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Summary
Modernity is taken as a process whose integral elements are the processes of urbanization,
modernization and capitalist mode of production. Actual nature of this process generates
problems and risks and but there are some urbanization strategies which deals with them,
answers to these issues. These strategies are presented on realised projects and later on
analyzed with respect to their actual or potential chance to redirect the overall process of
modernity, whose driving force during last decades is the imperative of the appreciation of
capital.
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1.0

The relation of modernity and a city
The process of modernity

Towns and cities as centers of civilization are being built since antiquity. But the planetary
urbanization is a process that began as lately as in early modern era and is inseparably
linked to the modernity and capitalist mode of production [1, pp. 22]. However
complicated and differently explained are the terms urbanization, modernization and
capitalism, we are going to understand them in this simplified way: urbanization is linked
mostly to the proces of planning, building and fixation of the social, ecologic and
economic relations in space, modernization means the unstoppable process of
technological change, changing social relation and changing mental conceptions of the
world, capitalism is for the growth imperative.
Put differently, the conception of city and urbanization means especially the material
and at the same time spatial aspect of social relations, it is the materialization and spatial
expression of the civilization in its widest sence. Modernization means change and
therefore modernity means such society (or civilization) that has the general change not
only enabled but that has also build it into its basic characteristics and institutions.
Capitalist mode of production is inseparably linked with growth and the desire for profit –
and for realization of this desire and at the same time systems necessity, there cames the
new development, the spatial expansion, which means incorporation of new territories into
the urbanised system, or rebuilding, intensification and other far-reaching changes in
spatial structrure. The processes of urbanization, modernization and capitalist expansion
are internally connected and dependent and therefore it is not possible to say that one
process is the cause of the other – they are rather the elements, or constituent parts of one
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process which we are going to term modernity. The actual spatial-material expression of
this process is the modern city.
1.1

Questions and problems

Modernity, as we can see, is quite dynamic and this dynamics brings the changes that we,
the citizens of modern cities who are at the same time integral parts of the process of
modernity, are obliged to face. Are such changes for better or worse? Is it possible to
eliminate or the least mitigate the negative consequences? In which direction should aim
the whole process of modernity? How should our own city in the end function and appear?
What kinds of social relations and common values we desire?
What concrete questions and especially problems are perceived as most pressing
depends on historical era, place and person. The same phenomenon may express itself
differently in different contexts and it can also be viewed differently by various groups of
people. When the process of modernity gradually reached into almost every corner of the
world (and we may call this phenomenon globalization) but also due to the fact that there
is ever increasing portion of inhabitants living in urban environments, there emerged a long
line of problems and question with global reach. Due to the incidence of similar processes,
globalization homogenize a number of locations and put them closer to each other. But
this process is at the same time modified by local socio-geographical conditions. The
global extent and increasing intesity of the process of modernity produces specific global
problems from which it is impossible to run away. But these problems as well as their
solutions are the objects of research and simultaneously a topic of intense social and
political discussion. It is therefore possible to say that these are maybe-problems and their
maybe-solutions. Consequently, it is better to talk about risks (the problems may but also
may not appear, solutions may but also may not work) and we can together with Ulrich
Beck affirm that we live in a global risk society [2].
What the contemporary problems and questions that are discussed in relation to
urbanism, urban and regional planning?
First, there are elementary questions and problems to solve (and they are quite often
tackled only in narrow disciplinary approach):
1. provide for the housing needs of growing population
2. limited amount of available of land (for which competes different land-uses,
namely: different types of development, primary production and wilderness –
protection of nature)
3. depletion of non-renewable resources (especially energy resources, but also other
raw materials)
4. increasing mobility of people vs. limited capacity of transport networks
5. increasing income disparity and segregation of social and ethnic groups vs. the
need of social cohesion
6. increasing amount of moved goods due to the globalised division of labour
But when is such a long line of simple problems and questions taken together and
with synergic effects, it creates quite complex problems and questions:
7. increasing impact of human activities on Earth vs. limited carrying capacity of
the environment
8. the adaptation of the people, society, land-use, built-structures and infrastructure
to the needs and risks of modern civilization (changing modes of production,
exchange, communication, organization and enquiry [3])
2

