time when the country of Israel is fighting for it’s 
young democratic heritage, the question of  the role of 
the design of cities has added urgency to confronting 
radical uncertainty. The architect  must engage with 
transformational typologies in confronting these 
competing rationalities within  the urbanizing world. The 
Janus face of the human-climate crises is evident in the 
growing tendency for human settlement to  form 
homogenous enclaves as gated communities, excluding 
others who are different. Historically  dispossessed and 
marginalized people and their communities are imagined 
as a client body whom we  seek to incorporate in cities. 

mailto:louisgr7@gmail.com
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The challenge is to effect social and climate justice by 
speculation on  alternative forms of settlement. For 
architecture, design agency is considered as the means, 
and spatial  transformation the medium, with new 
resilient communities the outcome.  

Employing a mixed method case study approach this 
paper interrogates approaches to secondary city  
making in Israel and Ethiopia. Interrogating these 
phenomenon through published texts and archival 
documents, interviews and site visits, and engaging 
through the studio format, to culminate in a  
comparative analysis where we surface the potential of 
new secondary cities to afford alternative forms  of 
densification. The production of a transformative rural 
urban typology – with the intention of  realising cities 
that support open communities which share the 
freedoms and opportunity of living and  working 
together. 
 
2 RELATION TO CONFERENCE THEME - Urbanism in the 
expanded field/shifting densities Urbanisation is a 
phenomenon that has come to encompass the broad 
field of human settlement  on our planet. Driven by the 
rapid rise of population growth, this trend has been 
exacerbated by human  and natural crises and 
concomitant pace of migration. Current city models 
appear to lack resilience in  accommodating the 
demands of both the need and scale of growth. Intensive 
and ‘uncontrollable’  densification has emerged as a 
common response and is widely reflected in the current 
emergence of  megacities (Ding et al, 2015).  

The populations of both Israel and Ethiopia are expected 
to double by 2050. Where migration in Africa  (Ethiopia, 
77% rural) is toward the few already overburdened 
financial and political capitals, the need  for the 
secondary city has become urgent; in Israel (92% urban) 
the necessity for urban dilution lays in  the potential of 
historic rural settlements to become a new form of city. 
The respective National  Development Plans do not 
however reflect on this need.  

In the absence of proactive planning, the modern city 
has developed the informal outskirt. We have  begun to 
witness a clear effort to reimagine the modern 
Neighborhood unit. However, despite that it  may have 
served well the first generation of migration into the 
city, it appears to only fail for second and  third 
generations, with aging communities finding themselves 
segregated from the opportunities of  choice and 
renewal in the city. It therefore becomes necessary to 

consider possible alternatives in laying  out structures 
for future urban development by addressing density and 
patterns for the co-existence of  often competing 
ecologies of settlement.  

SPECIFICITY OF THE PROJECT - Ecologies of Settlement  

“When we contemplate a field of wheat or maize, we 
are well aware that the furrows, the pattern of  sowing, 
and the boundaries, be they hedges or wire fences, 
designate relations of production and  property.” Henri 
Lefebvre, The Production of Space 
 
One of the intentions is to explain how education in 
architecture today must engage this  moment in time 
where the powers invested in design can be developed 
to make room for  transformation, allowing for the 
flexibility of change that consistently keeps challenging 
imbalances in  our competing Ecologies of Settlements.  

Any attempt to define the scope of an expanded field of 
urbanism needs to take consideration of the issues 
raised in Lefebvre’s seminal proclamation regarding’ The 
Right to the City’ (Lefebvre, 1989).  Migrants, as the 
constituency most frequently excluded, generally find 
themselves confined to  conditions of partial inclusion. 
The design of new urban form must foresee the radical 
inclusion of all on  an equal basis. Any future social 
contract must reflect through the design formation of 
alternative  spatial configurations.   

The modern city was configured by extreme 
classifications of land use through and use zoning and 
the  attachment title deeds to ownership. This 
predetermination of the public and private functions of 
the city has led to hierarchized stratification of societies, 
often with the exclusion of the poor and ‘non-elites’. 
Today this definition has been justifiably extended to 
recognize particular rights for the un-settled, as in  the 
homeless and informal sector, migrants and refugees, 
disabled, women and children, and all  marginalized 
constituencies.   

Furthermore, within the context of contemporary 
climate emergency, the issue of the rights necessary  for 
protective maintenance of the natural environment with 
its associated life giving systems has gained  increasing 
and urgent justification. Today Environmental rights 
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stand with Human rights. Socio-spatial  equity and 
Environmental justice are fundamental for settlement 
resilience and planetary sustainability.   

The Ecologies of Settlement afford equal importance to 
the life needs of geologic, hydrologic, botanic  and other 
systems, comprehending them each as essential to the 
maintenance of human existence,  through a conscious 
[re]presencing of natural systems within human 
settlement design planning. 

4 
Collectively, these issues challenge conventions in 
confronting urbanisation and densification for  
settlement planning. This demands that we expand the 
scope of design by recognizing its unique agency  to 
critically consider more that only human centred need, 
comfort and profiteering. This should lead to a 
reconfiguring of the world through all of its complexity 
and contradiction for an order that genuinely  supports 
co-existence.   

Our work across the Great Rift Valley has also revealed 
extreme examples of failure. Notably this is  evident here 
the twin phenomenon of human and environmental 
ecologies have resisted engagement and  become 
increasingly irreconcilable. It then becomes impossible 
to sustain human existence and forced  migrancy 
becomes a necessary default thereby placing increased 
pressure on existing urban centres.  

However, different forms of crisis driven rapid 
densification continue to occur, often simultaneously, 
and require responsive intervention to manage 
accelerating and mismanaged forms of urbanization;  

1. conventional densification – in existing primary urban 
centres  

Addis Ababa / Tel Aviv [economic capitals]  

massive population growth – rural to urban / problems 
w infrastructure, mobility, ‘condo’s, speed,  sprawl, 
autonomy/anonymity of human & rise of the MegaCity 
(Lagos – 100mil by 2100)  

2. extention of existing (addressing the divide) – 
expansion of secondary cities Bahir Dar, Hawasa / Afula 
- building both city supporting the rural with   

Financial governance, ‘industrial’ production 

centres and/or inclusivity of ‘informal’ with formal  

3. ‘new secondary city’ – rural urban (decentred) 
hybridising intermediary settlements Buranest 
[Nestown] / Nahalal [Moshav]  

A new [co-operagtive] social contract, long term 
incremental growth, agri-settlement, ‘sustainable’.  

4. ‘urban dilutional transfer’ – primary centres / to 
regional rural/secondary Addis Ababa / Tel Aviv  

transformation of old kibbutzim/moshavim and 
industrial financialisation of secondary cities 

5  
Recognising this, Design has the agency to reflect and 
leave space for doubt, in times of  plurality and its 
concomitant uncertainty. We learn to make form 
through cultures of practice and post  occupancy 
evaluations, to build co-existence within the tense 
balanced order of powers between early  established 
communities and young migrant communities. The 
power of proactive Design, building  equal opportunity 
and freedom of choice, empowering mobility and rights 
not to participate, that make  difference seen, in the 
open - expressed in our cities in our institutions of 
agreement, addressed and  valued, and, failing which, 
the challenges ahead will destabilize all agreement and 
purpose.  

The outcome of our research work has identified the 
potential of [new] secondary cities as more capable  of 
productively contributing toward comprehensive 
integrative redress, whilst supporting a sustainable  
agenda. The experimental cities of Bahir Dar / BuraNest 
and Afula / Nahalal, are primary projects, and  identified 
for comparative analysis. The forms of migrancy which 
promote rural secondary city  development, provoke the 
reshaping of settlement conception within land [nature] 
and settlement  [human] conceived of as continuous 
terrain, in contrast with the convention of fragmented 
binary  urban/rural divide.  

AN APPROACH TO THE INQUIRY - The Design Research 
Studio project  

Expanding the disciplinary bandwidth  
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Design thinking within the learning environment is 
lacking in interdisciplinary forms of  teaching and 
learning. The curriculum and pedagogy could break out 
of disciplinary silos and teaching  hierarchies to facilitate 
more horizontal relationalities and integration of the 
design thinking/making  processes. Design thinking 
between related professionals can advance 
collaborative skills by embodied  engagement with other 
disciplines restructuring of the pedagogy. This is a 
sensibility fostered in the  HVD GSD publication 
’Ecological Urbanism’ (Mostafahvi, 2010) which 
extended the earlier trope of ’Landscape Urbanism’ as 
proposed by James Corner. (U. Penn. 1992). 

6  
The work on our project is focused on secondary cities 
developed within the rural countryside. These  are 
recognised as sites of experimental opportunity for 
confronting the sustainable agri-settlement and  
plurality in counter response to centralised urban 
densification. The project is organised through a series  
of case studies to surface historical knowledge sets from 
settlement conditions to understand principles  of 
organisation. This has been effected through archival 
and textual research and complemented by  interviews 
and in situ visits to provide useful knowledge for 
comparison across the spatio-temporal life  of 
settlements studied.  

‘Image/Text’ and Film were introduced as a means of 
facilitating a studio research practice whilst  
simultaneously enabling individual students tom evolve 
a personal research trajectory. Subsequently the 
evolved knowledge sets were applied through Film, 
introduced as a narrative method through which to  
surface collective commons across a range of different 
sites and cultural contexts (Heisel, 2015). The  
combination of Ethiopian, Palestinian and Israeli 
students enabled a constuctive forms of coproduction - 
thereby surfacing culturally specific responses to the 
public dimensions of respective differences; the  gebbi, 
ghosh and kibbutz, as specific reflections of social 
practice, with Agriculture Cooperative forms  of co-
production and settlement being present in both 
countries, found in both the Urban and Rural.  

Consequently, as secondary settlements, these 
secondary cities necessarily venture on new structures 
and forms of socio-economic organization. Design 
thinking presents a basis to propose new typologies  for 
rural living, alternative forms of implementation and 

construction, and productive means of  engaging with 
environmental ecologies and the concomitant issues of 
deforestation, over grazing, soil  depletion and erosion, 
flooding and water shortage, to name some. Social and 
environmental justice  have become universally 
recognised as key in achieving the necessary just 
transition across the planet.  

A comparative analysis is undertaken to surface 
(different) design principles in two sets of [new] 
secondary cities which propose alternative forms of 
densification, through the design of transformative  
rural/urban urban typologies – with a primanry intention 
of realising cities that support open  communities which 
share the freedoms and opportunity of living and 
working together, whilst building  new communities 
whilst maximizing sustainablity. 

7  
The task of the Design Research Studio.   

The studio questions the contemporary tendency for 
urban design to ‘commodify’ the built  environment as 
opposed to imagine how People, Land and the 
Environmental ecologies might co-exist?  

Today the question of ‘how we might live - together?’ 
(Sarkis, 2012) must also be considered within the  
framework of a comprehensive reading of The Right to 
the City. This implies both equal access and  opportunity, 
on the one hand, for all regardless of Race, Class, Gender 
or Religion and on the Other, for  the Environmental 
ecologies and the life forms of their respective systems 
to be respected and  maintained. Land, Mountain, River, 
Ocean, Flora and Fauna all require equivalent 
recognition in a  horizon of interconnectivity which 
ultimately supports the survival of the planet.   

For the built environment project where site, enclosure 
and materials imply major destructive  contribution 
toward carbon modernity. The interrelationship 
between labour, capital and material  cultural 
production reveals much about a project’s relationship 
to the integration between ecologies – notably with 
decisions regarding respective modes of production..  

The contemporary challenge for design lays in 
interpreting the expanded field within the specificity of  
each particular project. For architecture and urban 
design this implies the co-existence between the  
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material and social with the environmental. From our 
studio perspective we have recognized the critical  
reconsideration of a new social contract might for the 
21st century?’ in the Agri-Cooperative – configuring new 
settlement patterns capable of bringing people and 
families together, reconciling  [cultural] differences and 
protecting the environment, whilst collectively fostering 
economic  opportunity. 

8 
MIGRATION AND THE RIGHT TO THE CITY AND THE 
RURAL CASE STUDY - COMPARISON BETWEEN ETHIOPIA 
& ISRAEL  

Migration – on a course of arrival to become citizens in 
a New City, in a New Land, with the freedoms  and 
responsibilities (towards the New City), with great hope 
for refuge, and a better future - The Right  to the City 
becoming.  

"What are the moral implications of abandoning a place, 
or becoming an immigrant? Is the best answer  to always 
stay where you are? Yes and No. For some, ties to their 
ancestral lands, culture, family,  tradition, and roots 
supersede all. For others that are chased out, 
threatened out, or where home  already lacks resources 
or safety, staying rooted might not be an 
option...consequences, presence itself  creates a kind of 
harm. Morality, safety, and survival are all murky, as is 
where we can go do the most good. Sometimes, doing 
the most good is fighting; sometimes it's shining a light 
toward a new set of  possibilities; sometimes it's getting 
out of the way"  
Considering Climate Migration, Ksenya Samarskaya   

At a time when large numbers of immigrants seek 
refuge, challenges on the city rise. We built a  program 
to help develop new understandings through 
comparative method along the Great Rift Valley  to try 
and address a design enquiry: the challenge of 
integration - not as a threat, but a for building a  
common and better future; The New City, better known 
as the secondary city, built through  transformation of 
the rural settlement to become the alternative of our 
time, Ecologies of settlement our  lesson; a program to 
help develop new understandings through comparative 
method along the Great Rift  Valley. To develop a 
discourse between cultures that have past and present 
shared challenges, through  the lesson in our discipline 
of Architecture We return to the ‘power of design’ to re 
visit the design of  the basic unit, Dwelling – and the Idea 
of a City (Rykwert,1976), one the foundation of the 
other and its  ongoing measure;  

a measure of time, for a multi generation or for a short-
term solution?  

with the prospect to build a future for the 
extended/flexible families or just a temporary gateway 
to  community at the arrival city.   

The City as a home for a generation to come, common 
ground for the communities yet to be, or a  short-term 
solution as a transition generation, as a transitional 
camp.  

9  
We chose to study two situations to the challenge of 
mass migration, two in Ethiopia, between  2007-2022, 
Buranest and Bahir Dar, and two in Israel, Nahalal 
(1921), and Afula (1925). Although all  are focused on 
rural urban agri-cooperative development, they differ 
radically in their design  interpretation, resulting in 
fundamentally different forms of socio-economic 
relations within the  respective cooperatives.  
Developing the comparison based on the idea of settling 
migrants, a post occupancy reading in Ethiopia  and 
Israel (F. Oswald vs. A. Sharon) (L. Kahn vs. S. Angel), and 
in building a better future between the  base-unit and 
the city to come.  
 
The Israel Emergency Housing plan  
 
In May 1949, the first year of statehood, a group of 
Housing specialists feom the USA are invited by the  
Jewish Agency to help solve the local Housing Crises. 
While mass migration of 120,000 are arriving  every 
year, there is a need for 60,000 units to be built every 
year (Kaufman, 1949)  

The role of Kahn in Israel, is twofold, as a humanist, with 
a deep concern for human rights and for the  Jewish 
migrant and taking part in the very early stage of 
building a home in the state of Israel:  “my generation is 
looking forward to it’s duty and benefit to build for the 
masses with its problems of  housing and health” 1944 
Kahn, following the great effort of designing housing for 
the new deal 1930,  and the war housing 1940. “Israel’s 
housing crises, however, offered an opportunity for an 
architect to  alleviate human suffering and provide 
support for the emergence of a new utopian society. 
News of the  staggering number of refugees coming to 
Israel must have been overwhelming…”  

The response was The Emergency Housing plan 
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designed by the Estonia migrant to Phildalpohia, Louis  
Kahn. 60,000 units single base units of 40 sqm on ½ 
dunam [500sqm] properties within existing or new  
cities, self-owned and diversify incomes through 
different types of labour.  

10  
With the formation of new prefabrication plants and a 
recommendation to make Israel the fabrication  center 
to the Near East, the invention of an “Emergency 
Housing into a Major Industry” created its own  company 
towns “operational centers”, reflecting on his 
understanding of previous experience to rapid  
implemention as ‘wartime’ needs.   

The Unit proposed was made from a vacuumed-formed 
concrete method, poured in place concrete, on a  40sqm 
base structure, a building ready for its tenants in 7 days 
- as a base for future additions as needed  and budget 
allowed in the future. Knowing the cost of temporary 
structures required in the ‘transition  camps’ quoted 
saying “there is nothing as permanent as a temporary 
building”, to build a home, would  be the best future for 
the settler and the country, - it’s designing a home for a 
future for a place in this  new society, not only for the 
short run.   

The builders would be the new migrants themselves and 
would learn the craft and have a direct role in  building 
the country and their role/place in emerging young 
economy and pioneering society.”Having  been an 
Immigrant himself in America, Kahn intuitively grasped 
the importance of privacy, stability,  and root for the 
olim (immigrants) to Israel”. (Kaufman L, 1949)  

“…It is easy to describe the effect of this Settlement 
effort on the immigrants who live in camps today  with 
almost no chance of housing or work. The hope of 
reaching their own homes in the short time may  bring a 
fundamental turn in the course of the winds. If every day 
200 families leave the camps to settle  in their homes 
and there will be a mental awakening that will release 
important creative forces, … but  every immigrant will 
certainly dedicate himself with all his strength to the 
establishment of his home, if  he knows that this is his 
home and the home of his children and grandchildren 
and that he is also  creating foundations for his 
existence. Much has been written recently to criticize 
the human nature of  the immigrants, but all the 
negative phenomena may disappear if the masses of 

immigrants are given an  opportunity and possibility to 
build their lives on new foundations.” (Kaufman L, 1949)  

The Jersey Homestead, developed for the Workmen’s 
Circle, a Yiddish socialist, non-religious cultural  society, 
as part of the 1930’s New Deal - F.D. Roosevelt - to help 
the poor in a time of the Great  depression, Stonorov and 
Kahn built a community of single detached houses each 
on a parcel of land,  large enough to grow their own at 
times of need. The Emergency Housing typology 
proposed a similar  

11  
set up only, its location is as part, and to support, 
existing communities on the edge of cities, Rural and  
Urban, and not as a standalone settlement.  

Afula is one of the new cities Kahn lists for 200 units. The 
City development at 49 overall plan by R  Kaufman 
identifies such potential Homesteads in the city plan. In 
fact Kahn proposes Afula as one of  the future centers 
for a cement plant.  

Kahn imagined the home in the city with both an 
awareness to the livelihood of the residents and its  
support of communities around. Facing both, not 
identifying a focus community for the new migrants,  but 
rather allowing full integration through a gradual 
seaming the Socio spatial and economic as a  gradual 
process, with new society needs to endure the 
challenges and roots, i.e. stability.    
The alternative presented by A. Sharon was the Public 
Housing settlement, based on shared state-owned land, 
organized as a Neighborhood unit (Wilkof, 2022). The 
buildings and the accommodation were  seen as 
temporary and not owned by the newcomer. Afula was 
one of the key cities that were divided,  not to continue 
their full process around a common urban center for the 
region as planned by Kauffman  in 1925. The New City of 
Afula Ilit (Afula Heights) was to be built as Neighborhood 
units for the  Migrants, dividing the city in to two distinct 
communities, the established separate from the new  
migrant community. This conscious division might have 
been a critical decision in a post occupancy  reading, a 
decision to empower the early pioneers and in effect not 
to empower the newcomers. Could  that divide in the 
city be understood in the political, social economic 
divide in contemporary Israel, as  we address the New 
Cities today? 
 
12  
The Ethiopian Urban Expansion Plan  
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Bahir Dar lies in the North West of Ethiopia, on the south 
eastern coast of Lake Tana, better known as  the source 
of the Blue Nile that runs North to South through the 
city. Today as the capital of the Amhara  region in 
Ethiopia, it was chosen as one of 4 secondary cities for a 
pilot city in a collaboration between  the state of 
Ethiopia and the NYU Marron Institute led by prof. 
Shlomo Angel.  

Addressing the contemporary challenges of mass 
migration to cities in Ethiopia, the program attempts to  
teach local planning departments a simple and 
immediate program to help in the needed rapid 
expansion  of the city and help inform its future growth 
by introducing a new infrastructure grid. Their new  
‘Making Room for Urban Expansion’ plan consists of a 
simple four-point program:  

1. The preparation of realistic maps based on forecasts 
of urban growth for the next 30yrs. The expansion of city 
boundaries so that land necessary for that growth is 
under the control of one  planning authority.  

2. Securing land for 1km x 1km grid of 30m wide arterial 
roads.  

3. The selective protection of a hierarchy of public open 
spaces in the expansion zone.  

The plan is grounded in the knowledge that poor 
communities are often well equipped to provide their  
own housing, as long as they are given time and the legal 
protections and support to engage in  incremental 
development. (i.e. Emergency Housing)  

The plans of the orderly grid of roads and open 
spaces…“will ensure that even Informal development  
are part of the frame work in that will eventually be 
normalized and serviced (Angel, 2012; Baross and  van 
der Linden, 1990) 

13  
The revival of this planning tradition has to do with 
empowerment of local planners to deal with  “… 
poverty, inequality, informality, rapid urbanization, and 

spatial fragmentation (Watson, 2009).  These linkages 
shorten travel time for goods and people, creating 
economic connections and helping  integrate informal 
areas and residents.   

Though there is a scarcity in the formal sector Ethiopian 
government has made an effort to regularize  informal 
settlements within 3yrs of there construction, “In 
Hawassa, for example 17,920 illegal settlers  have been 
regularised in 2017.”   

