
Urban Geopolitics

In the last decade a new wave of urban research has emerged, putting comparative 
perspectives back on the urban studies agenda. However, this research is frequently 
based on similar case studies on a few selected cities in America and Europe and 
all too often focus on the abstract city level with marginal attention given to par-
ticular local contexts.

Moving away from loosely defined urban theories and contexts, this book 
argues it is time to start learning from and compare across different ‘contested 
cities’. It questions the long-standing Euro-centric academic knowledge production 
that is prevalent in urban studies and planning research. This book brings together 
a diverse range of international case studies from Latin America, South and South 
East Asia, Eastern Europe, Africa and the Middle East to offer an in-depth under-
standing of the worldwide contested nature of cities in a wide range of local 
contexts. It suggests an urban ontology that moves beyond the urban ‘West’ and 
‘North’ as well as adding a comparative-relational understanding of the contested 
nature that ‘Southern’ cities are developing.
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Foreword
Sara Fregonese

[E]ach man bears in his mind a city made only of differences, a city without 
figures and without form, and the individual cities fill it up.

Calvino, 1978: 34

The heterogeneous corpus of literature known as urban geopolitics has, unsur-
prisingly for such an interdisciplinary endeavour, encountered extended critique. 
At least three critical strands are particularly relevant to this book in terms of how 
editors and contributors respond to and surpass them – advancing but also regen-
erating the now more than decennial agenda of urban geopolitics.

The first critiques came mainly from established political geography scholar-
ship (Flint, 2006; Smith, 2006). These question the risk of normalizing cities as 
necessary loci of war, by simply shifting – and normalizing – the scale at which 
geopolitics happens from the national to the urban, rather than promoting a 
deeper understanding of urban conflict. This has not been lost on the advocates 
of urban geopolitics, who have warned against the peril of crystallizing knowl-
edge about city warfare (and the violence suffered by civilians in cities) into ‘a 
technoscientific discipline with its own conference series, research centres, and 
journals’ (graham, 2005: 1).

The second critique queries urban geopolitics’ reliance on a handful of case 
studies (usually in Israel/Palestine) where militarism and warfare constitute the 
prism through which the urban is made sense of. Meanwhile, spaces and practices 
that are not a derivation of militarized conflict remain under-studied (Adey, 2013; 
Fregonese, 2012; Harris, 2014). This is ironic because the first mention of urban 
geopolitics is in Francophone scholarship within the context of power struggles 
in Quebec’s cities (Hulbert, 1989), far from the extreme case studies that came to 
dominate the sub-discipline.

The third critique tackles a disembodied and techno-centric approach to urban 
violence: urban geopolitics tells us all there is to know about how cities can be 
(re)geared for war and targeted, but also hollows out these spaces of lived experi-
ences and feeling bodies (Harker, 2014). There currently seems to be an overload 
of information about dramatic events of urban violence. As I write, numerous 
‘final messages’ are being posted in real time on social media by the last residents 
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of east Aleppo as the Syrian Army and affiliated militias move closer in 
December 2016. Despite this increased flux of dramatic information from cities 
at war, we somehow know still too little about the everyday, domestic and lived 
experiences and sensitivities of urban residents coping amid war, division, emer-
gency and crisis.

This regeneration project takes stock of these critiques and tackles them not 
only conceptually, by bringing the everyday, the ordinary and the affective into 
the debate, but also by situating them within a contemporary context of global 
challenges, including protracted urbanized warfare and the resulting unprece-
dented refugee and humanitarian crises that are becoming predominantly urban.

First, this book decrystallizes urban geopolitical knowledge: it unites heteroge-
neous case studies and theoretical approaches under the same umbrella approach, 
but constantly keeps us on our toes, by seeking out the dense connections 
between power, space and planning at multiple scales, beyond the territorial 
categories of national/sub-national, foreign/domestic, state/non-state, formal/
informal. The city, according to Charles Tilly, offers a ‘toolbox’ for researchers to 
link macro- and micro-scale dynamics. It is the continuous dialogue between the 
macro and the micro that this book mobilizes so well. One of the tenets of urban 
geopolitics has been tracing connections between macro-scale global politics and 
phenomena of localized violence (graham, 2004), but this multi-scalar dialogue 
somehow has often faded among techno-centric analyses of mainstream urban 
geopolitics.

Second, the many cities, spanning four continents, in this book expand the case 
study range of urban geopolitics not only territorially, but also methodologically –  
pausing the exercise of finding similarities, and opening the ground to contrapun-
tal analysis and learning through distinctive differences. Taking urban geopolitics 
on a more intellectually refined and methodologically ambitious level, this book 
explores multiscale connections, along a wide range of locations, looking at the 
everyday and ordinary beyond the militaristic, and filling the city fabric with 
bodies, communities, resistances and quotidian practices.

Finally, the cities that this book takes its readers to are not only and not merely 
‘strategic urban networks’ gaining some sort of geopolitical significance from 
their strength as financial and investment hubs (Sassen, in Knight Frank Research, 
2012). Neither are they autonomous and bounded entities analysed solely through 
a specific range of technologies (graham, 2016). Here, instead, are cities full of 
noises and bodies, their analysis resulting from in-depth ethnography, where the 
ordinary, not just the military, becomes geopolitical: ‘relational sites’ (Rokem and 
Boano, Introduction, this volume) where micro- and macro- discourses and prac-
tices are continuously reworked and contested.

Readers should not expect to contemplate these cities comfortably from afar, 
nor be dropped into them vertically from above. These cities ‘made of differ-
ences’ offer, instead, multiple access points from which to explore the ever-
expanding range of conflicts, contestations and cultural formations shaping our 
global urban future.

xiv  Foreword
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