CESB 10 Prague Conference
Session XXX: xxxxx (will be added according to the final program)

2

Seven answers, seven urbanization strategies

The concrete and realized urban solutions can be viewed as specific responses to the
problems of modernity. Altrough these are particular cases, some general or at least widely
used principles can be observed. And it seems that the answer is definitely not only one – it
is more about the search for a way that is practicable in that particular context – so it has a
character of an “urbanization strategy”, that seeks to alter or at least redirect the proces of
modenity and change its product (that is the city).
In the following part are presented seven urbanization strategies that were realised
during last decades in developed European countries. These are predominantly housing
schemes and we may call them strategies due to the fact that they incorporate conscious
and coordinated effort, have a defined aims and a there is a vision of the final state or an
activation of certain processes.
But before we get to these alternative strategies, we focus on appearance, structure
and critics of the predominant form of urbanization which is the result of combined capital
and modernization strategies. This type of urbanization is taken as a zero option and the
other strategies are defined by contrast to it.
2.0

Development as a result of free market forces

Simply said, the urbanization that results from a free play of market forces (meaning
especially the efforts to appreciate capital) puts the interests and needs of capital before all
the other interests. The interest of capital is namely represented by interests of financial
institutions (banks, insurance companies, investment funds, real estate companies) and the
other interests are those of inhabitants, protection of nature or culture. However, it does not
mean that the other interests in the place are completely ignored (especially when they are
entangled with the interests of capital) but when there is the necessity to choose between
capital and other interests, capital always win [4].
David Harvey [1, pp. 33-34], [4] argues that this logic prevailed on a world scale
after the debt crisis of New York Municipality in 1975 when New York was forced to
follow the recipe of Wall Street bankers: drastic reduction of all public spending in order to
pay the debt. Public administration and city development was therefore subordinated to the
interests of financial institutions, democratically elected officials lost the controll over
public finance (the money were redirected to newly established institutions without
democratic control but with direct connection to the financial interests) and the preference
was given to those projects with highest rate of return or those that serve the interests of
the wealthiest segments of the society. Also the much criticized Structural adjustment
policy of International Monetary Fund, that was prescribed to developing countries in
economic troubles, was based on this recipe. And also the development of cities in various
parts of the world focused on projects that aim at better rating of the city by financial
institutions. That resulted in emergence of world or global cities – see the work of Saskia
Sassen [5] or GaWC [6].
The phenomenons of suburbanization and urban sprawl can also be attributed to free
market capitalism. Its negative impacts are spelled for instance in ESPON project [7, pp.
23]: “When development is based on the private acquisition of undeveloped agricultural
land, this may effect in totally dysfunctional configuration of built-up areas, including huge
surplus costs for construction and for operation in particular” and: “a development based
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on speculative gains seems impossible to combine with request for sustainable
development.”
Let's take the following urbanization strategies as a response to these findings and,
first of all, as real attempts to challenge and redirect the process of modernity in order to
accommodate the interests of inhabitants, nature, culture and social cohesion.
What all the projects have in common is that they are examples of different types of
compact towns in European style (predominantly with row houses of 2 and more storeys or
mixed-use blocks of apartments of up to 6 storeys). Among the aims of the projects usually
belongs also the support of mixed social structure which is supported by differing size,
location and price of the appartments. Everywhere is also more or less suppressed the
dominance of car traffic – usually by speed-limited zones and no-through zones in
combination with provision of cycling infrastructure and/or public transport (trains, trams,
buses).
2.1

Intensification and rebuilding of the city centres

Examples: Amsterodam – Westerdok, Oosterdok, IJhaven (Netherlands); Haag – center
(Neth.); Prague – Smíchov, Karlín, Holešovice, Vysočany (Czech Republic).