According to projected forecasts by NYU, the city of 
Bahir Dar will four-fold their population of 2010 by 2040. 
From 322,901 at 2015 (today 600,000) to 2,182,760 by 
2040. (Marron Institute, NYU). This  urban expansion 
planning approach, pioneered by Professor Angel 
Shlomo and his team at the NYU has  been applied in 18 
different cities with the support of Cities Alliance. It is 
now being extended to nine  cities in Ethiopia, Somalia, 
and Uganda within the context of rural-urban migration.   

“For cities to thrive in the long term, they must find a 
way to include migrants in the urban economy  and 
society to achieve greater social cohesion at the city 
level. This requires governments to plan for  urban 
expansion and link the places where new residents are 
likely to settle with the existing city”  (Gerritse and 
Arribas-Bel, 2018). 

14  
The Buranest Cooperative Rural New Town Amhara, 
Ethiopia  

“Does the megacity have to inevitably represent the 
urban future? Could the seemingly onward march  of 
rapid and large-scale urbanisation in fact be interceded 
by 2050 with the development of more,  smaller local 
towns?” Professor Franz Oswald - ETH Zurich   

In the fertile plains North of Bahir Dar, as part of the 
extensive drainage system the irrigates the fertile  
agricultural fields, Ethiopia today is roughly 80% rural. 
With a tropical savannah climate, with intense  dry and 
wet seasons, the wet season months of July August.  

Bura Ethiopian Sustainable Town, Buranest, 72 km north 
of Bahir Dar, was implemented in 2010 as  part of the 
Rural to Urban Transformation project . It complements 
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a plan to develop 8,000 New Towns  in rural areas, as the 
development of rural locations since 2006 is an integral 
part of the national  government initiative to 
‘decentralize development by slowing rural 
depopulation and resulting urban  growth (see Gardner; 
T “Addis has run out of space’ Ethiopia’s radical 
redesign” - The Guardian,  4.12.17) Some studies have 
shown that rural to urban migration in Ethiopia is 
partially driven by erratic  climate variations.’ (Hunnes, 
2012) ‘and plans to develop new urban centers in rural 
areas to stem the  flow of migration to the city of Addis 
and Bahir Dar.’  

‘This real-life experiment is a cooperative new town – 
named Buranest – built for farmers, by farmers,  with 
input from farmers – all without external investors… to 
face head on the staggering urban  population growth 
projections, environmental destruction concerns, 
degrading social cohesion and  simply keep strong 
adolescents, capable of working the beautiful land, in 
the countryside, instead of  them migrating to larger 
cities.’ (Oswald, 2015)  

In 2007 a collaboration between prof Frantz Oswald, 
ETH Zurich and Fasil Ghiorgis, EIABC,  University of Addis 
Ababa, and Helawi Yosef, Ethiopia’s ambassador to 
Israel joined this effort;  ‘Yosef was instrumental in 
securing the Bura site for the project (interview with 
Helawi Yosef and Fasil  Ghiorgis) in 2010 BuraNest was 
inaugurated. A tree nursery was planted. Zegeye 
Cherenet joined the  design team. BuraNest is based on 
an ideological Roadmap: (Oswald, 2015) 

15  
The Buranest Charter A Roadmap for a New Town   

The town governs autonomously and acts with solidarity  

The town is an enterprising corporation that produces 
income and resources from its own initiatives,  
competences, diversity and density of inhabitants. It 
follows the principles of autonomy and self reliance. 
Participation and the balancing of resources and yields 
are openly discussed and equitably  governed through 
interaction between individuals and community.  

The town sustains itself by self-defined urban quality 
and self-sufficiency  

The town controls its metabolism and offers all basic 
urban activities  

Food production, work, housing, transport, 
communication and cleaning are jointly operated within 
the  urban metabolism. They are sources of income. The 
town adjusts the flow of goods and material,  including 
capital and information technology, to maintain 
equilibrium. It develops its cooperative urban  identity 
from continually balancing new enterprises and 
resources.  

The town lives from renewable resources and generates 
its own energy  

The town develops free exchange internally and 
externally  

The town educates as practice and laboratory  

The town has open institutions and gardens  

The town, cooperatively built by the inhabitants, grows 
from the town core with a centre square and  four nuclei 
based around ecology, energy, exchange and education. 
Growth is approved within time  periods to allow later 
discussion and adjustment. Local resources, tools and 
the abilities of the  inhabitants are used. The town form 
expresses the ownership of the inhabitants, creating 
comforting  beauty. (Oswald, 2015) 

16  
‘Agriculture is the heart of Buranest. Each household has 
a parcel of land, and shares the rainwater that  is 
collected from roofs and stored in wells, with 
neighbours. Cooperative production and storage give  
the inhabitants a secure source of food and water. 
Thoughtfully designed infrastructure with measured  
construction upon the land ensures both steady 
employment and protection against the elements. 
‘We’ve  moved away from exploiting the landscape…We 
do everything purposefully, including planting  millions 
of seedlings from local tree nurseries. Now water flows 
all year in the river basins.’ As a result,  despite the 
increased population, groundwater quality, water 
supply and agricultural yield have  improved. People 
have even accepted the necessity of relocating their 
livestock.’ Mastewal Tesfaye, (a farmer’s son from Bura 
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and former Buranest Town Core Coordinator)  

The urban plan went through a series of intermediate 
stages in its development, and this is only the  beginning, 
what has been developed today is the Pinwheel, 
extending to connect existing communities  to the open 
fields and towards the main road to Bahir Dar. In the 
center of the pinwheel is the largest  common gathering 
place, and the converging of the different routes that 
will gradually expand, densify,  and evolve over time. 
Education, Energy, Exchange and Ecology are the 
principles of organization, and  are provided with 
programmatic function.  

There is enough hydroelectric, solar and wind energy 
that electric power made in Ethiopia drives  domestic 
use and export. Tesfaye is clearly proud: ‘For us, self-
sufficiency – from nutrition to mobility  and self-
empowerment, from healthcare to education – remains 
embedded in both our history and  landscape.’  

Peace is the ultimate by-product of the Buranest 
experiment for Tesfaye: ‘After epochs of killing and  
devastation, my generation was the first that had a 
chance to live out its years of study and travel in  times 
of peace. My stints in Somalia and South Sudan have 
taught me how fragile such times are. That  is why I 
made this commitment to new cooperative towns. They 
are an enduring attempt to build peace  together, to 
share and give our young hope for a better future.’ 
Mastewal Tesfaye 

17  
TOWARD THE NEW CITY -  

PRINCIPLES OF DESIGN THINKING OF RURAL 
TRANSFORMATIONS  

- The Right to the City, the Right to the Rural, (Lefebvre, 
1989) - building the dual relation between the  Ecologies 
of both as we understand better empowering and 
making room, for the communities of the  great 
migration to the city 1949 – 2023.  

- Building the Divide in the new state secondary cities, A. 
Sharon, - The challenge of rapid migration,  on the 
historic city vs. the support farmer & urban resident, 
Kaufman and Kahn vs. A. Sharon,  Emergency housing 
considered the incremental integration of the migrant in 

to the city, building a house  as a pioneer, working and 
living in Afula supporting the rural seasonal agriculture 
and the urban work in  between, while understanding 
the need to decentralize the networks of the rural 
settlements in a way for  the city would receive role of a 
new industrial center in the region; for example by 
building a local  cement plant to support, among others, 
the Housing crises by developing the pre fab industry.  

- The role of Design and Settlement in building the 
grounds for a democratic system of governance  today, 
how then can we learn not to repeat the mistakes of the 
Divide and segregation of the Migrant in  the past and 
allow for difference to share equal rites land "to visions 
that may be different...and the rite  not to participate" 
(Shapiro, 1995?)  

- Emergency housing 1949, building for the new Pioneer 
that is not a farmer (Kaufman, 1949). The  Urban 
expansion initiative negotiating the informal sector into 
the formal city.   

Principles of Design  

- Equality and freedom of choice / opportunity + 
Environmental justice, in the basic house unit  
(Pennypack double orientation as in Buranest and 
Aranya)  

- Nahalal, concentric design to limit future growth to 
allow other new settlements to evolve, and yet no  
settlement can live on such short term imagination and 
needs open historic foundation understanding see  
18  
Kauffman’s early proposal gardens of Nahalal and school 
open to the world. leaving room for reflective  collective 
doubt?. (i.e. 2020 plan to grow)  

- Iksal similar to Buranest is a transformation in progress 
of the rural villages as a possible  alternative (hybrid) to 
the nearest cities, by creating the new urban center and 
the (armature) the edge  of the village, between villages.  

- Doxiadis New City Pinwheel vs. A. Sharon 
Neighborhood unit... transformation and enabling  
structure for a future yet unknown of ecologies of 
settlement. +The 'migrant' Kahn, building home  and city 
in Afula (industrial role in the region) (Doxiadis, 1963; 
Keeton, 2019; Wilkof, 2022).  
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- Bahir Dar extension and Buranest New town represent 
seemingly successful Urbanism in the  Extended Field 
but time will tell,  

Until then we hope to promote these collaborations 
with partners to teach design activism through  design 
in the Great Rift Valley  
    
A CONCLUSION  

The topic of this paper ‘Ecologies of Settlement: 
Migration and the Right to the City  and the Rural’ has 
focused in contemporary change dynamics within the 
field of urbanism.  The research program has been 
conducted within the context of an architectural design 
studio  offered in collaboration between EiABC [Addis 
Ababa] and Bezalel Academy [Jerusalem]. The focus has 
been on comprehending a new construct for the 
production of secondary cities - as in rural-urban 
contexts - where population growth and migration have 
become entangled  with the change dynamics driven by 
climate change. 

22  
Framed within the ‘Shifting Densities’ theme of the 
conference on ‘Urbanism in the Expanded  Field’ – the 
project has come to appreciate the necessity for 
disciplinary expansion to  constructively consider the 
ecologies of the social and the environmental as being 
equivalent to  those of that of material form. In respect 
for all living systems we have come to appreciate the  
necessity for moving from hierarchized relations to 
horizons of interconnectivity.   
This infers the ability to perhaps decentre humans in the 
spectrum of ecologies that cooperate  to manage 
settlement. – Raiding the proposition of whether the 
environment or the social  become privileged above the 
forms of material? How/Could a forest or a river ever 
become considered as ‘clients’?  

Recognising the conflict and complexity that the 
question of ‘How might we live – together?’  brings to 
the urban – particularly under the conditions of extreme 
uncertainty that migration  and climate crisis contributes 
– under extreme scrutiny, raising the challenge to 
reimagine new  ways of dwelling in comfort - wherein 
co-existence drives relationalities. How might design 
thinking surface the species of speculative imagination 
that is capable of  provoking viable alternative typo-
morphologies?  

* * *  

In the comparison between the agri-cooperative 
settlements both revealed similar design  intents to 
establish open systems capable of change and 
adaptation in and through time. The freedoms  in the 
older Nahalal (Moshav, 1921) relate to a green passage 
through the centre connecting across to a  green belt 
surrounding the entire settlement. The younger 
Buranest (NESTown, 2012) enjoys perhaps a  third 
option with not only similar but possibly more 
entrenched freedoms which operate as settlement  and 
unit level. The pin wheel armature is capable of 
connectivity between two existing adjacent  settlement, 
whilst also accommodating internal and external 
expansion beyond. The attached structuring of the 
individual units with their overhead cantilever affords a 
common connected space on the ‘city’  

23  
urban side, and similarly a collective infrastructure and 
an Ethiopian gebbi-like shared commons on the  
domestic space. There is however no guarantee that a 
fate similar to Nahalal may befall Buranest too.  The 
imperative for coproduction and the parallel building of 
new community bonds therefore becomes  an 
imperative intangible dimension within the Ecology of 
Settlement - failing which competition  between 
individuals will come to triumph over cooperation.  

* * *  

What this studio has revealed thus far is a need to 
recognize the space of doubt as  opposed to assuming a 
design approach that pre-supposes certainties, - by 
being open to  looking and learning from the Other.  

We will be required to consistently work in new ways 
that embrace coproduction between  conditions and 
communities of difference as an assemblage of common 
grounds for the New  City – be they disciplinary, socio-
cultural, informal, temporal, environmental or 
ideological.  

We should learn fundamentals from projects that have 
already successfully succeeded or failed,  by working 
together within the expanded urban field, and 
systematically applying the approach  of the praxis we 
have observed.  

• user participation is a tool for building self reliance, 
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citizenship & community  • incrementality and 
adaptability [vs completion] is a means to support 
becoming • sensitive engagement and enhancement of 
local indigenous ecologies builds  

Perhaps, La Biennale di Venezia’s promise of learning 
from the Laboratory of the Future  already exists in 
Africa from where everything has always commenced. In 
our work together,  we learn that mistakes are 
inevitable, often a matter of time, and both Home and 
City need to  incorporate room for change, capacity to 
adjust, the lesson of difference at a time of such great  
uncertainty. The teaching of architecture today in 
partnership helped us engage these  challenges better 
together. And this is only the beginning. 
24  
“…Is the architect's ideal situation one in which he 

decides everything at all time? Where does that  power 
come from - aside from his ego and desire, and what of 
the rights of others? Does an architect  have a monopoly 
on design of everything within a given area . . . . what 
about others with rights to land,  to property, to visions 
that may be different to the right not to participate?”   
Shimon Shapiro, (City Planner of ICSAL) March 1999 
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Abstract: 
In Architettura della città, Aldo Rossi divides urban 
permanencies into two categories: 'historical' and 
'pathological'. The former represents the 'form of a past that 
we still experience' and includes monumental landmarks, 
historical layouts, and plans. The latter consist of what Rossi 
calls 'ambiente', namely 'the permanence of a function in 
itself now isolated from the structure, anachronistic with 
respect to technical and social evolution'. Historical 
permanencies represent fixed points in the urban discourse 
and construct the identity of the city. 'Ambiente', on the other 
hand, constitutes the built compartment that denies urban 
evolution and does not give it any kind of univocal or 
necessary characterisation. Through these categories it is 
possible to read and interpret parts of the city and the 
relationships between them: the very existence of links 
between urban parts ascertains their importance within the 
fabric, and their role in constructing the character of the city. 
However, the 'historic' category could be misleading insofar 
as it cannot be taken for granted that what is historic 
constitutes an essential part of the urban fabric. This very 
consideration underlines the importance of critically 
reviewing this concept to create the prerequisites for action 
on the built heritage. In the European context, the entire 20th 
century was torn between the idea of a museum-like 
preservation of historic cities and an impulse towards 
renovation. This debate has given rise to very radical 
positions, but has left unanswered the question of how to 
create the conditions to judge urban stratifications without 
falling into the two extremes of the fossilisation of the historic 
city - which risks killing cities by turning them into 
archaeological relics - and the manipulation that does not 
respect the identity of the city’s parts. Using Milan as a case 
study, the paper aims to propose a methodology for the 
analysis of the urban fabric that allows us to look at the built 
environment and its stratifications through a new lens. A lens 
which englobes the essential themes of any contemporary 
urban discourse focusing on the possibility of reading through 
urban morphology a possibility of action on the historic city. 
Milan represents an interesting case because as early as the 
post-WWII reconstruction phase, it has adopted a forward-
looking approach, enabled notably by a culturally rich social 
environment. The urban fabric has been able to absorb 
changes with a high degree of resilience, despite the city's 
urban planning having been undergoing a crisis since the 
1980s, caused first by over-rigid zoning, and later by global 
phenomena such as 'starchitecture'. Precisely because of this 
capacity for interlacing urban parts, the case of the Milanese 
modern architecture can represent an exemplary case. 
Paradoxically, if we were to read the city excluding the 
historical character of its fabric - eliminating the judgement 

of value to which we are accustomed in terms of the 
historicisation of the built environment - we would be able to 
read in its urban form the capability to define a principle of 
“rootedness”, an important perspective to understand the 
possibilities of concrete evolution of historic urban centres 
while maintaining their identity. The paper proposes to 
formulate a perspective that may be sufficiently generalisable 
to be re-proposed in different historical urban contexts and 
guide the action of future urban planners.  
 
 
 
We forgot the form 
 
In the current era, urban planning is confronted with 
bringing order to phenomena of a very different nature 
that take place simultaneously in the territory of the city, 
including the stratification of real and virtual layers, 
territorial marketing, global economic flows, image 
strategy. All these layers coexist in the formation of the 
urban environment, making the physical structure of 
cities increasingly irrelevant, at least at first sight.  
 
Confronted with this complexity of mechanisms, action 
on urban space tends to be compelled by drivers of a 
socio-economic nature, to the extent that the 
instruments which order the physical construction of the 
city - such as urban plans and building regulations - 
increasingly end up responding to a purely 
consequential regulatory logic. However, social and 
economic assessments are by their very nature 
contingent, concerning the specificity of a society at a 
given moment in time. The city, on the other hand, is 
made of matter, and its change has a much longer time 
horizon. Architecture survives the societies that 
generate it, and for this reason it formulates a link with 
the past. It created the roots of a place's identity and, by 
reflection, that of a people. 
  
In the case of historic cities, one of the natural effects of 
an approach to town planning focused on the nature of 
socio-economic phenomena is a tendency towards their 
'musealisation'. This is because the concept of the 
'historic' in the last century has acquired a consolidated 
value which - through the mechanism of 
commodification of the built environment - has been 
transformed from a cultural value to a real estate value, 
which can be monetised. Its preservation is therefore 
not only aimed at the maintenance of a collective 
memory, but also the prerequisite for the permanence 
of the market value itself. Any change to the historic 
built fabric constitutes a threat to this system. While on 
the one hand this mechanism helps to save urban 
centres from decay, on the other it creates the 
preconditions for a fossilisation of the built environment 
where the image of the historic city prevails over the 
need to update its features to make it suitable for the 

mailto:adriana.granato@polimi.it
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current and future times. Brought to its extreme, this 
phenomenon would lead to a 'postcard urbanism'. In the 
European context this process takes place almost 
unconsciously, hidden by the insecurity of acting on past 
stratifications with contemporary tools, and by the 
market's interest in this process of "petrification". In 
some cases, this fear is backed up by the possible 
consequences in terms of territorial marketing. This is 
well illustrated by the case of the German city of 
Dresden, which obtained UNESCO heritage status in 
2004 thanks to the philological reconstruction of its vast 
historic centre, destroyed by an Allied air raid on the 
night of 13th February 1945. The reconstruction, 
initiated after the German reunification, focused on 
recreating the destroyed built fabric as exactly as 
possible. Though this was the case in many German 
cities, Dresden stands out in its unique research into the 
reuse of rubble, the study of the building system and the 
colour scheme. This meticulous research earned it the 
World Heritage status. However, in 2009, the UN body 
removed the city from the protected sites list, due to the 
construction of a driveway and footbridge over the river 
Elbe. This episode raises a question that is worth 
reflecting on. The reconstruction of the city has indeed 
brought to light an important cultural heritage, yet it is 
very difficult to define it as an authentic urban 
environment, which in any case represents a 
contemporary interpretation of a past that has been 
erased by historical events. Can a contemporary building 
among other contemporary buildings - even if they copy 
historical ones - be such a destructive element from an 
urban landscape point of view, that it structurally 
downgrades a city and robs it of its historical and cultural 
value? Does an infrastructure that is useful for the 
functioning of an urban centre have reason to exist, or is 
it necessary to evaluate the functional abandonment of 
historic centres to maintain their documentary 
character? These questions obviously do not have 
unambiguous answers. What emerges is that critical 
observation is necessary to restructure the urbanist 
approach to historic centres, and identify guiding 
principles that can effectively constitute a starting point 
for balancing the need to conserve with the need to 
bring urban centres to life. To this end, a valid starting 
point is to rediscover the 'absolute value' of historical 
centres; that is, to start again from what the city is 
concretely made of: its form.  
 
In Italy, the study of 'urban morphology' has constituted 
an important focus of the architectural debate since the 
1960s. A discussion driven precisely by the desire to give 
a theoretic foundation to contemporary urban 
interventions on historic built fabric. Through the two 

 
24depth analysis of the debate in tipologic and morphologic -an in Fon 

themes, conf. Michele Caja, Martina Landsberger, Silvia Malcovati, Tipologia 

key terms of 'typology' and 'morphology', this new 
approach to urbanism aimed to refound the discipline 
taking as starting point the contextual matrices that 
generate it. The main protagonists of this debate are 
Aldo Rossi, Giorgio Grassi, Carlo Aymonino, and Saverio 
Muratori24. Through their writings, these authors and 
architects built the premises for a morpho-typological 
reading of the urban environment. Even if the latter can 
be considered historicised, some of its constituent 
principles can still be useful for 'restarting from the city': 
analysis as an operational tool, the identification of 
contextual invariants, the definition of the historical 
dynamics that have aggregated the urban fabric, the 
project as a political intention. It is interesting to note 
that many of the interpreters of this debate have studied 
at the Politecnico di Milano during the city’s fertile years 
of formation, which gave rise to the city known today as 
the Italian capital of modernity.  
 
The type of urban development witnessed by the city of 
Milan since post WWII period was the result of an 
extremely peculiar social context that united an 
ambitious ruling class, attentive to technological 
experimentation, and a group of architects who were 
the interpreters of an urban transformation that wanted 
to be the emblem of a social rebirth. Rossi, Grassi and 
Aymonino nurtured a strong idiosyncrasy towards the 
type of architectural professionalism that responded to 
bourgeois logics. Political ideology led them to reject 
everything that was part of that consolidated system. 
The construction of a theoretical apparatus was the first 
revolutionary act of a generation of architects whose 
thoughts derived from action, and not vice versa. At the 
time, Rossi, Grassi and Aymonino were pupils, assistants, 
and collaborators of one of the most prominent 
personalities of the Italian architectural scene: Ernesto 
Nathan Rogers. A founding member of the BBPR 
architecture office, Rogers promulgated a theoretical 
approach based on the absorption of contemporaneity 
in the architectural language and urban practice, while 
maintaining a historical continuity with the 1920s and 
30s period. It is no coincidence that when he became 
director of the magazine 'Casabella' he changed its name 
to 'Casabella-Continuità'.  
 
The theoretical apparatus of the 'movement' (later 
named 'Tendenza') that coagulated primarily around 
Rossi counterintuitively reflects more the work of the 
architects who built the city from 1945 onwards, than to 
the work of its protagonists. As noted by Angelo Lunati 
in his book Ideas of Ambiente, History and Bourgeois 

architettonica e morfologia urbana, il dibattito italiano / antologia 1960-1980 
(Milan: Libraccio Editore, 2012). 
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Ethics in the Construction of Modern Milan 1881-196925, 
it is indeed surprising that the implementation of what 
could be defined as a methodology of morpho-
typological action on the city actually contributed to the 
disintegration of the very cultural 'environment' that 
had created the modern city. This is also due to the 
changed political conditions, which lead to a strong 
ideologization of architecture. This phenomenon 
constitutes the beginning of the decline of the 
convergence between different social parties in the 
construction of the city; and the founding act in the 
definition of the 'architect-leader' figure (in analogy with 
political party leader), the precursor of the star-architect 
figure that will come to characterise the global 
architecture system a few decades later. 
 
As will become evident in the chapter hereunder, the 
urbanist morpho-typological theories elaborated by 
Rossi and Grassi are indebted to the bourgeois culture in 
which they were immersed, to the extent that the 
architects' principles are better reflected by this culture 
than by their own architectural production. Accordingly, 
the roots of this debate precede its theorisation in the 
Milan of the 1950s and 60s, a Milan that is today 
considered as a paradigmatic example of integration 
between architecture and city. 
 
 
Milan, the building of an idea 
 
The post-WWII period represents for Milan, more than 
for other contexts, a decisive phase in the construction 
of its identity, since "the irregular nature of the 
destruction, which followed in the wake of the 
demolitions of the 1930s, gave post-war Milanese 
architects the opportunity to conceive of a new idea of 
modernity - one that was no longer based on a tabula 
rasa condition but on a cultural and physical 
confrontation with a complex environmental condition, 
where the modern city would be grafted onto the 
compact historic centre of Milan"26. Figures such as the 
Latis brothers, Asnago and Vender, Magistretti, 
Gardella, Albini, Caccia Dominioni and many others, 
intervened on the city, deriving the characteristics of 
their architecture from the fragmented fabric that the 
war had left behind. An idea of architecture was formed 
with a certain spontaneity, combining continuity with 
the historical urban apparatus with the sense of 
modesty and understatement that has always 
characterised Milanese life. Some of the interventions 
developed in that period are emblematic examples of 
the sensitive introduction of a modern architectural 
language within a historic context. A careful analysis 

 
25Angelo Lunati, Ideas of Ambiente, History and Bourgeois Ethics in the  

Construction of Modern Milan 1881-1969 (Zurich: Park Books, 2020). 

allows us to trace a methodology that is still of interest 
today when working in historic urban contexts. One of 
the most debated cases was the construction of a 
building on a completely bombed-out block in the centre 
of Milan, whose design was entrusted to the BBPR 
office: the 'Torre Velasca'. Starting with the choice of its 
name (‘tower’ rather than ‘skyscraper’), the building is a 
symbol of the overcoming of the Modern Movement’s 
reinterpretation of a "timeless historicity". It is the built 
manifesto of Ernesto Nathan Rogers’ thought. The 
latter’s keywords - pre-existence, context, continuity - 
are expressed through an eclectic intervention whose 
aim is to "set" architecture in its context. The building 
has an ordering and orienting effect on its surroundings, 
inserting a new sign in the pre-established urban 
apparatus. Rogers’ formal aesthetic conception was met 
with strong criticism since the very beginning of his 
design career, both in Italy and abroad. This is born 
witness by the British critic Reyner Banham’s article on 
the Torre Velasca published in the Architectural Review, 
entitled "Neoliberty. The Italian retreat from modern 
architecture". Banham heavily criticises the project, 
denouncing what he considers a historicist approach. 
Although the project’s aesthetics differed substantially 
from the international rationalist taste at the time, the 
tower's characteristics are undoubtedly ‘modern’: its 
height (106 metres, just below the limit marked by the 
Madonnina statue, placed on the Dome of Milan’s 
highest pinnacle), its use of materials, the treatment of 
the interiors, its distribution scheme. None of these are 
backward-thinking or rhetorical. Instead, its aesthetics 
are designed to consciously evoke a remote past that 
becomes the device through which to symbolically link 
the building to the city's history, in a more broadly 
'Italian' idea of architecture. This is the intention 
underpinning its aerial buttresses or the structural 
ramifications of its façade. Despite a rather dense critical 
history, the tower has now largely become a 
monumental permanence in the city centre, powerfully 
dialoguing and orienting its surroundings. This kind of 
ordering function is also assumed by a series of buildings 
that are constructed in that period to replace urban 
voids or urban parks. It is the case of the kindergarten in 
Via Santa Croce, and the Solari indoor swimming pool in 
Parco Solari, both designed by Arrigo Arrighetti; or the 
Padiglione di Soggiorno in Parco Sempione, by Ico Parisi, 
Silvio Longhi and Luigi Antonietti. It is no coincidence 
that these buildings share a curved volumetry; the 
absence of buildings in the immediate vicinity allows for 
an adirectional composition, facilitating different 
viewpoints and urban flows. These are buildings which 
aim to give a strong new character to the site in which 
they are built.  

26Cit., pag 175.  
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On the other hand, a different design approach 
characterises a series of urban reconstruction 
interventions that bring together the fragmented fabric 
that survived the bombings. This is the case with some 
of the projects designed by the architects Mario Asnago 
and Claudio Vender, such as the office building in Piazza 
Velasca, or the residential building in Piazza 
Sant'Ambrogio. Both are interventions that could be 
described as 'silent' in their relationship with the city. 
The first is characterised by a repetitive and simple 
façade composition, smaller windows in the lower part 
and larger ones in the upper part, few materials, and 
expressive signs. The second also adopts a rigorous 
façade design, and aligns itself with the neighbouring 
intervention by Caccia Dominioni by emptying the upper 
floor. In their purity, these buildings make explicit their 
total adherence to their urban role: that of materially 
delineating the edge of the building curtain through a 
façade so balanced as to be almost anonymous. This 
type of re-stitching - in which the volumes of the new 
buildings ideally reconstruct the destroyed ones - was 
more common, and in some ways might even appear 
more 'banal'. Yet, in the appropriateness of the urban 
gesture, they succeed in asserting a solid and 
autonomous modern identity through architectural 
language. 
 
Another type of reconstructive intervention consisted in 
amalgamating neighbouring bombed-out plots, which 
had previously housed several buildings. This is the case 
of the building designed by the Latis brothers near the 
Castello Sforzesco, which took up a rather large area 
that had previously housed several buildings. The design 
chooses to erect a single building that echoes in height 
and volume both the buildings destroyed and those in 
the neighbouring blocks. The long façades - the largest 
one measures more than 50 metres - are resolved by 
means of a technological apparatus that re-commeasure 
the horizontality of the volumetry with a pattern of 
facades resembling metal curtains.  
 
The underpinning logic of urban re-stitching 
interventions was also applied in cases of greater 
tension. Let us consider for example the building 
constructed between 1958 and 1969 for the Chase 
Manhattan Bank by the BBPR office. Located on a very 
central square, the intervention aims at recomposing 
the block through a technological apparatus made of 
steel and glass that stretches between the two pre-
existing fronts, opening like a "philharmonic" in a curved 
succession of metal grooves. It is an extremely fitting 
intervention despite its substantial expressive freedom. 
The form does not echo that of the pre-existing 
buildings, remaining compositionally independent from 
the surrounding aesthetic discourse. Yet it achieves to 

stitch together two disconnected strips of the urban 
fabric, and to construct a "soft" front that facilitates 
circulation under the porticoes – a further element of 
continuity with the pre-existing buildings. 
 
Another case is constituted by a series of interventions 
that deliberately interact with the context by modifying 
pre-existing urban relations. A fitting example is Angelo 
Mangiarotti and Bruno Morassutti's project in Via 
Quadronno, a radical approach to a particularly 
incoherent lot, accentuating its fragmentary nature by 
breaking up the built volume. The building breaks up 
into a series of facets characterised by an almost 
industrial aesthetic made up of glass and wood modules, 
which inserts a "disruption" into the context, modifying 
its perception. The "disruptive" action on the pre-
existing layout is similar to the one used by Luigi Moretti 
in his residential and office building in Corso Italia. The 
street axis is "challenged" by the cusp of the residential 
volume which rests on a lower building aligned with the 
urban axis. The entire building complex revolves around 
the idea of reconstructing the matrix of the urban fabric 
by rethinking the balance between urban axes, playing 
on a reversal that ultimately accentuates the strength of 
the compositional gesture. 
 
What emerges from this analysis is that the particularity 
of the formal discourse conceived by the architects of 
the so-called post-war Milanese 'cultured 
professionalism' was the result of a peculiar historical 
convergence. Yet, on closer inspection, the criteria that 
guided their action can be applied to very different 
contexts. From the examples listed hereabove, it is 
indeed possible to trace a series of guiding principles 
underpinning the actions on the historical urban fabric. 
The first principle applies to mechanisms of urban 
injection, an addition that structurally modifies a 
context’s urban functioning, acting as a new ordering 
element. This is often the case with the introduction of 
tall buildings in contexts characterised by small urban 
sections, which - if attentive to the relationship with the 
urban space - have the role of adding a level of 
orientation to the city. It is furthermore the case of 
buildings isolated from the urban fabric that are 
characterised by free forms, very often strongly 
distinctive and easily identifiable, which also constitute 
important orienting elements in the urban structure. 
The second principle corresponds to "urban re-stitching" 
or infill. In this case, the historical layouts and sites 
represent a sinopia to be moulded through successive 
interventions, which progressively create their own 
autonomous architectural language. The third principle 
describes the insertion of new signs or layouts, which act 
as magnets with respect to the force fields generated by 
the existing space and its use, a principle which can be 
named "stratification". It can occur in the substantial 
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absence of pre-existing layouts, but is mainly guided by 
the desire to reprogram portions of the city through new 
elements that adopt the site’s characteristics in terms of 
measure and type. 
 
The alternation of these three principles creates the 
variety of urban actions necessary to operate with the 
appropriate complexity on historic fabrics. The common 
denominator remains the formal logic arising from a 
careful reading of the context’s morphology. The Milan 
case study also demonstrates the importance of 
continuity with the cultural-historical soul of the place, 
its genius loci (in the Milanese case, a continuity with its 
logical-rational-oeconomicus spirit), which can 
nonetheless adapt to the specific needs of a society. It is 
interesting to underline that the majority of the 
architects who worked during Milan's post-war 
reconstruction were not theorists: a group that did not 
act according to the principles of a written and declared 
doctrine, but nevertheless found themselves chorally 
supporting a common idea of the city. The architectural 
language of the buildings analysed is never 
vernacularist: contextualism is expressed precisely in the 
ability to create urbanity by dialoguing with the pre-
existence. One could say that the theoretical apparatus 
can be deduced a posteriori through the analysis of their 
work, tracing their correspondence with the successive 
theories of the ‘Tendeza’ architects. Unlike the latter, 
the post-war period architects had a certain ideological 
freedom and built an upper-class Milan that absorbed 
traditional elements of Milanese culture, such as the 
simplicity of Lombard neoclassicism, the respect for the 
historic city without subjugation, a precise knowledge of 
craft and industrial means of production, and a certain 
confidence in progress and prosperity. In essence, they 
demonstrate that ability to come to terms with the past 
through the means of the present which Rossi, Grassi, 
and Aymonino researched and theorised successively. 
 
Modern Milan has attracted the interest of European 
and international scholars and architects precisely 
because of its measure, appropriateness, and active, 
non-subordinate relationship to tradition. It is an 
example of architecture that is contemporarily 
traditional and modern, capable of dialoguing with its 
historical context while avoiding historicism or stylism. 
Architecture of and for the city – the only one still 
possible today for any city that wants to remain 
anchored to its roots – without any nostalgic attitude. 
The relationship between architecture and the city is 
biunivocal, each building is interpreter of an urbanity 
seen as adherence to the rules of being together, rules 
that - in the case of the city - are written in its very fabric. 
A crucial element in this choral work, is the architects’ 

 
27 Aldo Rossi, Questioni Tipologiche, 1966.  

"self-diminution": a process that directs design towards 
a structural anonymity essential to the affirmation of the 
whole over its parts. Cino Zucchi (a Milanese architect by 
origin and tradition) encapsulates this in a memorable 
Facebook post: «In many languages, the word 
“urbanity” is synonymous with “good manners”, with 
the capability to be part of a bigger ensemble, to 
dialogue with others, to recognize their differences, to 
restrain from an excess of affirmation of the self. […]. 
Maybe buildings in a city should behave like musicians in 
a jam session, being able to pick up rhythms and melodic 
lines from other players, to variate and multiply their 
possibilities and to introduce unexpected variations […]. 
Maybe songs and buildings should be just the loved 
backdrops of our daily lives, silently amplifying the 
perception of the environment surrounding us rather 
than “sending us a message”. We have enough 
messages from the media. Sometimes we don’t need 
people or songs or buildings to tell us their “vision” or 
their “mission”; we just need the silent hugs and kisses 
(and apple pies) of our big mama city welcoming us in 
her warm embrace». 
 
 
Storia operante and the form of the city 
 
The most important legacy of post-war urban planning 
and architectural culture in Milan is therefore the idea 
of a proud adherence to the concept of urbanity, 
identified as a permanent historical-cultural whole 
(albeit in continuous evolution), combined with the 
rejection of nostalgic historicism and expressive 
mannerism. This approach echoes Benevolo's and 
Brandi's theories on critical restoration, which were 
codified in the 1964 "Venice Charter". Namely, to 
preserve as much as possible the historical heritage in its 
authenticity, which includes not only the architectural 
scale, but also the urban and landscape ones, with the 
aim to preserve what is defined as the "condizione 
ambientale” (structural socio-environmental condition) 
as a whole. This is only possible through an in-depth 
knowledge of the specific cultural value of the built 
heritage, hence through its analysis. To prepare design 
action, however, analysis must not be understood as the 
mere acquisition of historical and contextual data, but as 
the absolute re-appropriation of the urban form. Rossi 
himself noted «the clear cultural limit of the positions 
that make design a direct consequence of the analysis, 
by hypothesising the final behaviour of the city and the 
territory. Indeed, the position of the mechanists 
presumes having knowledge of all the facts pertaining to 
a place. This knowledge is difficult to sustain; facts can 
only be made explicit through design»27. Therefore, the 
project is the stage where the crasis between history 
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and action takes place. Rooting contemporary 
intervention in its historical environment implies first 
and foremost the return to an urban morphological 
principle which elevates what Rossi called 'historical 
permanencies' – namely forms, layouts, signs – to the 
role of invariants that guide the project. If it is possible a 
posteriori to identify a spirit of the city in these 
elements, then it is possible a priori to conduct design 
choices that manifest a contemporary interpretation of 
cultural-historical invariants, linking the new to the old 
in a dynamic concordia discors. If the link between 
people and the built environment is implemented on the 
architectural scale – since the behaviour of a building lies 
in its individual characteristics – on the other hand, one 
cannot disregard the absolute reading of the urban form 
to implement a reasoning on the relationship between 
private and public, on the links between parts of the city 
and their role in the construction of the character of the 
city as an extension of a built territory in which each 
fragment collaborates with the next. 
 
Though a contemporary reading of the city cannot 
bypass its essence as the main centre of global 
demographic flows, and of cultural and environmental 
conflicts, the reasoning on the specific urban form can 
and must maintain a rootedness in the territorial and 
cultural context, which also embraces the local effects 
of globalisation. In this sense, it is useful to revisit 
Muratori’s concept of “storia operante” (operative 
history). It can be summarized as the identification of 
archetypes or a priori types that guide the formation of 
new buildings, which in their aggregation form the urban 
space in a process of 'individuation' (in the Jungian sense 
of the term); that is, the integration of the components 
of a city's character.  
 
The idea of historical heritage must be updated through 
the ability to imagine a very dilated temporality of cities, 
the possibility of their necessary re-functionalisation and 
modification: instability is the city's truly stable 
condition, a condition that can be manoeuvred 
according to the means proper to our discipline through 
a strengthening of the project's projective capacity. The 
future can be recognised in certain details of the present 
and the past: urban planning practice, together with 
architectural practice, is an interpreter of the real if it is 
capable of not assuming it as limiting, but rather 
restoring space to the imaginative-utopian plane. Only 
thus can one regain possession of the capacity for action 
on the plane of the concrete, even in the awareness of 
the substantial limitation of the specific ideological-
cultural point of view of one epoch with respect to 
others. The possibility to establish a real “rooting 
process” lies precisely in the capacity that the design 
interpretation of each epoch has of composing itself 
with all the others that have preceded. 
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Absract: 
 
The territory of the Negev-Naqab is covered by a veil. While 
its land has been predominantly contested around issues of 
ownership and settlement, the Israeli state has been able to 
exercise unchallenged sovereignty over its airspace, 
legitimized by the need for security. This condition has turned 
the sky of the Negev-Naqab into the largest military training 
area in the country, as well as one of the most cluttered 
airspaces in the world (Sheikh and Weizman 2014, 16). From 
the British practice of aerial colonization in Palestine to its 
definition in the Zionist project, airspace has been a 
significant planning component of the Negev-Naqab, 
consecutively forcing the urbanization of the desert (Schmueli 
and Khamaisi 2015). 
 
Paradoxically, this process of urbanization confronts itself 
with the regime of emptiness of the desert (Henni 2022): 
firstly, through the western lens of terra nullius,28 
disregarding non sedentary indigenous patterns of use, as 
land ownership is historically and culturally perceived through 
labor (McKee 2022, 71); and secondly through the 
intangibility of airspace infrastructure. Today, the Negev-
Naqab accommodates a unique urban condition, where 
settlement, infrastructure and aerial routes inhabit a 
condensed corridor. This results with constant collision of 
scales, marrying aerial activity to everyday experience of the 
urban. 
 
The paper seeks to investigate a series of key moments in the 
twentieth century in order to propose an alternative reading 
of the modern urban history of the Negev-Naqab, thus calling 
into question the ubiquitous modern-traditional and urban-
rural dichotomy that emerges from non-occidental practices. 
Diverting from the canon of visual studies explored by 
scholars such as Steyerl (2011) and Kurgan (2013), we will 
define the notion of Desert Veil, as a lens through which the 
airspace of the Negev-Naqab can be discussed as both a 
recording and an urban project in itself. 
 
1. Airspace 
 
One of the first legal cases involving airspace, recorded 
in 16th century England, detailed the trespassing of a 
neighbouring parcel not on the ground, but rather 
through the overhang of eaves (Barnes 2003). Preceding 
by centuries the realm of aerial law, it can be seen as a 

 
28 Regarding the notion of terra nullius, or the “dead Negev doctrine”, see 
Yiftachel, O., Kedar, S. And Amara, A. 2012. “Challenging a Legal Doctrine: 
Rethinking the Dead Negev Ruling, Law and Government.” Mishpat U-
Mimshal, 20.1: 7-147 (in Hebrew). 

precursor to the entanglement between the space 
above us and the concepts of property and sovereignty. 
 
For half a millennia, the Roman maxim “He who owns 
the soil owns up the sky”29 (Blackstone 1766 as cited in 
Barnes 2003) rendered land “not just a two-dimensional 
surface” (16). Yet, with the introduction of the airplane, 
a debate about the legal implications between private 
landowners, aircraft and the state was set in motion. 
Although ideas were as elementary as limiting the route 
of aircraft only to the air above public infrastructure, 
“these theoretical contentions about the nature of 
airspace and sovereignty had been swept aside by 
practical concerns of national defence” (Barnes 2003, 
265). By the end of the First World War, most European 
states were exercising national sovereignty over their 
airspace, in fear of enemy air operations. Although both 
the notions of private air rights and air sovereignty 
surfaced with the invention of aircraft, the state was the 
one that was able to monopolize air control and 
operation  (Barnes 2003, 293). Today, the legal 
definition of airspace is customary: bounded by property 
air rights and the Karman Line,30 it is dependent on the 
technical ability to exercise aerial sovereignty. 
 
An acknowledgment of the “long technological history 
of installing eyes in the sky for spying and mapping” 
(Anani 2020, 12) allows us to further discuss the 
introduction of aerial practices not only as a tool of 
recording, but rather the transition of aerial warfare 
towards counterinsurgency. The shift towards seeing 
the sky as part of the battlefield was developed and 
championed through the last period of the British 
Empire. As a significant component of Mandatory 
Palestine, the British Royal Air Force had installed a vast 
aerial mission in the region. What started as a 
reconnaissance effort of “aerial objectifications and 
abstractions proved to have more radical usages” 
(Abusaada 2020, 26) in the form of bombing, escort, 
intercommunication and transport. These experiments 
in exerting aerial power in the Middle East promoted air 
control as a superior strategy to ground action (Satia 
2006). 
 