Fig. 1 Den Haag – center

Fig. 2 Amsterodam

The strategy of re-use and rebuilding of old industrial sites, harbours, dockyards,
warehouses or unused railway sites (trackage) all of this in city centers and quite often
categorized as brownfields, together with intensification of the use of historically and
culturally valuable city centres (for turist and congress industry) and related revival of
public space, all of this can be put into context with following social processes: the call for
a solutions of “urban crisis” (since 60-ties in 20 th century), formation of world cities and
pandering of cities to the financial capital, solution of the consequences of
deindustrialization of the West but also the real interest in satisfying the needs of
inhabitants, environment and social cohesion.
The results of this strategy can be not only spectacular and at the same time
controversial projects such as Canary Wharf in London Docklands but also projects that
are more human scale and respect the surrounding built-up area.
An important elements of this strategy are usually also rather huge investments into
transportation infrastructure: capacity road – often in tunnels, new tram lines,
4
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reconstructions of the station buildings, reorganization and rebuilding of transportation
nodes, investments to make public transportation more attractive.
All in all, these are capital-intensive strategies that are realized precisely due to the
intersection of a number of different interests. Their success as an altenative urbanization
strategies therefore stems from the rate of social and economical disparity: the lesser is the
disparity and the less exclusive and gentrified the localities are, the more successful is the
strategy from the alternative viewpoint.
2.2

Systemic changes in the use of existing development

Example: Dardesheim (Germany).

Fig. 3 Dardesheim – wind power plants

Fig. 4 Pumped-storage plant near Dardesheim

The strategy basically lies in installation of new technologies and in the
reorganization of the use of the teritory in such a way that not only the present urban
structure could be retained but also a majority of existing social relations. Obviously not
every territory or area is suitable for such a systemic change: not only due to the
geographical characteristics but due to the structure of inhabitants, their skills and social
relations as well. For the systemic change in the use of the territory is essential the change
in ways of thinking, in ways of relating to the space and in ways of relating to the other
people too.
An example is the small town of Dardesheim that is not only self-sufficient in
renewable energy but it also strives for the whole region of Harz (250000 people) to gain
energy independence (only renewable). So far the wind and solar power plants are plugged
into the grid but the aim is to create a virtual power plant that would combine all sources
of renewable energy (wind, sun, biomass) with its storage (existing water dam with
pumped-storage power plant but also the use of accumulators of electromobiles) and
sustainable use („intelligent“ houses and appliances that may switch off when these is a
lack of energy). The changes in production and consumption of energy are potentially farreaching (even geo-politically) as well as the changes in a concept of mobility that is
implicit in a switch to electromobiles. Such cars would be charged from local renewable
energy sources and the the same time serve for stabilizing the fluctuations in energy
production from renewables.
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2.3

Localization within the urban units

Example: Culemborg – EVA Lanxmeer (Netherlands).

Fig. 5 Lanxmeer – houses and their surroundings

Fig. 6 Lanxmeer – water reservoir

EVA Lanxmeer is an urban project for about 1000 inhabitants at the outskirts of a
town of Culemborg (27000 people). The aim is to get as much control over the things of
daily needs as possible. It is done in the provision of water, social services and partially in
the field of education and energy. Practically it often means reallocation of the money from
municipality, that serves for such purposes, to the local community that provides these
services by the effort of their own members. It is also intended to produce the food locally
(urban farm based on the principles of permaculture). Great emphasis is given to the public
participation, social cohesion and collective work (on the gardens and in maintenance of
public spaces and utilities).
Concerning the transportation, walking and cycling is encouraged and there are
incentives for car-sharing on one hand while on the other hand, car-parking inside the
housing area is strictly forbidden (inhabitants had to sign to this when they moved in). But
it is still possible stop the car in front of the house to fetch the things. Also the elderly and
disabled people are housed in proximity to collective parking lots. One of the remaining
daily activity that is not intended to be localised is therefore the work as a source of
necessary income.
This project stands for relatively radical alternative to the predominant form of
urbanization because it changes substantially the relation to the territory and also the
relation interpersonal. It is in a way similar to the bunch of other community and
localization projects but its advantage is in the potential for wider spread because it does
not need too tight social integration, exclusion and “discipline” as a number of other
similar projects with more utopian character.
2.4