The first aerial ordering of Palestine was the assignment 
of four squadrons to four zones (fig.1). Through aerial 
partitioning, the British forces defined a system of air-
ground communications, as a way to coordinate ground 
and air counterinsurgency operations (Abusaada 2020). 
Combined-Action was praised by British officials 
insomuch as“ there can be few operations on record in 
which co-operation between aircraft and small military 

29 In Latin: “Cujus est solum jus est usque ad coleum”. 
30 The Karman Line, located at around a hundred kilometers, is the 
approximate line where there is not enough air to lift an airplane, and stands 
as a proposed conventional boundary between airspace and outer space. 
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detachments were clearer and more effective than they 
were in Palestine” (Abusaada 2020, 29). Ostensively, the 
initial division of the air of Palestine into control zones 
could be seen as the first statutory decision to arrange 
the air according to issues on ground. What started as 
four lines would develop “into a complex stratigraphy of 
layers, air boxes, loops, and corridors” (Weizmann 2020, 
36), although rendered invisible. 
 
2. Desertspace 
 
To the British, the Negev-Naqab became familiar 
through looking; new subjectivities were produced by 
the “mobilisation of landscape both materially and 
symbolically” (Wylie 2006, 11). This lineage of 
interpreting land as empty is fundamental to modern 
planning. Understanding the act’s potential, the British 
used the Jews as a vehicle to transmit their extractive 
agenda disguised theologically through the second 
coming of Christ. In English eyes, the Zionist project “was 
to play the middleman between biblical interpretation 
and colonial reimagining of the landscape” (Talbot, 
Caldwell and Emmott 2020, 70). Perfected through 
centuries of colonial practice, sovereignty was achieved 
through the imagination of wasteland into fungible 
commodity. Consecutively, the Zionist vision of the 
desert, driven by the occidental idea of production, was 
accustomed to the British gaze, as a “medium of 
exchange, a site of visual appropriation and a focus for 
the formation of identity” (Mitchell 1994, 2). 
 
The continuous imagination of the Negev-Naqab desert 
as empty provided the framework to reimagine, plan 
and, contrary to popular belief, empty the territory. 
Fuelled by the Arab revolt in 1937, the Peel Commission 
was established to coordinate future land 
arrangements. The commission demarcated three 
zones, where the Negev-Naqab, due to its vast Bedouin 
population, was included as part of the Arab segment. 
Amongst the commission’s conclusions, was to “[forbid] 
the selling of [Negev-Naqab] land to the Jews” (Kark 
1981, 349). This shift braced the desert to became a 
frontier of the Zionist agenda, rendering “the choice of 
areas for Jewish settlement no longer an agricultural 
question, but rather a political issue” (346). Due to a 
collective worry to lose property title under the Peel 
Commission, substantial amounts of Jewish privately 
owned land in the Negev-Naqab was consolidated under 
the Jewish National Fund. Thus, the initial division line by 
Peel othered the Negev-Naqab from the collective 
imaginary of the Zionist project. 
 
Less than a decade after the establishment of the Israeli 
State, David Ben Gurion proclaimed that “the State of 
Israel cannot tolerate the reality of a desert in its midst: 

"if the State does not destroy the desert – the desert is 
likely to destroy the state” (as cited in Frosh 2008). Ben 
Gurion intentionally referred to the desert, rather than 
who it was occupied by, foreshadowing active emptying. 
This sentiment manufactured a collective way of seeing 
the Desert as threatening; a frontier to be coordinated 
and controlled. His speech legitimised the intensification 
of bounding, bordering and rezoning of the Negev-
Naqab to accommodate an increasing presence of the 
Israeli Defence Force. 
 
Published formally between 1966 and 1976, policy to 
evict and transfer indigenous Bedouin population into 
townships was incorporated into regional planning 
schemes (Falah 1989, 83). During this period, the 
Bedouin communities of the Negev-Naqab were mostly 
sedentary. Despite this, the Israeli State abused their 
nomadic heritage as a way to displace them yet again 
(72). The establishment of townships congested the 
Bedouin population into small designated areas, 
ultimately freeing large amounts of land in the south of 
the Negev-Naqab (fig, 2). The Israeli Authorities were 
able to designate vast Negev-Naqab land to state 
property, a process that can be seen as a collapse of 
property ownership into state sovereignty. 
 
After the 1967 Six-Day War, Gen. Ariel Sharon led an 
effort to delineate physical boundaries between Negev-
Naqab Bedouins and West Bank Palestinians, through 
‘buffer zones’, formally designated as military fire 
ranges. A transcript from 1979 revealed that these zones 
were “intended to provide an opportunity for Jewish 
settlement in the area” (Sharon, 23), disrupting Arab 
continuity through alleged military necessity, creating a 
void to be filled later.  
 
3. Desert Airspace 
 
As part of Israel's withdrawal from Sinai in 1979, the 
Israeli Air Force had to relocate multiple airbases and 
training grounds from the Egyptian Peninsula. The 
Negev-Naqab was perceived by Israeli authorities as a 
similar territory to Sinai; a desert, of little private 
ownership, buffering between neighbouring states and 
the center of the country (Schubert 1992, 113). This 
marked the transformation of the Negev-Naqab into the 
largest operation and training space of the Israeli Air 
Force. 
 
Coinciding with the Americanisation of the Israeli State, 
the desert turned into an urban territory. As a 
precondition to the withdrawal, the United States built 
the Ramon and Ovda bases, and reopened the Nevatim 
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base.31 The new bases imposed not only substantial 
infrastructural work  (Claiborne 1981), but also the 
relocation of thousands of military personnel, alongside 
their families (Claiborne 1980). The Negev-Naqab 
landscape was severely modified,32 thousands of acres 
were fenced off, and many Bedouin settlements were 
displaced (Weizmann and Sheikh 2014, 33). 
 
Alongside a geopolitical turn in the region, the 
withdrawal from Sinai was the last substantial border 
change of the Israeli territory, redefining the civilian and 
military spatial relationship in the Negev-Naqab (Oren 
2007, 153). The Israeli Air Force had to move its 
operation into a territory just a fifth of the size of Sinai. 
Thus, with the majority of the land being state-owned, 
the military squeezed itself into the territory, delimiting 
the features of the airspace according to existing 
infrastructure and settlements. Today, shared flight 
paths, almost exclusively used for military activity, follow 
existing roads, reporting points are located above 
existing towns and restricted military airspace is 
outlined by the same urban and infrastructural features 
(fig. 3). In that way, the military took over the complete 
sovereignty of the airspace, while leaving a narrow piece 
of land for civilian activity. 
 
This shift, planned and executed in less than three years, 
was enabled solely by the state’s monopoly over both 
property and sovereignty: while commonly operating 
independently from on-ground conditions, the 
correlation between the land and the air is a unique 
condition of the Negev-Naqab. This intricate 
entanglement of the airspace and the built environment 
has not solely generated a specific urban condition as 
much as a vertical theatre of military presence, where a 
fourth wall separates the land and the air. Unlike the 
static physicality of army bases or the exclusivity of firing 
areas, the intangible infrastructure of the airspace can 
be read as “not the declared content but rather the 
content manager dictating the rules of the game in the 
urban milieu” (Easterling 2014, 14), revealing the ability 
of infrastructure to do rather than form. The 
infrastructure therefore encodes complex routines and 
schedules, where the omnipresent and diffuse 
performance of aerial transport and counterinsurgency 
activities overlays with everyday-life. 
 
4. Desert Veil 
 
The territory of the Negev-Naqab is covered by a veil, 
formalized through a series of paradigmatic shifts that 
remain disregarded in the realm of urban studies. 
Through the implications of technological innovation, 

 
31 Special International Security Assistance Act of 1979, 96th U.S. Congress, 
Public Law 96-35 (1979). 

the construct of imagination, and geopolitical 
agreements, the veil introduces the collapse of private 
ownership into the air, and the transformation of the 
desert to an urban territory where state sovereignty 
remains unchallenged. 
 
Through its particular connection with the ground, the 
airspace of the Negev-Naqab can be understood as a 
meta-structure. Throughout the twentieth century, this 
particular airspace has operated in close connection to 
the ground, and can be understood as another part of 
the history of modern planning. Technological 
development has elevated the air to inarguably become 
the most dominant warfare (DeLanda 1991). In the 
Negev-Naqab, its omnipresence has embedded itself 
within the shared experience of the city. Wether in the 
form of bomb room legislation or designated locations 
for anti-air batteries such as the Iron Dome, it is exactly 
the moment when a military transport aircraft descends 
along Road 40 that the air of the Negev-Naqab projects 
into its collective imagination yet again (fig. 4). 
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Abstract: 
My research examines post-Soviet architecture in Russia 
through a post-colonial lens, focusing on decentralization 
processes from 1990 to 2010. I analyze the role of 
architecture in the construction of regional and ethnic 
identities, using classic post- and de-colonial theories and 
concepts on identity and regionalism. In this paper I identify 
and describe decolonial architectural practices in regions of 
Russia and their relationship with decentralization and 
regional autonomous subjectivity. I claim that post-Soviet 
architecture was a tool in regional symbolic politics that was 
used by local elites to establish regions as unique and rightful 
territorial social groups or to challenge the established order. 
I show the hybridity of such regional architectural practices, 
which were both empowering and suppressive, de-colonial 
and orientalist. Finally, I propose the new perspective to 
describe the architecture in regions as "Symbolic regimes", 
linking the local political, economic and cultural disposition 
with the architectural practice.  
 
Introduction 
Post-Soviet architecture and urbanism in Russia are 
increasingly becoming the subject of academic research. 
The main focus today are the implications of the 
transition to neoliberal marketxvii, however the 
processes that occurred within various regions and their 
relationships with the center still remain on the 
periphery of architectural researchers’ attention.  
The aim of my research is to examine post-Soviet 
architectural practice through a post-colonial lens and to 
describe the role of architecture in decolonial 
transformations in Russia’s center-regions relations. 
Accordingly, the object of the research is post-Soviet 
decolonial processes in Russia from 1990 to 2010, and 
the subject is architectural and urban planning practices 
in regions that were part of these transformations. What 
is decolonial architecture in the regions of Russia? I 
answer this research question in my work. 
The construction of regional and ethnic identities is one 
of the main themes of postcolonial theorists. Defining 
this process as a contested social categorization within 
power relations, researchers have focused on analyzing 
the production and assertion of boundaries within the 
new division of the world. Symbolic power plays a 
significant role in this process: the monopoly on creating 
images and signs of internal similarity and external 

differences of the controlled group compels people to 
recognize, see, and believe in the produced boundaries. 
The significance of architecture in this struggle is 
immense: no other cultural sphere allows for the "fixing" 
of produced differences and similarities in such a 
concrete and durable way. The study of architecture 
enables observation of the process of identity 
construction as well as finding of the actors involved in 
this process, and description of the struggle among 
them for monopoly over power in this procsess. 
As a conceptual basis for the research, I will rely on the 
classics of post- and de-colonial theory: Edward Said 
with his "Orientalism"xviii and Homi Bhabha with his 
"Location of Culture"xix. Together with Alexander 
Etkind's theory of "Internal Colonization"xx and Sergei 
Abashin's reflectionsxxi, these works will allow me to 
define decoloniality in the post-Soviet Russian context as 
processes of decentralization and the formation of 
regional autonomous agency. The papers on identity 
and regionalism by Bourdieuxxii and Paasixxiii, together 
with Vladimir Gel'man's description of post-Soviet 
regionsxxiv, will help me understand the formation of 
regions in Russia and evaluate the role of symbols and 
architecture in these processes. Finally, the works of 
urban studies specialists Diner and Hagenxxv, applied to 
the transformation of post-socialist cities, and 
reflections on regionalistxxvi and post-colonialxxvii 
architecture in other parts of the world, will enable me 
to identify and describe decolonial architectural 
practices in Russia. 

 
Chapter 1. Production of Regions as Russian 
Decoloniality 
The dissolution of empires into independent states is the 
primary process of external decolonization. However, 
for Russia, which was more characterized by internal 
colonization4, internal decolonization entails 
decentralization and regionalism in the sense of 
redistributing power from the center to the regions. 
Though the transformations in Russian society 
associated with the dissolution of the USSR and the 
establishment of the Russian Federation have been 
immense and various, I aim to focus primarily on the 
dynamics of regional policy, which can be described as 
decolonial and its architectural interdependencies and 
implications. 
It is important to distinguish between postcoloniality as 
a condition of context in decolonizing regions and 
decoloniality as practices of liberation from colonial 
forms of oppression. In this sense, decentralization and 
federalization, which are popular postcolonial policies in 
countries-previous colonies with a complex ethnic and 
confessional composition, such as the USA, Argentina, 
Australia, Canada in the 19th century, and India, Ethiopia 
in the 20th centuryxxviii. In Russia as country of internal 
colonization, on the contrast, these policies are 
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decolonial. Although early Soviet regional policies also 
shared some characteristics of decentralizationxxix, the 
common assessment today is that the USSR was an 
empire that continued colonial policies under anti-
colonial slogansxxx. Therefore, only the processes 
associated with the collapse of the USSR, the "parade of 
sovereignties," and the formation of autonomous 
regions and states can be considered decolonial. 
Consequently, a postcolonial research perspective 
becomes applicable to post-Soviet Russia, especially 
regarding internal colonization. Considering the 
significant scale of the country's actual federalization 
and diversification of regional political regimes in the 
1990s8, as well as the academic debate about the 
limitations of postcolonial theory in the post-Soviet 
contextxxxi, I will describe at least the first two decades 
of Russian politics (1990-2010) as a postcolonial period. 
Institutional, political, and cultural processes aimed at 
decentralizing power and resources, increasing the 
autonomy of regions and municipalities, in other words, 
processes of producing regions as subjects, — I will 
consider as decolonial. 
 
Stages of the production of Regions 
Thus, I consider the production of regions as 
autonomous and rightful entities to be the main 
decolonial process in Russia. By "region" here, following 
Bourdieu6, I understand not only an administrative unit 
of self-government, but a social construct that is the 
product of contested power relations and possesses its 
own collective identity. In this sense, regions are cross-
scale: they can be a local municipality, a city, a subject of 
the Russian Federation, or any other collective territorial 
identity. To assess the success of decolonial 
transformations in Russia, I will rely on the regional 
production stages conception proposed by Paasi7. 
1. Territorial Formation. The establishment of a 

region’s boundaries as a spatial differentiation from 
other territories. The boundary can be either 
“hard" administrative or "soft" perceived. It can be 
established either ad hoc or based on the historical 
form of the region. The criterion for the success of 
the territorial stage is broad recognition of the 
legitimacy of the boundaries by both external and 
internal actors. 

2. Institutional Formation. The subjectivity of the 
region as the formation of agents within it who 
have power, resources, and legitimacy to make 
decisions on its behalf. For this stage, the presence 
of local authorities with recognized administrative 
status is essential, managing the territory within the 
given boundaries. This phase also includes the work 
of regional formal and informal institutions as a 
local way of "doing things." The criteria for the 
success of this stage are external and internal 

recognition of the legitimacy of local institutions 
and their real autonomy in decision-making. 

3. Symbolic Formation. This stage is crucial in 
terms of producing legitimacy for territorial 
boundaries and regional institutions. Through 
symbolic power, regional political and cultural 
elites produce symbolic internal similarities and 
external differences of the region, imposing the 
legitimacy of the produced division of the world, 
trying to make people recognize and see the 
region, and believe in it. At this stage, the 
identity of the region is produced as a set of 
distinctive properties of a group with a 
connection to a specific place. The criterion for 
the success of the symbolic production of the 
region may be the acceptance of identity at the 
individual level, the appropriation of group 
properties and symbols designated as 
characteristic of the regionxxxii. 
 

It is important to note that these stages are not 
sequential, but occur simultaneously or in various 
different orders. For example, symbolic formation may 
precede institutional formation, in which case symbolic 
differentiation serves as a means of group mobilization, 
giving birth to a collective subject for the struggle 
towards institutionalization (self-governance) and 
recognition of regional boundaries. Moreover, these 
stages can never be considered as completed; rather, 
they are an ongoing and mutable process that responds 
to various power relations within and outside the region. 
 
Territorial and institutional formation of Regions 
The symbolic start of decentralization in Russia occurred 
on August 6, 1990, when Boris Yeltsin, the head of the 
still Soviet Russia, addressed regional leaders in Kazan 
with his famous phrase "take as much sovereignty as you 
can swallow"xxxiii. The boundaries of regions within the 
Russian Federation largely inherited the administrative 
division adopted during Soviet times, but the same 
territorial units obtained radically new powers as 
subjects of the Russian Federation by signing the federal 
agreement in 1992. Despite the new constitution's 
declared equality of federation subjects, newly-formed 
republics, territories, regions, and districts, had different 
statuses, which is why federalism in Russia is considered 
asymmetricalxxxiv. Thus, ethnic autonomies (ASSR) 
established themselves as national republics: sovereign 
states with their own constitution, capital, and official 
language. The status of predominantly Russian regions 
established as oblast’ (district) was not only less by this 
official name framing, but also in some formal powers, 
which caused criticism among regional elitesxxxv. 
Nevertheless, the level of institutional autonomy and 
decentralization of all regions compared to the Soviet 
vertical was enormous8. 
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The rigid hierarchical system that was centralized in 
Moscow was dismantled both at the regional and local 
levels with the adoption of the 1993 Constitution of 
Russia, which declared the independence of local 
municipal authoritiesxxxvi. By the end of the 1990s, the 
Russian Federation had institutionally become a hub of 
diverse regional and local regimes. While city and 
regional leaders and local parliaments, as well as 
municipal councils were elected through universal 
suffrage, not all elections were competitive: regional 
authoritarianism and democracies both coexistedxxxvii. 
The diversity of regional statuses, institutional powers, 
and political regimes confirms the horizontal nature of 
regional policy during the early stages of post-Soviet 
Russia's existence. This observation allows us to assert 
the decolonial character of the country's institutional 
reformation. 
By the end of the 1990s, regardless of the regime type 
or status, regions and municipalities had officially 
recognized boundaries and legal management 
institutions, which resulted in the emergence of regional 
political elitesxxxviii. Therefore, we can speak of the 
completion of the territorial stage of regional formation 
and the ongoing institutional stage that involves the 
systematic production of regional subjectivity. However, 
it remains uncertain whether the residents themselves 
recognized their region and considered the established 
boundaries and institutions legitimate. In other words, 
did they develop a regional or local identity? Without 
definitive answers to these questions, it is difficult to 
speak of the successful establishment of regions as 
subjects of social reality. It’s where the symbolic stage 
matters.  

 
Symbolic formation of Regions and the post-Soviet 
identity crisis 
Postcolonial societies, including post-Soviet Russia, 
often struggle with identity crisesxxxix. The Soviet Union 
failed to establish a macro-political identity of “Soviet 
nation”, and the all-Russian civic identity was absent at 
the time of the formation of the Russian Federation, 
leaving citizens with a fragmented sense of selfxl. In the 
absence of a macro-political identity, there has been a 
surge in ethnic, local, and regional self-awarenessxli. This 
phenomenon is most active in national republics, where 
demographic and migration processes have led to an 
increase in the proportion of the "titular ethnic group," 
causing ethnic-Russians to become a minorityxlii. 
Nevertheless, the institutional framing of the region as 
an ethnic republic leads to a perception of 
discrimination among representatives of national 

 
*  It should be noted, however, that the subjectivity of the region is not always 
the subjectivity of its inhabitants. In the case of regional authoritarianism, the 
political elite speaks on behalf of the region, which may make decisions, for 
example, in the interests of maintaining its own power, aiming to legitimize 
its regime rather than being guided by the interests of the region's residents. 

minorities, and regional and ethnic identities come into 
conflict in such casesxliii. In regions and territories that do 
not hold the status of a national republic and have a 
predominantly Russian or mixed ethnic composition, 
regional identity is expressed less vigorously, giving way 
to local identity centered around major cities and 
regional capitalsxliv. Moreover, regional identities are 
emerging that do not align with administrative 
boundaries, such as Uralians, Cossacks, Pomors, 
Siberians, Caucasians, and so forth30, including those 
with republican aspirations aimed at institutionalizing 
these regions32.  

Consequently, it is premature to claim that the 
majority of regions and municipalities have stable 
territorial identities. Regional political elites have 
endeavored to stabilize, manage, and attach these 
identities to administrative boundaries since the 
beginning of the territorial and institutional stages of 
regional formation. As demonstrated above, there was 
also a contest of the visions of region from other 
regional groups, such as ethnic and cultural elites. These 
efforts can be described as battles for identity or the 
symbolic stage of regional formationxlv. It is where 
architecture plays a decisive role. 

 
 
 

 
Chapter 2. Decolonial architecture in Russia 
Considering decoloniality in Russia as a process of 
producing regions as legitimate territories possessing 
institutionalized subjectivity and identity, criteria can 
be formulated to define architectural processes as 
decolonial. 
Firstly, decolonial architectural practice supports the 
institutional formation of a region as its’ subjectivity. 
This means that it exists in the regional institutional field 
and is an expression of the will of the region as a 
collective subject. It is not important whether the 
regional political elite or any other group or individual 
within the region speaks on behalf of it; what matters is 
that this will is not imposed from outside*33.  
Secondly, decolonial architectural practice supports the 
symbolic formation of a region, as it participates in the 
production of its identity, strengthening internal 
symbolic similarities and external differences, thus 
making both the region's inhabitants and external 
observers believe and acknowledge its existence as a 
separate, autonomous territorial and collective entity 
with certain characteristic features (symbols). 

Nevertheless, the democratization of regional power is not a necessary 
criterion for decoloniality. Issues of intra-regional hierarchies and systems of 
oppression are secondary in post-colonial optics to overcoming the 

exploitative dependence of the region on the metropolis.  
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Based on this definition, it becomes clear that 
important institutional transformations had to occur in 
architectural law and market for the emergence of 
decolonial architecture. Let’s call it decolonization of 
architecture.  

 
Decolonizing architecture  
Architecture is not an autonomous sphere; rather, it is 
an institution directly depending on economic and 
political forces. Therefore, the post-Soviet institutional 
formation of regions as subjects of the federation could 
not but have a profound impact on architectural 
practice. Thus, in order to study decolonial architecture 
in regions, it is necessary to first examine the 
institutional context: to what extent have regions 
become subject to architectural activity after the 
collapse of the USSR? It is the institutions, such as legal 
norms regulating architectural activity, that endow 
regional clients with the right to (re)shape the space. It 
is the institutions, such as formalized standards, which 
determine the degree of freedom for regional actors in 
choosing the location, function, and appearance of the 
object built. It is these institutions that create a regional 
subject of symbolic politics. How did the decolonization 
of architecture as an institution and sphere of activity 
occur?  
By decolonization of architecture, I mean the 
institutional redistribution of architectural (and 
therefore symbolic) power from the center to the 
regions. Indicators of success in this process include: 

• The existence of a regional economy and 
regional government bodies with the right to 
independently allocate regional budgets 

• The presence of private developers within the 
region 

• The existence of a construction industry in the 
region 

• The presence of architectural and urban 
planning competencies (bureaus) within the region, with 
the ability to design for local clients 

• The existence of institutions for architectural 
and urban planning education within the region 

• The existence of regional instruments for legal 
regulation of architectural and urban planning activities 
and spatial planning.  
Under these institutional conditions, regional actors can 
fully realize their will in the symbolic formation of the 
region through architecture. Although the processes of 
institutional formation varied in each region of the 
Russian Federation, and the volume of resources was 
different, such institutional conditions for the 
emergence of decolonial architecture began to emerge 
from the late 1980s. 
In 1987, at the dawn of the Perestroika era, the Central 
Committee of the Communist Party of the Soviet Union 
and the Council of Ministers of the USSR issued Decree 

No. 1058 "On the Further Development of Soviet 
Architecture and Urban Planning". It officially 
recognized the harmful effects of excessive 
centralization in industrial housing design, highlighted 
the problem of uniformity in urban planning in various 
regions, and condemned the disregard for "national and 
regional" peculiarities and natural-climatic conditions of 
construction areasxlvi. For the first time at the state level, 
the fallacy of the centralization practices of Soviet 
modernism was acknowledged, and a course towards 
decolonizing the architectural and urban planning 
sphere was officially set. 
In 1988, the USSR Law No. 8998-XI "On Cooperation" 
authorized private architectural practice. Private 
architectural bureaus emerged in the format of 
cooperatives based on design institutes, which had 
previously been subject to a rigid vertical hierarchy. This 
included private architectural bureaus in various 
regionsxlvii. The creative freedom of architects at the 
local level, who had been previously bound not only by 
standardization norms but also by the vertical hierarchy 
of the design system, was now limited only by market 
relations. 
The emergence of regional architectural schools was the 
result of the colonial modernization of the USSR as an " 
affirmative action empire"xlviii. Prior to the revolution, 
architectural education could only be obtained in the 
capitals, but during the Soviet era, architectural 
departments were established in dozens of cities, largely 
in response to the acute need for personnel during the 
post-war construction boomxlix. Decree No. 1058 from 
1988 established independent architectural institutes 
based on the architectural faculties in the regions, and 
then entire universitiesl. Despite the strict centralization 
of the design process in the late USSR, it was in the 
architectural universities throughout the Russian Soviet 
Federative Socialist Republic where the first regionalist 
concepts, visions of symbolic identity of cities and 
regions, and authorial architectural projects were born, 
which would later become a reality in the 90sli. 
The privatization of construction factories, which began 
in 1991, resulted in significant autonomy of regional 
construction markets and the formation of regional 
construction industrieslii. The decentralization of the 
Russian economy, the transition from a command-
administrative system to a market-oriented system, and 
the elimination of Gosplan as the main distributive and 
control center all led to the emergence of regional and 
municipal budgets in the 1990s, albeit with varying 
degrees of autonomy from federal subsidies and often 
relying on informal mechanisms of redistributionliii. 
Nonetheless, these conditions made it possible for 
regional construction clients and resources to emerge.  
With the collapse of the Soviet Union, the 
transformation of norms in the field of architectural 
design and urban planning began. The rigid regulation of 
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architectural activity by the system of all-union SNiP 
(construction norms and rules) was based on the needs 
of a centralized planned economyliv. Standards and 
norms adopted in Moscow institutions did not allow for 
significant regional variability and were imposed 
hierarchically, representing a colonial mode of 
governance38. In 1994, SNiP 10-01-94 decentralized the 
system by introducing the normative documents of 
Russian Federation subjects into the legal field: TSN 
(territorial building norms), whose task was precisely to 
"take into account the social, natural-climatic features, 
national traditions, and economic capabilities of the 
regions of Russia"lv. Although the inertia of Soviet 
institutional heritage persists to this day, the reduction 
of control from Moscow and the introduction of regional 
norms laid the foundation for the concentration of 
symbolic power in the hands of regional elites.  
Thus, the institutional conditions created in the 1990s 
favored the emergence of local architecture in the 
regions, which could be called decolonial as it existed 
within the regional normative field and was a product of 
regional architectural demand and production. The 
institutional stage of regional formation created 
opportunities for the beginning of the symbolic stage. 
The decolonization of the architectural market gave rise 
to decolonial architecture. 

 
Decolonial architecture as a tool for symbolic politics 
Architecture and urban planning have always been 
important weapons in symbolic battles for power, used 
to define, shape, and control social groups through the 
production of their identities. The post-Soviet space is 
yet another arena for such battles and symbolic politics. 
The manifestation of cultural-political, regionalist, or 
ethnic narratives in urban spaces across the former 
socialist bloc has varied from simple renaming of streets 
and demolition of monuments to complete 
restructuring of cities or even construction of new 
capital cities. In Russia, similar processes have served 
the symbolic formation of regional identities, both local 
and ethnic. 
The production of a region as a collective unity is 
possible both by distinguishing territorial group from the 
"Others" and through uniting it around a common idea. 
Therefore, the symbolic work of decolonial architecture 
in Russia is twofold. Firstly, it brings to the attention of 
the region's residents and external observers the fact of 
the region's existence as a collective subject through the 
production of visual internal similarities and external 
differences (Differentiation) lvi. Thus, architecture makes 
one region distinct from another, which was particularly 
important for the formation of identity after decades of 
Soviet unification. Secondly, it manifests the region's 
belonging to an external supraregional identity, 
demonstrating to the region's residents and external 
observers a vision of the future through the production 

of visual similarities with "ideologically close" external 
regions (Integration) 40. Thus, through architecture, a 
region can insert itself into new global alliances. In 
addition, integrative practices allow for challenging 
existing boundaries of the region, representing itself as 
part of the "Other." 
It is important to note the hybrid nature of decolonial 
architectural practices. In pursuit of the symbolic 
production of their region, local actors often used self-
exoticization, adopting a superficial orientalist 
perspective on themselves “from the outside”. This 
allowed them to highlight their own difference as the 
Other, the Separate, or conversely, to become part of 
the external Other. In this sense, architecture is akin to 
the language practices studied by decolonial linguists. 
Just as mimicry, as described by Homi Bhabha, helped 
colonized peoples avoid assimilation through the 
symbolic differences imposed by colonizerslvii, 
decolonial architecture employs subversive orientalist 
techniques. Using case studies from various regions of 
Russia, I will examine diverse architectural practices of 
Differentiation and Integration.  

 
Chapter 3. Decolonial architectural practices in 
Regions of Russia 
 
Architecture of Differentiation 
The main idea behind symbolic differentiation is to 
create or emphasize certain unique shared properties 
within a region that distinguish it from others. As in the 
case of the production of ethnic identity in post-colonial 
countries, agents of regional production pay special 
attention to its pre-colonial or pre-Soviet history. Most 
decolonial architectural practices of differentiation can 
be grouped into five categories: 

 
1. Contextualism: establishing a connection with the 
past 
Soviet modernism was heavily criticized for ignoring 
local context even before the collapse of the USSR, 
which was reflected in "perestroika" decree No. 1058. 
The environmental approach, as a practice of adapting 
modernism to locality, became increasingly popular 
among Soviet architects as a protest against total 
standardization and uniformity, as well as in line with 
Western trends of postmodernism and critical 
regionalism. The concept was popular among young 
Moscow architects and researchers, such as 
Glazychevlviii, Gutnov, Ass, and Vysokovskylix, and was 
also implemented in practice. Contextualism and the 
environmental approach formed the basis of the 
projects to restore Tashkent after the earthquake by the 
Moscow architect Kosinsky in the 1970s and 1980slx. 
However, being a product within the colonial 
institutional field of the Soviet hierarchy, such projects 
remained colonial in nature, serving as a stylistic 
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replacement of uniformity with orientalism in the 
context of Western postmodernism. Only in the 1990s, 
as a result of political and institutional decolonization of 
institutions regulating regional policy and architectural 
activity, contextualism flourished as a decolonial 
"grassroots movement" - becoming a popular tool for 
the manifestation of the region's difference not from 
Moscow, but from the perspective of regional elites, 
both political and architecturallxi.  
One notable example of contextualism is the Nizhny 
Novgorod architectural schoollxii. Alexander Kharitonov, 
who became the chief architect of the city in 1993, 
concentrated symbolic power in his hands while 
continuing his design and educational activities. He 
united the leading architects of the region, such as 
Pestov, Popov, Nikishin, among others, around the 
principles of reproducing the scale of pre-revolutionary 
buildings in new construction, and using the stylistics of 
merchant eclecticism, Art Nouveau, and pseudo-Russian 
style, which are characteristic of pre-revolutionary 
Nizhny Novgorod. The works of Nizhny Novgorod 
architects in the 1990s served as symbolic support and 
expression of the positioning of the region as a "market 
flagship" and "bastion of free private property" - 
ideological slogans of the regional governor Boris 
Nemtsovlxiii. By mobilizing the pre-revolutionary 
merchant tradition, the regional elites symbolically 
legitimized the formation of modern Nizhny Novgorod 
region as an independent region distinguished by its 
"spirit of entrepreneurship". 

 
2. Commemoration: selectively perpetuating heritage 
Creating monuments as a symbolic redefinition of 
identity is a typical feature of post-colonial and post-
socialist societies. In the late Soviet era, the concept of 
retro-development, proposed by architect Yeromin, 
gained traction in urban planning as a compromise 
between new construction, commemoration, and the 
recreation of historical environmentslxiv in the context of 
Soviet decolonization. Rebuilding demolished historical 
buildings, reconstructing ruins, setting up new 
monuments to national heroes, and designating pre-
revolutionary architecture as official heritage statue 
with subsequent restoration — all these processes 
became popular commemorative practices and 
effective tools of identity politics for regional elites in 
Russia in the post-Soviet yearslxv. Monuments are 
powerful transmitters of unifying ideas and markers of 
differentiation that were actively used for symbolically 
distinguishing between regions. 
An illustrative example of commemorative 
differentiation is the Old Tatar Sloboda settlement in 
Kazan. The predominantly wooden pre-revolutionary 
buildings in this area were systematically demolished for 
high-rise residential construction during both Soviet and 
post-Soviet times. However, during the post-colonial 

rise of national self-awareness, the Old Tatar Sloboda 
received the status of an architectural and historical 
reserve in 1992, becoming a symbol of the revival of 
ethnic identitylxvi. In preparation for the grand 
celebration of the Millennium of Kazan, the Sloboda was 
reconstructed. It is noteworthy that at the start of the 
reconstruction, the wooden houses in the Old Tatar 
Sloboda did not have any significant visual differences 
from other areas of the city built during the same period. 
Therefore, the task of the reconstruction was not only 
the restoration and repair of individual buildings but also 
the "re-creation of the holistic atmosphere of Tatar 
everyday life and traditional culture," in order to 
produce "Tatar identity" in this particular area. The color 
palette and decoration techniques used in the 
reconstruction of the Sloboda were not related to these 
specific buildings, but rather were the result of a search 
and creation of a collective image of Tatar ways of 
decorating residential homeslxvii. Thus, through the 
declarative preservation of historical heritage, symbolic 
ethnic distinctions of the region were produced.  

Against this backdrop, the destruction of the old 
barracks Arsk Casarma is a telling example of 
commemorative selectiveness. The typical red brick 
military barracks, which was built to accommodate 
soldiers throughout the Russian Empire, was doomed 
because its symbolic role did not correspond to the 
official vision of the region's formation as Tatar national 
republic. The Arsk barracks served more as a symbol of 
Russian colonization of the Tatars, and defenders of the 
city's historical heritage were unable to sway residents 
and authorities to their sidelxviii. Active forgetting is no 
less an important tool in symbolic politics9. 

 
 
3. An Active Oblivion: selectively erasing heritage 
Symbolically "forgetting" markers of the past that do not 
fit into the official narrative of a new identity has been 
characteristic of both imperial and post-colonial regimes 
to the same extent. For instance, the traces of German 
construction in former Königsberg were intentionally 
destroyed by the Soviet authorities as symbols of the 
defeated enemy regimelxix. It is interesting that the 
practice of "active oblivion," or the concealment of 
Soviet past, is actively used in the post-Soviet 
Kaliningrad region. The local community carries out 
symbolic production of the region as a post-colonial 
subject using the Königsberg identity, which implies, 
among other things, erasing the Soviet past. This causes 
dissatisfaction among supporters of the Russian image 
of the region. In addition to the planned demolition of 
the unfinished modernist House of Soviets, an 
illustrative example is the massive reconstruction of 
typical Soviet housing using symbols of German and 
Prussian aestheticslxx. The removal of products of Soviet 
standardization is an effective way of symbolically 
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differentiating and producing distinctions through 
architecture. 

 
4. Historicism: creating heritage 
One way to create symbolic differences without even 
selectively relying on existing historical memory is 
historicism - a stylistic borrowing of architectural 
elements from different historical epochs, a popular 
eclectic approach in global postmodernism. In the 
Republic of Mari El, and especially in its capital Yoshkar-
Ola, historicism has been taken to a further extent than 
elsewhere. Leonid Markelov, the authoritarian leader 
of the region, rebuilt the city center according to his 
own tastes and values, combining the aesthetics of 
Italian Renaissance, Gothic, Flemish, and ancient 
Russian architecture. Despite criticism of the governor's 
policy for personalization in governance and ignoring 
any other problems besides symbolic construction, the 
uniqueness of the region produced by these practices 
of historicism is acknowledged by both its residents and 
external observerslxxi. Similar historicist practices go 
hand in hand with practices of active forgetting, hiding 
decades of typical construction behind pseudo-
historical facades. However, historicizing architects 
often resort to citing specific European practices, 
symbolically linking the region with European culture 
(an example being the Bruges embankment in Yoshkar-
Ola), which is why historicism can also be attributed to 
integration practices, such as occidentalism. 

 
5. Ethnicization: strengthening national identity 
In the 1990s, the manifestation of ethnicity in urban 
spaces became the primary means of differentiation for 
national regions. For regions where the titular nation 
constituted the majority, ethnicization of architecture 
was a logical expression of the societal national upswing 
and consolidation of national differences in stone, along 
with the postcolonial autonomy acquired. In regions 
with predominantly Russian populations, similar 
counterintuitive practices could serve as symbolic 
legitimization of established borders and the 
consolidation of the right of regional elites to govern the 
region. For instance, the Jewish Autonomous Oblast, 
which was a part of the Khabarovsk Krai during Soviet 
times, was only granted the status of an federation 
subject in the 1990s. Despite its titular status, the Jewish 
population here comprises less than 2%, which raises 
the question of liquidating the region's autonomy and 
returning it to the Khabarovsk Krai. Thus, for the local 
elites, symbolic production of the region as distinctive is 
a question of maintaining their own status. In addition 
to supporting Jewish cultural and religious institutions, 
symbolic differentiation based on ethnicity is achieved 
through the duplication of street names in Yiddish and 
other architectural and spatial techniques, such as the 
widespread use of the menorah in city landscaping, and 

the installation of a monument to the Jewish writer 
Sholem Aleichemlxxii. 
 
Architecture of Integration 
The main idea behind symbolic integration is to create 
common characteristics of a region that make it similar 
to another external region that serves as a reference 
point, an embodiment of a desired future image, or a 
carrier of similar values and ideas. Unlike many 
contemporary post-colonial societies, westernized 
globalization was not perceived as a threat to the local 
community in post-Soviet regions, but rather as an 
opportunity for independent political and economic 
partnerships with alternative poles of power outside of 
the former metropolislxxiii. Creating symbolic global or 
westernized homogeneity in regions was an instrument 
in resisting the Soviet-imposed homogeneity from 
Moscow. Integration often accompanied differentiation, 
as the production of external similarities between the 
region and foreign countries often introduced 
differences from other regions within Russia. The key 
difference between these practices lies in their outward 
direction: while differentiation primarily aims to 
perceive the region as a unique self, integration, on the 
contrary, emphasizes the region's similarity to some 
external "Other." These decolonial architectural 
integration practices can be divided into five groups 
depending on the "object of aspirations." 

 
1. Occidentalism: becoming part of the West 
The Western world, which was once an antagonist to the 
Soviet Union during the Cold War, has become a 
consensus reference point for young democratic Russia, 
both among the political elitelxxiv and in wider societylxxv. 
The appeal of the Western lifestyle and consumer 
culture is expressed through the ubiquitous use of 
"European" symbolism in advertising and branding, 
exemplified by the phenomenon of "Euro renovation." 
The appeal to Europe and the West is the most popular 
theme in the naming of post-Soviet residential 
complexeslxxvi. The need to demonstrate a region's 
belonging to the global, Western, or European world has 
given rise to numerous architectural practices that I 
propose to call Occidentalist (in analogy with Said's 
"Orientalism"). Occidentalist architecture is a stylistic 
imitation or complete reproduction of popular 
architectural techniques in Europe and the United 
States. Until recently, all post-Soviet architecture was 
commonly regarded as Occidentalist copying of Western 
postmodernism, but in our theory of capitalist 
romanticism, we have abandoned this oversimplified 
view. Nevertheless, some form of symbolic assertion of 
Westernized globalization or the "Western way" can be 
found in the Manhattan-like skyscrapers of 
Yekaterinburg-City and the Brugge-like embankment in 
Yoshkar-Ola. 



 100 

The European vision of the region by local political, 
cultural elites and the public sometimes conflicts with 
internationalist globalization. For example, in St. 
Petersburg, whose identity historically constituted itself 
as a "window to Europe," a Chinese developer was 
forced to change its design for the "Pearl Plaza" 
shopping center under pressure from the public. 
Initially, the building was to be shaped like a lotus with a 
skyscraper in the center - such an image, developed by 
Chinese architects, was to represent China's new 
position as a global player in the Russian market. 
However, the presented renders and positioning caused 
protests among the citizens of St. Petersburg, and the 
new project was eventually executed by Finnish 
architects in a neutral style without any references to 
the Chinese origin of the project. Thus, the local 
community defended its symbolic power in producing 
the region as integrated into Europe57. 

 
2. Transborderism: uniting with neighbors 
For the first time in history, postcolonial "horizontalism" 
in the Russian Federation allowed regions to 
independently form external economic and political 
alliances. In contrast to the imperial and Soviet verticals, 
where all external power was concentrated in Moscow, 
international partnerships with neighboring countries 
were an important means for border regions to survive 
the difficult 1990s and provided impetus for 
development in the 2000s. Symbolic appeals to a 
neighboring country or desired partner were made by 
creating visual similarities, thus conveying the message 
to the domestic market that "soon we will live like 
them," and to the external market, "we are just like you, 
invest in us." This approach worked both ways - 
established economic partnerships not only brought 
financial resources to the region but also architectural 
and construction technologies and businesses from the 
partner, thus increasing symbolic similarities.  
An illustrative example of such horizontal relationships 
is Chukotka. Isolated from the rest of the country, in 
Soviet times Chukotka was supplied through the 
"northern delivery" - transporting goods by ships during 
a short season along the Northern Sea Route. Typical 
large-block and panel buildings, as well as wooden 
barracks, were assembled from construction materials 
brought in from central regions of the USSR. The 
collapse of the Soviet vertical broke these logistical 
chains. In the 1990s and 2000s, postcolonial Chukotka, 
led by Abramovich, reoriented its logistics to 
neighboring Canada and the United States. Old Soviet 
housing in Chukotka's villages was replaced with 
prefabricated frame cottages imported from Canadalxxvii. 
The mass nature of the reconstruction meant that many 
Chukotka villages became indistinguishable from 
modern Inuit and Eskimo settlements in Alaska and 
Canada's Nunavut. Representatives of indigenous 

peoples of America and Chukotka, who received the 
right to two-way visa-free entry in the 1990s, now had 
the opportunity to observe not only cultural but also 
architectural similarities in their regions. Although the 
"Canadian" level of life and democracy was never 
achieved in Russia, Canadian-style homes in Chukotka 
became a symbol of aspirations towards its 
achievement. 

 
3. Panethnicism: Unification based on Ethnicity 
The post-Soviet rise of ethnic nationalism was not only 
evident in the production of regional uniqueness 
through the use of ethnic symbolism but also in appeals 
to kindred peoples. The growth of pan-Slavic, pan-Finno-
Ugric, pan-Turkic, pan-Mongolist ideas in the post-Soviet 
space was due in part to the policy of national states to 
unite kindred peoples in diasporas and international 
ethnic communities. Such international policy, on the 
one hand, elevated the status of the national state as a 
"national home," while on the other hand, it created an 
independent foreign policy subjectivity for the national 
region, separate from Moscowlxxviii. 