Compact urban expansion with various elements of environmental and social
sustainability

Examples: Amersfoort – Langenoord and Nieuwland (Netherlands); Heerhugowaard –
Stad van de Zon (Neth.); Hannover – Kronsberg (Germany).
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Fig. 7 Hannover – Kronsberg

Fig. 8 Heerhugowaard – Stad van de Zon

All these locations are placed at the outskirts of existing cities or towns and are
therefore able to benefit from the existing infrastructure, jobs opportunities and cultural
amenities. Depending on the age of the locality the houses are designed to consume as few
energy as was possible and reasonable at the time of the construction. While Kronsberg
was built in low-energy standard with few passive houses and 2 wind power plants nearby,
component of the Neiuwland project is also the installation of 1,3 MW photovoltaic (PV)
panels and finally Stad van de Zon is claimed to be CO2 neutral – also due to the
installation of 5 MW PV panels and 3 wind turbines. Langenoord is focused especially on
human scale, character and livability of the environment and active formation of the
relation of people to the space.
All the projects are claimed to embody the requirements of sustainable development:
not only energy requirements, but also localization of facilities (kindergartens, schools,
community centers, shops and supermarkets) and generous public and semi-public spaces
and parks are inseparable parts of all the projects. In Kronsberg and Stad van de Zon is also
included greater recreational area in vicinity and great care is dedicated to the urban design
and overall architectonic quality. Esential is also the focus on planning stage where
iniciator of the project is usually the municipality. It strives for public participation,
architectonic competitions and the investors and developers are introduced only in the later
stage of the whole process. Significant is also the fact that the city buy the land in advance,
before the project starts, which also lowers the speculative pressures.
Generaly speaking, this strategy aims for reshaping of the urbanization process, for
equal rights of all involved sides and interests and also aims for the just spread of all costs
and benefits.
2.5

Compact, polycentric and decentralized expansion of the settlement

Examples: Houten (Neth.); Louvain-la-Neuve (Belgium); Stockholm – Täby, Kista, Farsta
(Sweden).
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Fig. 9 Houten – center

Fig. 10

Houten – human scale settlement

These projects are based on a transport solution: they are stand-alone towns in a
landscape (with approx. 50 000 inhabitants) but with significant connection to a nearby
city or urban agglomeration. Houten is located in vicinity of Utrecht, Louvain-la-Neuve
lies near to the Brussels and Täby, Kista and Farsta are within the agglomeration of
Stockholm. All these cities are to the agglomeration connected by the means of capacity
railway (train or subway) but also by the means of some capacity road (highway junction
or interchange close to the town). Within the city there are urbanistic measures for
enhancement of pedestrian and cycling transportation mode (roads and railways are in the
centre under ground, parking situated in outskirts of the settlement, pedestrian precincts,
population density peak close to train stations). The functional division of the town is such
that there is mixed-use housing in the centre and on the outskirts are the industrial,
university or research areas. Zoning principles are therefore applied but with preference for
a pedestrian transport mode and a strong accent for a human scale (of the buildings, details
of the public space, entire scale of the town). We can trace the continuation of the
“traditional” urbanism that evolved for centuries but that also organically incorporates the
newest findings and technologies. There is a greenery in a town but used in a quite
functional manner, in the parks and as a part of public space – but never to make the
walking distances too long. The greater parks and houses with larger gardens are situated
only at the fringess of the town.
The urbanization process keeps to the “traditional” way of founding new cities with
certain and finite size. At the same time, all the cutting-edge technologies and findings are
applied. Social structure is rather traditional, with balanced social differences and
distinctions but also balanced on the scale community-anonymity. Alternative to the
capitalist urbanisation therefore lies in tradition (meaning selective adoption of the
changes) and also in finite size – which is incompatible with the idea of infinite growth (for
this idea is much better suited the permanently extending urban agglomeration).
2.6