For instance, economic growth in post-socialist 
Mongolia and Inner Mongolia, China, which occurred 
against the backdrop of economic difficulties in Buryatia, 
stimulated regional elites to increase contacts in this 
foreign policy tracklxxix. The positioning of Buryatia as 
part of the "Mongolian world" was facilitated by 
symbolic integration policies: the widespread use of 
Mongolian ornamentation and the image of the Buryat 
and Mongolian national hat "Malgai" in towers and 
pediments of buildings. In the symbolic production of 
the region, Buryatia did not simply go down the path of 
creating differences from the neighboring Irkutsk 
region: these differences also included visual similarities 
with the symbolism of the neighboring rapidly growing 
economy. 
 
4. Desecularization: uniting around a common faith. 
The freedom of religion obtained by citizens of the 
Soviet Union after many years of militant atheism led to 
the resurgence of religious movements throughout 
Russia. Mobilizing religion to strengthen ethnic groups 
and form homogeneous identities is a typical theme of 
post-colonial national state formation, and this has 
become relevant for Russian regions, especially for 
national republicslxxx. Religious symbols, including 
architecture, were intended not only to unite the region 
around a common idea and aesthetic that distinguished 
it from others, but also to articulate regional 
membership in larger supranational religious alliances. 
For example, in the 1990s, there was a surge of cultic 
construction in Kalmykia. Buddhist temples and stupas 
were erected in all cities and major villages of the 
republic. Buddhist aesthetics are present even in areas 
with predominantly Russian ethnic composition, as 
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Buddhist architecture became an alternative means of 
producing symbolic differences in typical Kalmykian 
urban design, in the absence of its own architectural and 
urban planning traditionslxxxi. However, desecularization 
was not only an instrument of differentiation, but also of 
integration. In 1993, during his election campaign, the 
future president of the republic, Kirsan Ilyumzhinov, 
positioned Kalmykia as the center of the Buddhist world, 
including by inviting the Dalai Lama to the republic, 
offering him political asylum, and promoting the project 
of a Lamaist center similar to the Vatican in Romelxxxii. 
After his election, Ilyumzhinov pursued an active foreign 
policy, including launching a program to repatriate 
Kalmyks from the Xinjiang Uygur Autonomous Region of 
China. Buddhist symbolism demonstrated Kalmykia's 
ambitions and openness to the persecuted Tibetan 
Lamaism, thereby strengthening the status of the region 
and its leader. 

 
5. Sovereignization: pretending an independent 
state.  
The relationship between symbolic and institutional 
formation of a region is two-fold. On one hand, this 
relationship is expressed through the desire of 
institutions to strengthen their own legitimacy and be 
recognized through symbolic production. On the other 
hand, this relationship is achieved through the 
performative ability of symbols to construct institutional 
expectations. Therefore, if symbolic politics was an 
obvious tool for the formation of post-colonial national 
states, aimed at strengthening and declaring their 
sovereignty, then for regions of Russia that received 
autonomy but remained within the federation, the 
production of state symbols could be directed both at 
strengthening and declaring their own autonomy, as 
well as at further expanding this autonomy until 
achieving full sovereignty. In any case, the bureaucratic 
institutions inherited from the USSR, which discredited 
themselves as colonial agents of Moscow's will, urgently 
needed symbolic "whitewashing" - and the symbols of 
state sovereignty, characteristic of independent national 
states, were an ideal solution. This list includes the 
constitution, anthem, coat of arms, and capital citylxxxiii. 
Architecture played a key role in the production of 
"capitalness" from the regional center.  
The construction of a new capital city is a frequent case 
of such symbolic politics in post-colonial stateslxxxiv and 
was applied in a Russian region as well: the city of 
Magas, built from scratch in Ingushetia. The production 
of capital symbols in Saransk, which became the capital 
of the Republic of Mordovia, is also interesting. In this 
city, the representation of the new status serves as both 
form and functionlxxxv. On the one hand, in post-Soviet 
buildings, elements of Stalinist Empire architecture are 
widely used alongside ethnic Mordovian symbolism: 
scale, order system, and even imitation of the silhouette 

of Stalin's skyscraper. On the other hand, a once-typical 
provincial city acquires all the features of the upper level 
of the Soviet urban hierarchy: a drama theater, a music 
theater, a philharmonic, a republican museum, a house 
of folk creativity - in post-Soviet Saransk, the symbolic 
function of buildings takes precedence over any utility 
or economy. This practice can be attributed to 
integration, as such architectural interventions created 
similarities between the main regional city and the 
image of the capital, the most obvious example of which 
for the post-Soviet space was Moscow. 
 
Chapter 4: Regional symbolic regimes instead of 
architectural styles 
The proposed categorization of decolonial architectural 
practices is not set in stone, and in most regions, they 
coexisted and interacted with each other. The horizontal 
nature of the country in the 90s resulted in a diversity of 
regional political regimes, which, in turn, produced 
varying symbolic policies. It is impossible to speak of a 
uniform regional architectural style during the 90s and 
00s. In some regions, architectural practices were not 
unified, resulting from the elites' struggle for symbolic 
capital and the power to define the region's image. In 
contrast, in other regions, they were subject to a 
common canon. 
To classify decolonial regional architectures, I suggest 
utilizing the concept of "symbolic regimes." lxxxvi Symbolic 
regimes range from fully pluralistic, which is 
characterized by a wide range of actors and their 
architectural practices, to completely monopolistic, 
where architectural activity is relatively homogeneous. 
A symbolic regime refers to the type of regional symbolic 
policy where different actors utilize distinct architectural 
practices. The symbolic regime is determined by the 
number of agents involved in symbolic policy and the 
diversity of their viewpoints. Depending on the type of 
symbolic regime in the region, certain decolonial 
architectural practices may be more prevalent. 
 
The number of symbolic politics agents 
The relationship between political and symbolic regimes 
in a given region is not always clear-cut. On the one 
hand, internal architectural homogeneity is possible in 
regions with an authoritarian political regime that holds 
complete symbolic power in its hands. On the other 
hand, homogeneity can also arise in democratic regions 
where there is consensus among different elite groups 
about the region's identity. However, the number of 
agents of symbolic politics is not always determined by 
the political regime. Symbolic politics should not be 
regarded as an immutable part of regional governance, 
but rather as a set of practical tools that can be 
mobilized by various actors to achieve their goals, and 
the administration is not necessarily part of that group. 
As such, an authoritarian leader in a region may 
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eliminate their influence on the architecture while 
maintaining relative symbolic pluralism for other elites 
in their region, while in democratic regions, some elite 
groups united by a common idea of regional identity 
may create a symbolic monopoly. Thus, in addition to 
the type of political regime, the number of elite groups 
also determines the number of agents of symbolic 
politics. 
In the context of post-socialism, regional elites, apart 
from being political actors, become primarily economic 
agents who have the ability to influence regional 
development not only through politics but also through 
business and cultural financinglxxxvii. Even entrepreneurs 
who do not have political levers can act as agents of 
symbolic politics as builders or financiers. Therefore, 
economic indicators such as investment attractiveness 
and regional gross product are more indicative of the 
number of symbolic agents. A more prosperous region is 
likely to have more agents, while a less developed region 
is likely to have fewer, regardless of its political regime. 
The probability of one group capturing the "symbolic 
power" in a less economically developed region simply 
increases due to the smaller number of competing 
groups. 
   
The possibility of canon: viewpoints of symbolic politics 
agents 
The diversity of perspectives among agents of symbolic 
politics is influenced by a variety of factors, such as the 
region's history, its level of autonomy, and its cultural 
and ethnic homogeneity. In some regions, the process 
of forming a strong regional identity preceded the 
institutional stage that followed the collapse of the 
Soviet Union, while in others, it followed this stage. 
Consequently, the construction of regional identity 
began from different starting points in different regions. 
The depth of a region's history, its experience of 
statehood or autonomy in the past, its geographic 
remoteness and homogeneity, and its cultural and 
ethnic homogeneity can all serve as criteria for a strong 
regional identitylxxxviii. 
In particular, ethnicity as a strong identity tends to be 
more prevalent in national republics with a dominant 
non-Russian population, whereas greater ethnic 
cohesion is observed in post-colonial groups that were 
colonized, while the identity of the former empire's 
titular nation becomes more open and flexiblelxxxix. The 
age of a region's urban development history is an 
important marker of its formation process, with the 
regional center or capital serving as a site of symbolic 
power and regionalist ideas that are "carved in stone." If 
a region's capital was built recently, during the Soviet 
era, the region is more likely to lack "symbolic 
experience" due to the predominantly standard nature 
of the city's construction. 

Taking this into account, we can consider the diversity of 
perspectives among agents of symbolic politics to be 
determined by the absence of a long-established strong 
identity in a region, which is more typical of "new" 
regions that have only recently entered the stage of 
symbolic formation. Conversely, in "old" regions with a 
strong identity, agents are more likely to have a symbolic 
consensus. The age of a region's idea and practice of 
formation, therefore, determines the dominant type of 
architectural practices that follow the institutional 
"acquisition" of autonomy. Agents in "old" regions are 
more inclined to use differentiation tools that create, 
reinforce, and highlight their uniqueness and distinction 
from others, thereby "completing" symbolic formation 
based on previous experience. Integration practices that 
involve the search and subsequent adoption of symbolic 
foundations from outside are more characteristic of 
"new" regions. 

 

 
Figure 1. The symbolic regimes map as of 2001. Gradation rich/poor 
made by GDP per capita, old/new by the year of capital city 
foundation. Red regions have autocratic pollical regime, green — 
democratic.  

  
Four symbolic regimes 
The following identifies four symbolic regimes (see 
Figure 1). 
1. Pluralistic-differentiation. This regime is 
characterized by a plurality of actors in symbolic politics, 
who primarily invest in the production of regional 
differences. The regime is primarily associated with 
"wealthy" regions with a long history of symbolic 
production. A typical example of a region with a 
pluralistic-differentiated symbolic regime is St. 
Petersburg. The city's architecture in the 1990s and 
2000s was diverse, but contextualism, historicism, and 
commemoration were the most popular practices. The 
city's symbolic policy aimed to preserve and emphasize 
its uniqueness. 
2. Pluralistic-integration. This regime is characterized 
by a plurality of actors in symbolic politics who primarily 
invest in the production of global similarities. The regime 
is primarily associated with "wealthy" regions without a 
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long history of symbolic production. Actors in such 
regions are not inclined to reach a consensus regarding 
the region's image, resulting in highly diverse 
architecture. However, dominant practices are often 
those of integration, such as occidentalism, cross-border 
partnerships, and desecularization. Karelia is a typical 
example of this regime. The region's symbolic policy 
primarily aimed to produce similarities with neighboring 
Finland. 
3.  Monopolistic-differentiation. This regime is 
characterized by the dominance of a small number of 
actors in symbolic politics who primarily invest in the 
production of regional differences. The regime is 
primarily associated with "poor" regions with small 
economies but rich histories. The new architecture in 
such regions is relatively uniform due to a small number 
of clients and builders, as well as a consensus regarding 
the region's image. The Pskov region is a typical example 
of this regime, where most of the post-Soviet 
constructions are built using historicism and 
contextualism practices. The symbolic policy in the 
region aimed to reinforce the pre-existing differences 
that existed before the Soviet era. 
4. Monopolistic-integration. It is characteristic of this 
regime to be dominated by a small number of actors in 
symbolic politics who invest primarily in the production 
of external similarities. This regime is mainly found in 
"poor" regions that lack a long symbolic history. These 
are typically young national republics with a mixed 
ethnic composition and authoritarian power, who only 
gained significant autonomy in the post-Soviet years. 
Symbolic politics in these regions is primarily directed 
towards strengthening the autocrat's own power 
through the mobilization of ethnic symbols, but also 
through the construction of symbolic similarities with 
national sovereign states. A typical example of such a 
regime is Mordovia, where the use of the Mordovian 
national ornament accompanied practices of 
sovereigntization - the construction of a pompous 
regional capital. 
Of course, symbolic regimes are neither a discrete nor a 
constant category. Like political regimes, they are the 
product of a constant struggle for power, in this case, for 
symbolic power to dictate the definition of a region to 
its inhabitants and external observers. Symbolic 
struggles were particularly acute in pluralistic regimes, 
within which actors competed through integrative and 
differentiating practices. Such competition took place 
within architectural commissions, competitions, 
criticism, and public spaces. In monopolistic regimes, 
due to the limited number of actors, the struggle was 
less fierce and was fought not so much for specific 
images but for overcoming symbolic monopoly. 
Nevertheless, the key feature of architectural symbolic 
battles is that they took place overwhelmingly within the 
region, between regional actors, without significant 

influence from the center of the federation, which 
allows us to speak of them as an important post-colonial 
phenomenon. 
 
Chapter 5. Conclusion and implications  

 
1. The post-Soviet regional architecture is considered 
decolonial because it supported the establishment of 
regional subjectivity. he post-Soviet regional 
architecture is decolonial as it supported the formation 
of regional subjectivity. The decentralization of Russia 
that occurred after the collapse of the USSR is often 
referred to as uncontrolled, anarchic, and fictitious. 
However, the decisions made by Gorbachev and later 
Yeltsin were indeed a genuine decolonization: at the 
legal and institutional level, regions of the country, 
including individual cities and municipalities as federal 
subjects, were granted extensive political, economic, 
and cultural autonomy.  Since the early 1990s, 
postcolonial processes have been underway in the 
regions to achieve and reinforce their acquired rights, 
with the symbolic formation of regions being particularly 
noteworthy as it represents institutional changes in the 
perceived reality. Architecture and urban planning have 
emerged as crucial instruments for the symbolic 
formation of regions, with architectural practices that 
reinforce the institutional and symbolic subjectivity of 
regions being regarded as decolonial. 
2. The description of post-Soviet architecture in the 
regions should not be based on "styles," but rather on 
"symbolic regimes" and architectural practices of 
"differentiation" and "integration". Decolonial 
architecture was the result of institutional changes, 
including in the field of architecture, which created their 
own architectural markets in the regions and 
decentralized symbolic politics in the country. 
Decolonial architecture was an instrument of regional 
symbolic policy, as it involved the struggle for the 
production of regional identity and the imposition of this 
image within and outside the region. This production 
was carried out through a variety of architectural 
practices, which can be roughly divided into 
differentiation - creating differences between regions - 
and integration - creating similarities between regions. 
Depending on the economic and political situation, 
various symbolic regimes were formed in the regions - 
pluralistic and monopolistic - which describe the number 
of actors involved in symbolic production and the 
dominant types of architectural practices they use. 
Symbolic regimes were arenas of constant competition 
for symbolic power in the region. 
3. Decolonial architecture played a crucial role in post-
Soviet Russia's decentralization. The uniformity of the 
Soviet era was broken down by diverse architectural 
landscapes that emerged in different regions. This 
allowed for the strengthening of Russia's horizontal 
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structure, while also politicizing regional societies 
through symbolic identity production. Citizens were 
mobilized for participation in the region's self-
governance or mobilized against imposed identity. 
Symbolic policy strengthened regional institutional 
autonomy by creating expectations for the region in 
society. This led to the proliferation of forms and visual 
languages in regional architectural schools. In the 
context of Putin's re-centralization of 2010-th, the 
symbolic distinctions created by architecture became a 
tool for defending regional institutional autonomy. 
Projects to unite certain regions were rejected, and 
symbolic production played a crucial role in supporting 
institutional autonomy as political and economic 
autonomy of regional elites were eliminated. 
Architecture remained one of the few fields for real 
subjectivity for these regions. 
4. Decolonial architecture did not only contribute to 
the destruction of the imperial system of oppression, 
but also supported the emergence of new 
authoritarian hierarchies. Decolonial architecture 
cannot be regarded as an absolute good, as in many 
regions it has reinforced local authoritarian regimes. 
Through the example of architecture, it becomes 
evident that decolonial transformations do not 
necessarily lead to the emancipation of the inhabitants 
of a region that has been "liberated" from imperial rule, 
but always result in a redistribution of power in favor of 
regional elites. The breakdown of the center-colony 
hierarchy and the associated policies of oppression can 
lead to the construction of hierarchies within former 
colonies and the emergence of new forms of 
oppression. Thus, through symbolic production of 
regional identities, local elites attempt to impose their 
hegemony in defining the group, often depriving 
alternative groups and identities of representation. 
Decolonial architecture often bears traits of Orientalism, 
which simplifies generalizations, erases intra-regional 
diversity and complexity. By resorting to self-exoticism, 
regional elites can destroy architectural heritage, 
erasing layers of history that do not correspond to the 
constructed image. 

 
5. The architect is not an independent observer of 
regional identity, but rather an agent who both 
produces and contests it. Understanding the symbolic 
production of post-Soviet regional policies enables a 
critical perspective on contemporary understandings of 
local identity held by architects and critics. They often 
perceive regional identity as a constant, possessing a 
physically tangible form that can be deciphered, 

 
 

 

reproduced, or "unveiled" for external observers. 
However, as demonstrated in this study, what is referred 
to as identity is a product of ongoing struggles within 
symbolic politics, and the architect is an active 
participant occupying a particular position within it. By 
"reading" identity, the architect constructs it, playing an 
active role as an actor within the regional symbolic 
regime. 

 
 

6. Architecture of the transition from postcolonialism 
to re-colonialism in Russia: prospects for further 
research. The rise of Vladimir Putin led to a re-
centralization of power in Russia, with direct regional 
elections abolished and regional autonomy reduced. 
Experts suggest this has led to a re-colonial state with 
increased centralization and suppression of counter-
hegemonic discoursexc. Architecture played a role in this 
process, and further research is needed to explore this 
role. The proposed research aims to examine the 
decision-making and language used by architects in 
constructing symbols and how they use regional 
identity. The study will also explore the interaction of 
class and re-colonial hierarchies, which was imposed 
within the symbolic politics as well. Lastly, the research 
will reflect on re-colonial and prospect decolonial 
architectural practices, questioning how to maintain a 
balance between pan-Russian civil identity and regional 
images. The research hopes to provide insight into 
possible architectural practice preventing the 
strengthening of the vertical of power and promoting 
horizontality, emancipation of residents on local level. 
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Abstract: 
Since the early 1990s, Tel Aviv has carefully established itself 
as a world city. The construction of the Azrieli towers was a 
pivotal step towards integrating the city into the neoliberal 
framework that currently defines it. The present short 
paper is derived from my M.A. research thesis, which 
examines the emergence of a novel 'world city monument,' 
namely the Azrieli Towers, and its corresponding 
representational and spatial implications. The article explores 
the significant shift that occurred in the new millennium, 
whereby a physical structure with three dimensions was 
converted into a two-dimensional icon. The icon's sensory 
impact is limited to the visual domain, as it belongs to the 
category of visual representations. Simultaneously, it 
possesses the ability to travel across different contexts with 
ease, providing seemingly limitless 
interpretations as depicted in various forms of media and 
popular culture, including but not limited to brochures, city 
maps, and souvenirs. The transformation of the structure into 
a representation serves multiple functions that ultimately 
enhance its iconic status. This paper aims to critically 
examine the naive vision of the early Azrieli towers' urban 
promise in light of the contemporary influence of urban icons. 

Beyond Naivety: Critical Examining of the Azrieli 
Centres' Iconic Imagery 

World cities and their architecture 
The prevailing spirit of the 1990s shaped the current 
paradigm of the World City. The concept with a relatively 
favourable approach to globalization, garnered 
significance within both academic and market-economy 
spheres. Sociologist Saskia Sassen, one of the concept 
pioneers, argued that the uniqueness of global cities 
derives from the unprecedented nature of globalization. 
She sought the global reach of large transnational 
corporations has created a new type of city that 
operates as a node structural to a network of dislocated, 
ever-expanding centres of global financial 
power (Sassen 1994, 3-5). The emerging new urban 
paradigm was advocated at the national and municipal 
levels. Indeed, "in the early 1990s, everyone wanted to 
imitate the West" (Thompson 1999, 145); as a result, city 
leaders worldwide strengthened their links to the global 
urban network with new policies and city plans while 

recruiting transnational corporations and specialized 
firms (Abrahamson 2004, 25). Within this context, Tel 
Aviv aimed to position itself as a world city and to 
develop a flagship urban project that would serve as the 
core of the new business district. As Sharon Rotbard 
noted, "Membership of the existing exclusive club of 
cultural and economical capitals - made up of the likes 
of Berlin, London, Paris, New York and Tokyo - 
necessarily demanded two things… a corporate hub and 
an historic centre" (Roṭbard 2015, 24). To this end, in 
1988, Tel Aviv municipality issued an international 
tender for developers, namely 'Tel Aviv Shalom Centre - 
Israel's largest commercial and office complex', that led 
to the selection of the proposal drafted by entrepreneur 
David Azrieli with architect Ali Attia’s design. 

The chosen architectural design is composed of three 
skyscrapers rising to different heights. Their volumetric 
structure follows three base geometrical forms: a circle, 
a square, and an equilateral triangle, cladded by a grided 
texture of azure glass framed by white profiles, with a 
large commercial center, spreads between the 
buildings. The architectural proposal presents not only a 
meticulously crafted design but also a striking and 
grandiose edifice that employs clear monumental 
rhetoricxc. This is evident from the submission's first 
drawing, placed on the cover of the booklet, illustrating 
the whole project from the northeast direction (fig 2). 
The structure is colored with a bright white and ribbons 
of blue glass windows, creating a gridded texture. The 
sky circles the towers with a radial gradient, starting in 
deep blue and turning brighter toward the center; thus, 
the towers rise from an aura of light in a pyramidal 
composition. In my view, the Tel Avivian and Israeli 
national color palettes, and their reduction to modernist 
architectural elements, succeed in achieving a striking 
international look of the skyscraper within the local 
context. Ultimately, this opening image shows the 
fundamental factor influencing the proposal's selection, 
linking the project's global aspect with local 
characteristics. The design ensured the city its flag 
project vision of a Western-American business center. 
As stated by Ford, "nothing says 'American city' more 
than a skyline of symbolic yet functional towers"  (L. R. 
Ford 2008, 19). 
The center's architectural design is a par excellence 
expression of the merge between the Postmodern Tel 
Avivian architecture of the 80s and 90s with the 
corporate architecture of the 2000'. However, in light of 
contemporary skyscraper designs, the Azrieli Center 
appears relatively naive. While masterly designed as an 
urban monument in the age of world cities, its imagery 
metamorphosis occurred only after its construction at 
the dawn of the 21st century. In this paper I will critically 
discuss the Azrieli's imagery and Iconic character, 
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deconstruct its visual presence, and examine the 
cultural practices that led to its current reality. 

World city Iconicity 
The triangular tower and the center's retail area were 
opened to the public in March 1998. However, the 
tower's first iconic appearance happened on New Year's 
Eve in the 2000s, when the countdown to the new 
millennium was projected on the center façade in huge 
numbers (fig 2). The event announced, in a bold visual 
expression, the entrance of the Azrieli Center into 
Israel's cultural memory. After all, the projection was not 
oriented to the city habitats; it was oriented to the 
national television broadcast, aiming to be projected 
further in the media.  
The iconic presence of the Azrieli Center is embedded in 
the accelerated visually mediated society. The Icon, 
according to the dictionary definition by Collins English 
Dictionaryxc, speaks the symbolic language of the image; 
"If you describe something or someone as an icon, you 
mean that they are important as a symbol of a particular 
thing". Hence, an Icon carries immense importance as a 
representation of symbolic value. However, it is a 
complex term discussed by numerous thinkers 
throughout history, which unfolds various definitions in 
multiple fields. This text adheres to the term definition 
by Sklair in the book 'The Icon Project' (Sklair 2017), due 
to its relation to architecture, urbanism, and sociology. 
Accordingly, The Icon has two defining characteristics; 
fame and symbolic/ aesthetic significance (Sklair 2017, 
16). Furthermore, Iconicity is a noun that conveys “a 
relationship of resemblance or similarity between the 
two aspects of a sign: its form and its meaning” (Meir 
and Tkachman 2018). As positioned between the 
signified and the signifier, the icon is inherent in the 
properties of the sign and plays a leading role in the field 
of semiotics. Nevertheless, it is a form of visual 
representation; the Icon is a member of the Imagery 
family. As a two-dimensional flat object, its sensual 
effect is solely visual, while it can easily travel, crossing 
cities, people, and even religions. 

Projected Architecture 
Millennium eve in channel two news, Israel most 
popular commercial TV channel of the time, celebrated 
the special event in a festive broadcast, with the 
skyscrapers center as the star of the eveningxc (fig 3). 
According to Roland Barthes, a myth is a type of speech; 
It forms a mode of signification that does not exist within 
the architectural object itself (Barthes 2013, 108). The 
way in which the reporters, Miki Heimovich and Ya'akov 
Eilon, covered the transition to the 'third millennium' 
not only tells the tale of the new year but also of the 
Azrieli center myth. The importance of the broadcast is 
evidenced by the amount of public exposure 
concentrated celebrating 'the arrival of the future', with 

the recurring image of the towers in the center of the 
screen. The representation of the towers as a projected 
image and as a site of projection manifests the 
transformation of the building spatial quality into an 
image.  
The new millennium Y2K bug prompted widespread 
anxiety, driving countries and governments worldwide, 
including Israel, to prepare intensely for the unknown 
technological catastrophe (Schaefer 2004). The Y2K, 
with the intense public discourse, has its own 
mythology, characterized by doomsday rhetoric and 
crisis language, at the globalization zeitgeist of the 
1990s. In line with this overwhelming scenario, placing 
the Azrieli Towers at the heart of the event was no 
coincidence. The broadcast projected the Azrieli Towers 
image to represent Tel Aviv while visually announcing, 
‘This is a world city’ and served as prove that Israel is a 
stable, developed Western country ready for the future. 
Indeed, in Barthes words, "we are no longer dealing here 
with a theoretical mode of representation: we are 
dealing with this particular image, which is given 
for this particular signification" (Barthes 2013, 109). The 
broadcast moved between Israel's important sites, 
repeatedly returning to the Azrieli Towers (fig 4). The 
state of putting images together, side by side, or one 
after the other, inevitably creates an analogy; the 
mythical signification "is never arbitrary; it is always in 
part motivated" (Barthes 2013, 110). Furthermore, the 
image's endless travel possibilities mirror the perpetual 
location of the building, as the geography of iconicity 
and icons is never fixed (Payne 2011, 84; Sklair 2017, 40). 
The broadcast presented Jerusalem and Tel Aviv through 
their monuments, where during the midnight transition, 
the 'climax' moment, both cities' monuments were 
situated together on the screen (fig 5). The famous 
Dome of the Rock, expressing durability, power, and 
glory, shared the space with a secular, modern 
monument, the skyscraper. A well-known instrumental 
piece colored this new territory, Atom Heart Mother by 
Pink Floyd, emphasizes the analogy to a religious 
monument through its epic orchestral sounds. Then, all 
eyes are on the towers; the clock moves, and fireworks 
fire from the tower's roof; this is a sacred moment. 
Visual Architecture 
Throughout history, visual images have played a 
significant role in shaping human life. With the rise of 
mass media, images have become a dominant form of 
communication that shapes our perceptions, desires, 
and values (Berger 1973). In this newly visually mediated 
society, WJT Mitchell asserts, "images have a power in 
our world undreamed of by the ancient idolaters," a fact 
that was evident even before the digital revolution burst 
(Mitchell 1986, 8). The boosted visual culture impacted 
architecture profoundly, affecting not only the way 
architecture is experienced but also how it is produced. 
Pallasmaa famously argued at the beginning of the 90s 
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that "ocular bias has never been more apparent in the 
art of architecture" (Pallasmaa 2005, 31). His argument 
mirrors the prominent high-rise topology where this 
"type of architecture, aimed at a striking and memorable 
visual image, has predominated" (Pallasmaa 2005, 31). 
Indeed, the purpose of designing a skyscraper is to be 
exceptional, and further, a skyscraper is valued by its 
exceptionality. Its verticality is the primary factor 
determining its total visibility, while the facade's 
virtuosity defines the structure's prestige (Graham 2016, 
141-142). Ultimately, the skyscraper typology embodies
the so-called spectacular architecture; it is built in order
to be seen.
The representational effect of a building is primarily
embedded in its spatial reality, which determines its
visual presence. This is particularly relevant for the
skyscraper, as both looking at and looking from the
tower contribute to its impact (Barthes 1985, 238). A
visual analysis of the Azrieli Center shows that the
towers possess two notable attributes: the blue and
white gridded facade and the distinctive vertical shape
(fig 6). The recognizable façade pattern and the tower's
geometry always point to the Azrieli Center. The
spectacle is positioned outside the urban pedestrian
experience, allowing highway travelers to admire the
distinct facade pattern from a distance, signaling "a city
had arrived" (L. Ford 1973, 50). However, in Barthes's
words, "The tower is an object who sees" (Barthes 1985,
238), implying that the skyscraper's verticality generates
a unique 'watchtower' perspective, a reverse image. The
privilege of experiencing the view from above is limited
to those who inhabit the floors and offices and to the
tourists on the top floor panoramic lookout. Even David
Azrieli himself placed his office on the 48th floor of the
circular tower, just one floor below the tourist lookout
(Tirosh 2012, 231). The thrilling satisfaction of looking
from above derives from the exclusive readability of the
city's complex text (de Certeau 2011, 92). This bird's-eye
view correlates to the spatial reading of the map;
therefore, it creates a type of visual representation.

Projected Image 
The filter of the Icon offers several departure points to 
an investigation of architecture in the economy of the 
image. Charles Jencks, who first theorized the term 
'iconic architecture,' argues that this key element of 
postmodern architecture is designed to be instantly 
recognizable and visually striking (Jencks 2011). This 
character pleasingly conforms to urban branding 
practices, which utilize urban symbolic embodiments in 
creating associations and expectations toward the place 
(Lucarelli and Olof Berg 2011, 21). Further, while a 
building itself may not have an iconic presence, its image 
can certainly be iconic, as a composed photo presented 
in media articles and movies, along with brochures, city 
maps, and souvenirs as a graphic symbol (Sklair 2017, 

18). Similarly, the Azrieli towers continued to perform in 
news broadcasting, appeared in city maps and 
souvenirs, and in the cinema. A known example is found 
in the seminal Israeli film, 'Zero Motivation' (  יסחיב ספא

שונא ) (Lavie 2014), where the towers are placed in the 
center of the movie's official poster (fig 7). Indeed, the 
iconic presence of the towers unfolds in the multiple 
forms of the imagery phenomena, a wide spectrum of 
effects that are not spatial or architectural (Mitchell 
1986, 9).  
Furthermore, Millennium Eve opened a decade of 
projection on the tower’s façade. Later that year, on 
Independence Day, the Israel flag was projected on the 
towers oriented for the media covering and the rout 
running car, a parade of white and blue colors shaped in 
vertical columns (fig 8). This event repeated several 
times, celebrating national events and turning the 
towers into an iconic signification of the state. Then in 
2004 and 2009, the results of the Israeli elections were 
projected live on the towers (fig 9). The towers now also 
signified a democratic and transparent nation. Tel Aviv 
mythologies always framed the city out of the Israeli 
whole; bourgeois, urban, secular, plural, etc. (Azaryahu 
2020). The events attempted to counter this narrative; 
however, I argue that the city, now represented by the 
blue and white skyscraper, turned into the 
representative Israeli dream. 
Digital Icons 
The digital revolution puts an even greater premium on 
iconic architecture; images, photographs, and rendered 
illustrations circulate the media in a global competition 
regarding height, forms, and virtuosi. Furthermore, 
where the image's reproduction allows the distribution 
of one unique image, nowadays, countless unique digital 
images circulate instantly; every individual, company, or 
institution can create and share them on the net. The 
vast impact of social and digital media on identity 
construction, as noted by Kellner (Kellner 2020), is 
manifested in the second decade of the Azrieli Center's 
facade. In May 2017, the Israeli actress Gal Gadot, who 
played the leading role in the Hollywood movie 
'Superwoman' (2017), posted on her Instagram account 
an image of the Azrieli façade scripted projection, 
"Proud of you Gal Gadot our superwoman," and wrote, 
"When my mom and dad sent it to me I was sure it was 
done on the computer, and then I got another picture 
from my cousin, a friend, and a colleague, I realized it 
was real, wow! No words…" (my translation) (fig 10). The 
image, indeed, was fabricated, although many still 
believe otherwise. Ultimately, it is a self-created image 
that was never realized in the tower's physical reality yet 
fulfilled in its iconic presence. After this sequel event 
came numerous fabricated projections on the building 
façade, some derived from pop culture, others carrying 
religious, political, and branding messages (fig 12). All of 
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them rely on the iconicity of the towers to convey 
different connotations to the image creator's choice. 
The broad dissemination of images enables iconic 
architecture to gain global recognition. Meanwhile, the 
building image can be sent anywhere instantaneously, 
as a leading marketing strategy, while "under the 
conditions of capitalist globalization and the demands of 
consumerism, the social relations of production of icons 
tend to… eventual scale of their iconicity" (Sklair 2017, 
21, 27). Many scholars have already argued that the 
skyscraper is an object to show to other cities and 
nations; it "mediates the meaning of the nation to the 
gazes of the world" (Elsheshtawy 2009, 136). 
Furthermore, Aihwa Ong interprets iconicity as a 
generator of "promissory values about the geopolitical 
significance of the city and the country" (Ong 2011, 209). 
To this view, The Icon jumps over the city dwellers; it is 
built to represent the city worldwide. 
Back to the Place 
The momentous and decisive transformation of a 
building into an Icon reflects the premises of the digital 
culture along with the globalized capitalism of the 21st 
century. However, the most recent projection script on 
the Azrieli façade in giant letters - We are all one nation 
( דחא םע ונלוכ ) - still hangs on the square-shaped tower 
(fig 12). It was set up at the start of the current protest 
(January 2023), in response to the Israeli government's 
planned law promoting a coup in the judiciary system. 
As already discussed, the Azrieli Centre, as a projection 
site, is oriented towards the Media coverage, in its 
various forms. However, the physical area underneath 
the tower, known as the Shalom junction, is heavily 
involved in the current wave of protests, with a large 
demonstration taking place every Saturday evening for 
the past three months. Hundreds of thousands of people 
arrive at the Azrieli junction, reacting to the projection 
mediative gesture with their bodies and feet. This large-
scale civil organization chose this location for two main 
reasons: its powerful centrality in the Israeli context and, 
of course, its striking iconicity. There is more to learn 
from the present reality of the Azrieli Iconicity, the 
question of centre ‘centrality’, its urban square practices 
and so on. However, the ongoing protest primarily 
advocates for liberal ideology in the pursuit of 
promoting liberal democracy in Israel. The Icon, Azrieli 
Towers are the ultimate Israeli signifier of globalization. 
Therefore, their iconic status plays a crucial role in 
communicating together with branding the protest 
globally (fig 13).   
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Abstract: 
The article wishes to theorize the formation of a petite-
bourgeoisie in Kiryat Shmona, an exemplary development 
town in Israel's northern frontier, during its formative years. 
The main question that it poses is how an urban class could 
form in a not-yet-urban setting. In order to do so, it describes 
the production of space in Kiryat Shmona as a developing 
peripheral economic site. It identifies three contesting spatial 
logics that materialized in the village, the camp, and the civic 
center - each contributed to the town's modernization and 
stratification. Finally, it proposes that the temporal and 
psychic aspects of the process may lead us to a better 
understanding of modernity and development in Israel. 

Introduction 
This article is written as a theoretical point of departure 
for my research, aimed at understanding the 
emergence of a petite bourgeoise in Kiryat Shomna 
during its formative years. This class was rarely 
addressed in the historiography of the Israeli 
Bourgeoisies (Ben-Porat 1999) and the development 
towns, commonly understood as domains of 
proletarianization (Shohat 2017). It involves several 
developing research topics – the emergence of a global 
bourgeoise outside of Europe (Drayton 2020); the long 
history of Mizrahim (Moreno and Gerber 2021); the 
rise of a Mizrahi middle class in Israel (Cohen and Leon 
2008). 
My primary source of inspiration is Lefebvre's analysis 
of space production involving material, representative, 
and experiential social components (Lefebvre 1991). 
Following Thompson (1963), I see class as a historical 
process, and wish to understand the dialectics between 
class formation and space production. With it, I wish to 
employ world-systems theory (Wallerstein 2004) and 
its predecessors (such as Braudel 1984), describing the 
periphery as underdeveloped and financially 
dependent on the core. This combination is vital to 
understand the routes of exchange, immigration, and 
class formation as multi-situated. 
The main question is how an urban class could form in 
a not-yet-urban setting. Marx and Engels (2010, 63–72) 
understood the urban as a primary site of 
capitalization, consisting of the division of labor, 
exchange, parting of production and commerce, and, 
consequently, the separation between mental and 

physical activities. As we shall see, these conditions 
have developed gradually in Kiryat Shmona, but the 
petite bourgeoise preceded them. I wish to describe a 
distinct rapid modernization process, examining three 
contesting spatial logics and practices, materializing in 
(1) the village, (2) the camp, and (3) the urban center.
Even if some preceded others, they are not periodically
limited or bound to a specific site, and they also have
temporal and psychic dimensions.

The Village 
The village represents the first Zionist attempt to settle 
the site, that is, the national development process. 
Kiryat Shmona was one of several development towns 
established in a depopulated Arab village to absorb 
immigration, distant from the rooted economic centers 
and their resources and lacking sufficient urban 
systems, thus conflicting with the modernist Zionist 
vision (Golan 2002). Using Zvi Efrat's (2005, 809) words, 
"the new Israeli town was planned as a big Kibbutz[,]" 
idealizing the pastoral community and lacking private 
initiatives. The garden city movement influenced many 
of them, promoting low-density and agricultural 
activities (E. Efrat 2009, 42). This vision clashed with 
the actual setting of the place, and both contradicted 
the industrialization necessary to form both a nation 
(according to Gellner 1983) and a modern bourgeoisie. 
Kiryat Shmona was established in 1949 in a rural 
setting. It was meant to integrate within it as an urban 
center for administration, services, and processing of 
agricultural materials, and to provide a pool of workers 
for the growing regional economies (Goldstein 2017). 
Its neighboring settlements reflect different 
generations of Zionist immigration to Israel. However, 
the fourth and fifth waves, considered the bourgeois 
ones, were not represented in the area in a particular 
residential form.xc The town's residents had to fill their 
place and perhaps even inherit the material and 
ideological tensions between them and other groups. 
Another inheritance to deal with was that the place 
was formed on the lands of the Arab village Al-Khalisa, 
which was depopulated during the civil war of 1948 
(Furberg Moe 2012, 35–36). It continued to haunt 
Kiryat Shmona in its built remnants and rural ways of 
life – the first Yemenite families inhibiting it were given 
a limited number of auxiliary farms and some animals 
(Zakai 1950), and even afterward, the residents worked 
mainly in agricultural, manual and public works, in the 
town and the surrounding settlements (Darin 1956, 76–
77). This may have been the first seed of contradiction 
between the space and the population – Henry 
Rosenfeld that conducted anthropological research in 
Kiryat Shmona in 1956, was right to claim that "this is a 
rural life at a large extent, whereas the formerly-rural 
becomes proletarian" (Rosenfeld 1958, 89). 
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This was also a process of identarian differentiation. 
The hegemonic Zionist labor movement promoted 
agricultural work as crucial to forming the new nation 
and productivize the immigrants, but many resisted 
such work (Kemp 2002). The Yemenites in the village 
considered their way of life there "Arab," claiming that 
they had not immigrated to Israel to live such a life 
(Sofreno Bi’Tveriah 1949). Since the Jews in Yemen 
(and other Arab countries) were mainly artisans and 
traders (Eraqi Klorman 2002), their way of life has likely 
been differentiated from what they considered an 
"Arab" way of life even before immigration. 
The rurality differentiated both the space and the 
population. While some demanded mainly 
industrialization, others demanded help with their 
agricultural affairs. The Sharon program for the 
comprehensive planning of Israel (1951, 36–37) 
decided to urbanize the site. However, it maintained 
that 7% of the population would work in agriculture 
(43% of them as salaried workers) and offered to 
allocate about 310 acres for this purpose (24% of the 
town's space). In 1955 there were about 300 auxiliary 
farms in the town (Darin 1956, 76), but many of the 
people that sought this kind of work had already left 
the town and established rural settlements of their 
own (Goldstein 2019, 597–601), some claiming that 
they did not want to live in a city (Welmout 1953). 
Other ways of life had already proliferated there at this 
time.  

The Camp 
We can see the camp as a state of exception (Z. Efrat 
2005, 515–22) that catalyzed the formation of urban 
society. In 1950, the necessity to absorb mass 
immigration led to the erection of transit camps in 
Kiryat Shmona and elsewhere (Allweil 2017, 178). It 
was a crucial policy change because of three factors: 

a. The Zionist institutions started to provide
housing as their dominant settling strategy
instead of allocating lands (Ibid, 183).xc The lack
of land limited the town's ability to expand
(Goldstein 2017, 99), harming its development
and compelling it to invest in more intensive
economic routes. More importantly, it served
to form a landless population at the site, and
thus the industrial class structure could have
materialized instead of the rural society.

b. The field of reproduction has been partially
privatized – the residents in the camp had to
pay for their means of life (Rozin 2011, 142).
This change pushed people to seek livelihood
and cleared the path for the rise of commerce
simultaneously.

c. The two aforementioned factors contributed to
the change of traditional authority structures in

the family and the community, without the 
ability of the former figures to allocat 

d. resources or govern the spheres of
reproduction as before. They also forced
people from several ethnicities and
backgrounds to be in constant friction with one
another, eroding the traditional societal
boundaries even more (Rosenfeld 1958).