Intensive expansion of the city

Example: Amsterodam – IJburg (Netherlands).
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Fig. 11

Amsterodam – IJburg

Fig. 12

Amsterodam – IJburg

IJburg is built on several artificial islands eastwards from the centre of Amsterdam. It
is an example of a kind of linear city along the central axis (IJburglaan) with main access
road (connected to the Amsterdam's circular highway) and a tram line (5 stops). Functional
division of the area and the intensity of use depends mainly on the relation to the urban
axis: mixed-use housing areas with 6-8 storey high apartment houses and marina are
located to the north-east from the axis while rather luxury family row-houses of 3 storeys
and recreational area on separate islands are to the south-west. Another islands are still to
be constructed.
Character of the area is large-scale: into the grid of wide streets are put blocks of
houses, quite often one perimeter block equals to one house (with inner semi-private
space). Houses typically consist of cuboid masses covered by grid of large rectangular
windows.
Here we have the combination of the first and a fifth strategy, because it is a capitalintensive project, situated close to the center of Amsterodam, that works largely as a town
of its own and is well connected by several means of transportation to its surroundings. It
is also a kind of return to tradition in Netherlandish context – due to the fact that the use of
polders (lands reclaimed from a sea) lies at the fundaments of the spatial development of
Holland. This historical development may supposedly serve also as a basis of the tradition
of urban planning which can be clearly seen in Randstad city-region (political and
economical centre of the Netherlands and a conurbation where lives about two thirds of the
inhabitants of the country and at the same time one of the most densely populated part of
the world): a city-region that lies largerly at polders.
2.7

Regulated suburban expansion

Example: VINEX – Ypenburg (Netherlands).
Ypenburg is a good example of Vinex housing development, Vinex means that since
1993 all new housing districts in Netherlands had to be constructed in accordance with
Vinex-document published by Ministry of Housing, Spatial Planning and the Environment
(VROM). The most important point in this document is that new districts must be placed
near existing town centres. Among the other aims are: protection of open areas,
endorsement of existing malls and limiting traffic between house, work and stores. Another
important point is that before development of new urban area all the plots needs to be
bought out by the municipality and the development itself carefully planned – which
9
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practically eradicated land speculation (and consecutive unsustainable urbanization) in
Netherlands.

Fig. 13

Ypenburg

Fig. 14

Ypenburg

The layout of the Vinex area typically consist of basic roads, canals and/or rails that
define the city blocks. The design of each city block is usually entrusted to one architect or
architectural office that determine the parceling out of the area, character of houses, used
materials etc. – practically everything. Each city block is therefore different but the houses
within one city block are highly uniform. Typologically prevails row houses of 2-3 storeys
or, to the lesser degree, apartment houses.
Vinex is a more bureaucratic version of the strategies number 4 and 5. The aim is to
prevent the negative effects of free land markets but not all the desired aims were
accomplished (for instance that the affluent classes would move in these areas). These are
still more or less mono-functional housing satelites of larger cities which, however, lack
the density of people and their activities necessary for the expression of qualities of
„traditional“ urbanism of the fifth strategy. And also the more environmentaly and socially
ambitious aims the the fourth strategy are not being realized. We can therefore conclude
that this is Netherlandish, slightly regulated version of the free-market urbanization (zero
option).