The transit camp was a site where urban praxis 
occurred in a non-urban environment, significantly in 
emerging public and private commerce. The growing 
bureaucracy had a firm hold on developing and 
standardizing trade since each business owner had to 
acquire a license from the municipalities. Sometimes, it 
was also used as a disciplinary measure. Other factors 
that we should consider are the ability to raise the 
money to open a business and meet the requirements, 
and the ability to contact the institutions to gain their 
permission. It quickly led to ethnic disparities. In 1956, 
there were already 81 licenses given, but 48 of them 
were given to Eastern-European Jews, meaning that 
15% of the population was given almost 60% of the 
licenses. Many people found themselves disadvantaged 
and even discriminated against; worse, they could not 
support themselves how they desired (Rosenfeld 1958, 
103).  
As the town began to urbanize and stabilize, the transit 
camp quickly began to seem like a threat. Its 
disestablishment had been lengthy and gradual, 
partially because of the continued immigration, and the 
authorities struggled to do so and force the business 
owners to leave the camp.xc As Orit Rozin (2011, 139–
61) shows, the burdened attitude to the camps and
their residents as a public threat was a common
problem, often involving the fear of transgression and
defective daily living practices.
In the modern planning and economy in the West,
there was a growing tendency to separate production
and commerce from the domestic space, producing a
new sense of individuality on the one hand and a public
sphere on the other.xc The commerce at the camp has
not recognized said distinctions, and, unlike the worker
and the farmer, the merchant does not have to be
pinned to one controllable place and must even cross
boundaries seeking exchange routes.xc Such practices
challenge the stabilization of coherent space.
Finally, the authorities began actively fighting the
merchants in the camp despite their protests, and
commerce began to be concentrated in a few defined
sites.xc

The Civic Center 
The civic center represents the town's formation as a 
modern and 'organized' place. It was evident to the 
planners that commerce would take a central role in its 
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development. The Sharon plan (Sharon 1951, 36–37) 
placed a center for civic services and trade in the 
middle of the emerging town and dedicated other 
spots for trade scattered amidst the living areas and 
the auxiliary farms. Overall, it allocated about 51 acres 
for trade (3.9% of the town's lands), and 49 acres for 
personal services (3.8% of the town's lands), intending 
that 13% of the breadwinners will work in trade and 9% 
of them in services. The industrial zone was located at 
the south end of the town, containing various 
industries and crafts, intending that 8% of the 
breadwinners would work in small crafts for local 
purposes. 
Albeit some deviations in the implementation and later 
plans, two main traits were kept – the central locations 
of trade and its entwining with industrial development. 
National and municipal institutions, specifically the 
Company for the Development of Kiryat Shmona, built 
the civic center with the declared aim to privatize its 
stores, trying to attract local and foreign investors. 
They hoped the town would develop a sufficient 
economic basis and reduce unemployment. Still, a new 
kind of dependence emerged – a whole system of loans 
and debts, mostly from public sources, that the traders 
needed in order to raise the initial capital and lend the 
stores. xc 
Both proletarianization and embourgeoisement were 
integral to urbanization – the town was conceived of as 
a capitalist market. However, while industry was limited 
to the end of the town, commerce gained its 
reputation as the center of the civic identity,xc of which 
the traders may have been key mediators.xc The 
wealthier people concentrated next to the civic center 
(Soen, Tamir, and Barabash 1969, 76–78), linking luxury 
and proximity to the market, and spatializing the 
emerging stratification. 
The town finally stabilized to a degree and developed a 
public sphere. Such a haven of public life is crucial for 
communities to evolve, overcome precarity, and 
develop a sense of citizenship (Arendt 1998; Lorey 
2015). At least during the daytime, it became mainly 
the place of those not industrial and agricultural 
workers – the petite-bourgeoisie, the administrative 
stratum, and the unemployed (many of them women 
who had to buy beverages and handle bureaucracies). 
During the evening, it became the stage for a leisure 
culture in the café and the cinema (Rosenfeld 1958, 
90–91). 
Following Walter Benjamin (2002), we can see 
commerce as a dream that was experienced and 
repressed at different times and finally materialized at 
the civic center's architecture, gradually taking over the 
residents around. Even frustrating experiences, like the 
occasional standing in line, became an opportunity for 
mixing, raising claims and becoming a part of the 
community.xc It was not enough – people kept leaving 

the town all the time, many of them of European 
descent, contributing to the orientalization of the place 
(Soen, Tamir, and Barabash 1969, 18–19). Those who 
stayed became involved in the place or may have been 
trapped. A survey conducted in 1968 found that 53.2% 
of the residents were willing to leave, most of them to 
a bigger city than this (Ibid, 64-65). 

The Modern \ Conclusions 
The formation of the petite-bourgeoisie in Kiryat 
Shmona preceded and accompanied its urbanization. It 
was born from the intersection of three spatial logics 
and practices expressed in the village in which the 
national clashed with the rural, the camp in which the 
emergency urged urbanization, and the civic center in 
which the town acquired its modern form. 
Influenced by Benjamin (2003), I observe an 
entanglement of temporalities and psychic stances: the 
traditions of trade taking place in the communities of 
origin and the melancholy of abandoning them; the 
successive disruptions and traumas of immigration, 
ruralization, and proletarianization; the state of 
exception prevailing in the camp and the repression of 
its praxis; the lingering time of anticipation and social 
mixture; and, finally, the dreamtime of trade, 
corresponding with trade as a primal phantasy. 
With it, I can identify a thread of continuance and 
stabilization in which this class was formed, a thread 
that we may call "modernization." To understand it, we 
must return to inquire about the corresponding 
modernization of Israeli society and Mizrahimxc and 
place the development towns as significant sites in this 
system, not just subjugated ones. These towns are 
occasionally brought as an example of the peculiarities 
of utopian thinking (Achouch and Morvan 2012), but 
the notion of dreaming can serve to reconsider them. 
We may also reconcile the social history and the petite-
bourgeoisie, a class often identified as reactionary but 
capable of inhibiting and advancing a place through its 
dreams. 
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Abstract: 

It can be argued that one of the biggest challenges we face in 
regard to the digitization and datafication of urban space is 
the fact that algorithmic infrastructures are opaque, invisible 
and illegible to most of us, therefore very hard to audit and 
critique. Governments increasingly rely on global private 
companies to develop and run digital services and 
infrastructures, advancing unprecedented forms of 
privatization and new regimes of surveillance in urban space 
and life. Should we understand these rapid and powerful 
changes as historical rupture in our understanding of 
urbanism? Is there space and time for intervention, refusal, 
and resistance - for “slow urbanism” within the 
overwhelming acceptance of data-driven smart cities? Terra 
Ex Machina is a prototype and a critique that addresses these 
questions by making visible and tangible, a related 
phenomenon of our times - the geofence. An invisible digital 
fence that blocks the movement of commercial drones to 
preserve and enhance state control in certain areas. The work 
consists of a 3D photogrammetric model (pointcloud) that is 
created by using thousands of drone images taken along the 
perimeter of a geofence that surrounds the Old City in 
Jerusalem. The geofence, controlled by the Chinese drones-
manufacturer DJI, was set to protect a no-fly zone (NFZ) 
prescribed by the Israeli Aviation Authority as “Restricted 
Zone: Temple Mount”. 

Under conditions of surveillance and control in a highly 
volatile historic urban landscape, we suggest that models, as 
both 3D virtual objects and experimental environments, can 
serve as augmented sites, or “axiomatic structures” to follow 
Krauss’s diagrammatic analysis, for making sense of opaque 
data infrastructures that increasingly restructure urban 
space.  

As if taken from ancient Greek theater, this invisible barrier is 
an attempt to use technology as “deus ex machina”, a 
miraculous solution to the unsolvable problem of aerial 
sovereignty in the age of the drone. By contrast, through 
photography and computation, Terra Ex Machina 
materializes the geofence as a real-world data-driven 
infrastructure that is altered by machines for machines, while 
translating it to human vision. We are interested in 
experimenting with this virtual/not-virtual urban 
infrastructure as an interpretive space of resistance and 
speculation. The questions we ask are, how do we want 
digital and sensory infrastructures to shape our future urban 
environments? How can we generate digital infrastructures 
that are ethical and socially-contextualized? Can we 
intervene in this form of visual control and light-up the 

blackened areas? We offer these as open questions. As a 
prototype, in its current stage we merged areas of missing 
data with highly dense aerial data created by residents 
during do-it-yourself aerial photography workshops between 
2010-2014. Each layer we added is a wealth of stories, 
situated knowledges, experimentations, and struggles to stay 
put in the city despite challenging political and socio-
economic conditions.   

Intro 

Jerusalem is a city famous for its walls. The walls of the 
old city and the infamous separation wall are well-
known. Yet less known is an invisible wall that encircles 
the old city and its surroundings. Centred on the Haram 
al-sharif and spanning approximately 3km in diameter, 
this wall is what is known as a “GeoFence”, a cylindrical 
digital barrier from the ground and up into the skies, set 
to prevent drone flights into or take-offs within the area 
(image 2). The area of this technologically restricted 
zone follows the geographic coordinates of an already 
present regulatory No-Fly Zone (NFZ) that has been 
enforced by the Israeli security apparatus for more than 
two decades.  

The geofence is a recent technological layer added to 
the already dense infrastructural sensor stratigraphy of 
the city. This infrastructure spans wide-ranging 
volumetric technologies, from underground seismic and 
waterflow sensors; through heat, sound and optical 
street-level surveillance and monitoring systems; to an 
assemblage of remote-sensing satellite-based 
mechanisms. However, unlike other layers of 
surveillance and control operated locally by state or 
state-backed actors, the geofence was commissioned by 
Israel but exclusively controlled and managed remotely 
by the Chinese drone manufacturer DJI. It is proprietary 
technology, originally developed in 2015 to help states 
monitor, regulate and control the movement of small-
scale commercial drones in their sovereign air-space. 

As if taken from ancient Greek theatre, this invisible 
barrier is an attempt to use technology as “deus ex 
machina”. A miraculous solution to the unsolvable 
problem of aerial sovereignty in the age of the drone.xc 
In Jerusalem, sovereignty is a highly contested issue, 
particularly in the holy sites at the heart of this NFZ.xc In 
this context, the geofence suggests a definitive answer 
to the question of sovereignty in East Jerusalem and the 
holy sites. Its technical invisibility and remote neutrality 
allow it to sink below consciousness. However, as a 
navigational technology it has real-world effects. It 
reconstructs space in a machine-readable format, 
creating territory altered by machines for machines. 
Terra ex machina. 
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The geofence, developed by DJI and commissioned by 
the state, is an example of a state-corporate technology 
which is turning into a defining phenomenon of our 
times.xc Governments increasingly rely on global private 
companies to develop and run digital services and 
infrastructures, advancing unprecedented forms of 
privatization and new regimes of surveillance in urban 
space and life. Particularly in urban context, data 
infrastructures are becoming increasingly dominant in 
managing the various layers of everyday life and rapidly 
shaping technopolitical futures. It can be argued that 
one of the biggest challenges we face in regard to the 
digitization and datafication of cities is the fact that 
algorithmic infrastructures are opaque, invisible and 
illegible to most of us, therefore very hard to audit and 
critique. Should we understand these rapid and 
powerful changes as historical rupture in our 
understanding of urbanism? Is there space and time for 
intervention, refusal, and resistance - for “slow 
urbanism” within the overwhelming acceptance of data-
driven smart cities?  

Terra Ex Machina is a prototype and a critique that 
addresses these questions. This work makes the 
geofence a case study for critically examining these new 
digital forms of power. The opening visualization (image 
1) reflects our experimental endeavor to materialize and
conceptualize this invisible barrier. It began with an
intuitive question, a curiosity to see how the geofence
works in real-time and space. It currently continues with
developing the 3D model presented here, which
suggests a way of seeing that makes this machine-
readable digital barrier public. The model turns the
geofence into a thing in the world, visible and legible for
humans to ask questions, audit and even intervene in its
design logics and material effects. In its current iteration
we are contrasting the geofence’s top-down technology
and the way it prescribes the conditions of visibility by
adding layers of balloon and kite aerial photography,
that subvert its technological and epistemological
standing.

Working with the geofence as an instrument of seeing 

The first stage of our work was to fly a drone toward the 
geofence and witness the operation of this digital barrier 
as it suspends the drone in mid-air. After “crashing” 
against its perimeter, our drone traversed the threshold 
of the geofence (marked in red, image 2), its camera lens 
constantly directed to the epicentre of the restricted 
zone, the golden dome – Haram al-Sharif. The three-
dimensional point cloud model, was computed by 
processing more than 10,000 images, taken sequentially 
along the course of the drone’s flight. Using the 
computational process of structure from motion, the 
myriad of viewpoints was transcoded to nodal points, 

triangulated then plotted within virtual three 
dimensional space. After weeks of processing thousands 
of drone images, the invisible data infrastructure of the 
geofence was composed into a visual and spatial model. 
Observing it from above, as an orthophoto, we could 
clearly see a circular outer rim of dense visibility, fading 
gradually towards a sparse, voided center.  

Image 2: the restricted flying zone as seen on DJI’s website, the small 
red circle to its west is the restricted zone above the “Knesset”, the 
Israeli Parliament. 

Image 3: Our drone traversing the perimeter of the geofence as seen 
on the flight’s control panel. H signifies “Home” - flight starting point, 
the white line is the drone’s route, the red triangle is the drone’s 

location, red line is distance from “Home”. 

Image 4: Flight restriction warning on operator’s control panel. 
"Restricted zone: Temple Mount" is the name of this NFZ in the Israeli 

civil aviation regulations as well as with the DJI corporation. 
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Image 5: Drone remote control indicating that the drone is inside the 
no fly zone, “in NFZ”. 

Because of the geofence's extraordinary size (its 
perimeter is almost 10km), in order to circumnavigate it 
we had to take off from seven different points. While the 
drone was in the air (at an average hight of about 100m) 
we lost sight of it. We could witness it "crash" into the 
invisible barrier only through the visualization of its 
movement on the control panel and through the 
constant voice and text messages warning us from 
advancing towards a restricted zone (image 4-5). At a 
certain point we tested the invisible barrier at street 
level, only to find the drone hovers in mid-air, disabled 

(image 6). 

Image 6: Street-level “crashing” into the invisible barrier. These 
screenshots were taken from a video piece that was created based 
on three points of view: street-level documentary footage, control 
panel screenshots and drone video. 

Images 7-10:  
Views along the perimeter and towards the center of the geofence, 
as seen from our 3D model.  

By using photogrammetry software, the landscape 
captured from the drone’s line-of-sight is transcoded 
into discrete spatial coordinate measurement data, 
positioned within virtual three-dimensional space to 
create a “point cloud”.xc In point cloud form, this optical 
model visually manifests the range of visibility density 
within the volume of the geofenced territory. It shows 
the geofence’s optical consequences in action, losing 
accuracy and density of vision towards its centre (the 
Haram al-sharif).  
When viewing the model from the viewpoint of the 
drone’s lens, it seems complete (images 7-10), showing 
very little gaps in vision, only a decrease in clarity at the 
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distance. However, once we shift from this prescribed 
perspective and freely navigate the model space, we 
begin to see the voids, gaps and dissipation of data 
within this seemingly cohesive optical space. These 
voids are caused by obstructions to the drones’ field of 
view such as information behind buildings, areas hidden 
behind hilltops or within valleys. But also, as a direct 
result of the distance forced by the geofence itself, 
amplifying the effect of reduced sharpness, atmospheric 
haze and parallax between the drone’s images. Located 
at the center of the restricted zone (image 11-12), 
Haram al-Sharif is also the farthest point from the 
drone’s camera, and therefore 
11-12: Above, the area of the Haram al-Sharif, the NFZ’s
central point, as vertically seen in the 3D model – a
collection of sparse points. Below, a closeup on al-Aqsa’s
golden dome, within the Haram al-Sharif compound, as
seen in a single image captured by the drone. The green
dots signify the software’s score of high-density feature
points which are then linked as tie points in other images
to make up a 3D space.

Image 13: A screenshot from the photogrammetry software. It shows 
the list of images (on the left) with three viewpoints, images, of al-
Aqsa along the perimeter of the geofence, and a map of the flight – 
the route and points along it are marked in light green.  

An image’s level of detail is usually determined through 
parameters of sharpness and resolution. By contrast, 
point clouds are assessed by their density. Their 

accuracy is measured by the amount of noise and 
outliers; the percentage of points which have been 
erroneously assigned x,y,z position during capture; and 
their point density. Differing from pixel-based imagery, 
point density is not a constant parameter, it rather 
changes throughout the cloud. It is determined by the 
number of source-images from which computation of 
the point is derived. The clouds could be likened to a 
heat-map tracing the intensity of viewpoints as they 
move and scan the environment. The more the camera 
moves around an area, examining it from diverse points 
of view, distances, and hights, the denser and sharper 
the point cloud will be. The fewer the viewpoints, the 
sparser and noisier the cloud will be.  

The process of aligning the drone’s camera images in the 
model is rarely successful and accurate when done in a 
fully automated process. We therefore placed control 
points, manually identifying and marking features as 
they appear in different images, adding a guided linkage 
between the images that form the photogrammetry 
model. By providing these manual links the software can 
re-estimate the spatial and scalar transformations and 
refine the model’s accuracy. 

Image 14: A vertical view of the model which shows all the camera 
viewpoints that are manually linked and verified to the Haram al-
Sharif’s ground control point (marked in white) calculated along the 
route of the drone.  

Disrupting the Geofence, reclaiming the data gaze 
Since the geofence is embedded within drones’ GPS 
system, it both prescribes and enforces a flight 
restriction that creates a de-facto aerial blackout.xc As 
such, it is minimizing the multitude of (orchestrated or 
un-orchestrated) viewpoints that may emerge within 
this area of protracted conflict at any given time. The 
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model, however, allows to visualize the real-world 
effects of this aerial blackout over this part of the city. 
Indeed, the coded geofence in the drone’s flying system 
can be hacked for circumventing the barrier, in various 
ways. It can also be decoded by DJI. Having said that, 
even if the ban is decoded, flying a drone in Jerusalem is 
highly restricted and can be risky if done illegally.xc But 
there is no algorithm (yet) that can ban the flight of a 
camera tethered to a kite or helium balloon.  
Between 2011 and 2016 co-author Hagit Keysar has 
created do-it-yourself aerial photographs with 
residents, activists, and researchers in Israel/Palestine, 
using balloons and kites. Each photographic map 
embeds situated knowledges and techniques that 
challenge the aerial “gaze from nowhere” - a myth of a 
technological, disembodied gaze that is free from 
human interpretation and bias, providing scientific 
objectivity.  

We were using open hardware based on a pocket 
camera that is aerially held by a kite, and an open 
software to stitch these images together into 
photographic maps. This age-old technique which was 
re-invented in the 2010’s as a tool for civic and 
community science by the open-source community 
“Public Lab”, calls for unlearning some of the invisible 
barriers that inform and construct our ways of seeing, 
knowing, and living in the world.xc Namely, our 
understanding of expertise, authority and truth, as well 
as our relations with technological instruments and 
images. In each kite or balloon flight, hundreds of 
images are created but only a dozen or so are chosen for 
stitching a geo-rectified orthophoto. Here, we reused all 
the images captured in these three cases where 
community-based aerials were created within the area 
of the geofence.  

Image 15: Silwan. Kite mappers during do-it-yourself aerial 
photography workshop, July 2011 

Image 16: Images taken over Bab a-Zahra, Sheikh Jarah, by a camera 
tethered to a balloon during a demonstration. 

Images 17-18: Aerial images taken by a camera tethered to red 
balloon during a flight from the rooftop of "Jaffa 23" Gallery, Bezalel. 
May 2014 
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Images 19-20-21: The 3D models created based on images captures 
during the DIY aerial photography workshops in Sheikh Jarrah (19), 
Jaffa 23 (20), Silwan (21). 

We created three separate point clouds from these 
images (images 19-21) that could be embedded within 

the 3D model of the NFZ. The exact route our drone took 
in circumnavigating the geofence can be seen in the 
model through the white markers of triangulated 

images (image 22). The breaks in the route signify the 
various flights we had to conduct to traverse the entire 
stretch of geofence. In contrast to the relative regularity 
of the drone flights, the white markers above the newly 
embedded point-clouds show the chaotic routes taken 
by the balloon or kite. These routes were determined by 
the conditions of the built environment, topography, 
winds, and people – standing or walking on the ground 

holding the string of the kite or balloon. 

Image 22: The 3D model of the NFZ from a panoramic point of view, 
showing the route of the drone (white markers) as well as the routes 
of the kites/balloons in the areas where point clouds of DIY aerial 
photography were embedded.  

Prototyping past the geofence: future-making 
Our efforts to make seen an inherently invisible data 
infrastructure that can only be observed and 
experienced by a drone system, have opened 
unexpected opportunities for audit, critique, and 
intervention. The drone itself turns into an 
indispensable research device, without which the virtual 
turnstile of the geofence cannot be detected. It wasn’t 
until we reconstructed the restricted space through 
photogrammetry that we were able to make this 
technopolitical restriction an actual thing, a discrete 
object, rather than distributed and dissociated effects in 
the world. The point cloud of the no-fly zone exposes a 
dense visualization of urban space at its rims and sparse, 
blackened areas of missing data towards its center. The 
3D model is therefore a visualization of the material and 
epistemic effects of the geofence – it visualizes the 
geofence as a real-world data infrastructure that 
changes the urban space by shedding an aerial blackout. 
Terra ex-machina is altered by machines for machines, 
while translating it to human vision and opening to 
intervention. We suggest that models – as both 3D 
virtual objects and experimental environments – can 
serve as augmented sites for making sense of opaque 
data infrastructures that increasingly restructure urban 
space. As a prototype, the model is an experimental data 
infrastructure in itself – it can function as ground for 
reimagining and speculating on the potential future 
meanings of urban data infrastructures.  
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The concluding image (#23) 
shows the black hole of missing data “blushes” with 
highly dense visual data retrieved from cameras 
tethered to balloons and kites, and tightly connected to 
people on the ground in different places and times. 
Drawing on Ursula Le Guin’s metaphor of the “carrier 
bag”, we take terra ex machina as a “carrier bag” that 
has the capacity to gather and collect, bring together 
many things that cannot be reduced into one dominant 

story. The carrier bag collects, preserves, and maintains 
the multiplicity of life and experience, its contradictions 
and frictions. We see this 3D data infrastructure as a 
carrier bag, an opportunity to collect and gather, rather 
than restrict and unify. Diversifying the data that 
constructs this virtual terra-ex-machina with multiple 
and subversive ways of seeing is an attempt to turn the 
data-gaze on its head by reaffirming the irreducible and 

recalcitrant nature of human agency. 
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