3

An analysis of the significance of presented urbanization strategies

In the assessment of particular urbanization strategies we have to return to the beginning of
the paper to the specific definition of modernity as a process whose integral elements are
processes of urbanization, modernization and capitalism and where are also named the
questions and problems that the urbanization strategies address.
The evaluation of projects and strategies under which they are subsumed needs to be
done with respect not only to the actual result of the process (that is the appearance and
functioning the towns and city-quarters) but also with respect to the dynamics and
direction of started processes of urbanization and modernization. How much alternative
they are against the zero option? Do they have a potential for an expansion (or scaling-up)?
Which interests are being satisfied? Who organize the whole process, who has the final
word?
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Basically, the numbering of the strategies embodies their assessment: at the
beginning (strategy 1) there are strategies with wider potential for expansion, the more
alternative ones and at the same time those strategies that embody the wider spectrum of
interests.
Maybe suprisingly is at the first place the strategy of intensification and rebuilding of
the city centres that is rather close to the logic of the capital appreciation. It is so because
of the profits that are generated and may be reinvested into the expansion of the strategy in
other places. And we may witness it on the world scale, especially within the global cities
with advanced civil society. It is also the strategy that in its way redirected the dynamics of
appreciation of capital profits – which are largely invested into the land (in comparison
with previous dominance of reinvestment into the industrial production) – and it has done
so in such a way that takes into consideration the wider spectrum of interests.
Second and third places are taken by the strategy of systemic changes in the use of
existing development and the strategy of urban localization that both shares certain aspects.
The decisive impulse for changes within the process of modenity comes from the dynamics
of social changes and the dynamics of technological evolution. These changes are rather
radical but still within the frame of modernity and the process of modernization that is
internal to it. These strategies are based on fulfillment social and psychological needs as
well – those needs that are quite often neglected by the logic of capital appreciation. They
also essentially strives for diminishing of the impacts of human activities on environment
and eventual savings can be invested into the expansion of these strategies.
Fourth and fifth strategies have much more pronounced urbanistic dimension and
therefore also some attributes of spatial utopies. They generaly assume that certain
apperance and structure of the city (that is the product of the process of modernity)
changes the process itself. Harvey [1, pp. 62+] states that this is the implicit deficit of
spatial utopias. However, it does not mean that the structure of the city could not change
the nature of the process, but it still means at least overestimation of the role of urbanists
and planners in the whole process of modernity. These strategies are also rather capitalintensive but the eventual profit is hardly tangible and quantifiable. Another thing is that it
is still about the foundation of new cities and of its expansion – a strategy that is generaly
less useful for existing urban areas.
The last two strategies stands not only for much weaker alternatives but they are also
useful in a much more specific Netherlandish context. These strategies are therefore seen
as generaly less succesful in redirection of the process of modernity.

References
[1]

Harvey, D. Possible Urban Worlds. The Fourth Megacities Lecture. Amersfoort
2000.

[2]

Beck, U. Riziková společnost, na cestě k jiné moderně (Risk Society: Towards a New
Modernity). Sociologické nakladatelství SLON, Praha 2004.

[3]

James, P. Globalism, Nationalism, Tribalism. SAGE publications Ltd. London 2006.

[4]

Harvey, D. The Neoliberal City, a talk by David Harvey [online], recorded by The
Clarke Forum for Contemporary Issues; Dickinson College, february 1, 2007 [cit.
2010-01-04]. WWW:

11

CESB 10 Prague Conference
Session XXX: xxxxx (will be added according to the final program)
<http://uc.princeton.edu/main/images/stories/podcast/vodcast/20070209DavidHarvey
.mp4>
[5]

Sassen, S. Global City: New York, London, Tokio. Princeton University Press 1991.

[6]

Globalization and World Cities Study Group and Network (GaWC): The World
According to GaWC 2008 [online]. Loughborough University. [cit. 2010-01-25].
WWW: <http://www.lboro.ac.uk/gawc/world2008t.html >

[7]

Christer Bengs & Kaisa Schmidt-Thomé (eds.). Urban-rural relations in Europe,
ESPON 1.1.2, Final Report; Centre for Urban and Regional Studies, Helsinki
University of Technology. [cit. 2008-09-01]. WWW:
<http://www.espon.eu/mmp/online/website/content/projects/259/649/file_1182/fr1.1.2_revised-full_31-03-05.pdf>

12

