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Synthesis: Defining the Urban: A Quixotic Pursuit1 

Deljana Iossifova, Alexandros Gasparatos, Christopher N.H. Doll 

1. Towards Definitions of the Urban

Defining the Urban has aimed to elucidate how different academic disciplines, 

professional practices, and emerging approaches engage with the “urban” conceptually, 

methodologically, and in terms of applied interventions.  

It becomes clear from the 21 core chapters of Defining the Urban that different fields do 

not necessarily agree on the nature of the urban or the properties that characterize it. The 

“harder” fields, which focus more on the materiality of cities, often define the urban in terms 

of administrative boundaries, morphologies, or typologies. In the “softer” fields, definitions 

seem more dependent on the cognitive boundaries that individuals (or their theories) assign to 

the urban. Of course, overlaps exist and distinctions are not always clear-cut. 

In this concluding chapter, we summarize how the different academic disciplines, 

professional practices, and emerging approaches became interested in cities and the urban 

(Section 2). We trace divergences and convergences in their conceptualizations of the city 

(Section 3) and outline how we see the urban as distinct (or not) from the notion of cities 

(Section 4). We then proceed to offer an overview of the most established theoretical and 

operational definitions of the urban and outline some of the main challenges associated with 

such definitions (sections 5-6). Finally, we propose how Defining the Urban can be used as a 

1 We would like to acknowledge with thanks the contribution of all authors to this final chapter. Ultimately, 

however, the views expressed herein are our own. They portray our interpretation of the conceptualizations and 

definitions contained in Defining the Urban. 
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point of reference for inter- and transdisciplinary dialogue between academics and practitioners 

confronted with the complex problems of our urban world (Section 7).  

2. Interest in the City 

2.1. Academic Disciplines 

Sociology (Chapter 2) was perhaps the first academic discipline to engage meaningfully 

with the city. Toward the end of the Industrial Revolution, early sociologists saw the need to 

describe a changing world in which new forms of settlements emerged due to property 

ownership and industrial production. This interest was sparked by the many contradictions 

associated with life in the cities of that period. Subsequently, in drawing parallels between 

living organisms in nature and the organization of human societies in cities, the Chicago School 

of Sociology ushered a whole new era in the way that sociologists engaged with the city. 

Geography (Chapter 3) was initially interested in the spatial organization of cities, but 

from the 1970s onwards, a large number of scholars began to view space as socially produced 

and, in turn, shaping social transactions. The production and social construction of urban space 

has also been a key interest of urban anthropologists (Chapter 4). Environmental psychology 

(Chapter 8) further focuses on the perception of space, and particularly on how humans 

experience urban settlements and on the influence of the (natural or built) environment on 

behavior (and vice versa).  

After a long period of disenchantment with the ecological impact of cities (Chapter 7), 

ecologists eventually appreciated cities as “field sites” to test fundamental ecological 

hypotheses. They are also at the forefront of efforts to understand the interlinkages between 

human and ecological systems. 

Economists (Chapter 6), much like sociologists, can trace their interest in the urban back 

to the Industrial Revolution and the emergence of cities as the new economic powerhouses of 

2 
 



humanity. Important questions have included how to increase the competitive advantages of 

cities and how human activities are located within cities. The interactions of cities with market 

forces became a driving aspect of research and the aim of maximizing economic efficiency a 

key question.  

Finally, historians (Chapter 5), in an analogous way to economists, have long 

acknowledged the importance of urban centers for the organization of societies and have traced 

the various processes associated with cities through time. 

2.2. Professional Practices 

The more “applied” disciplines (or professional practices) largely developed as a 

consequence of the city, particularly in response to the needs of the city and its residents. Many 

of these have ancient origins but their modern manifestation is rooted in the rapid growth of 

cities following industrialization. For example, civil engineers (Chapter 11) responded to 

challenges posed by the sheer density of urban settlements most notably through the provision 

of appropriate transport, water, and sanitation infrastructure. Similarly, public health 

practitioners (Chapter 15) had to tackle urgent issues that took a toll on the health of urban 

residents, including the transmission of infectious diseases, air pollution, overcrowding, and 

dangerous working conditions. Social workers (Chapter 14) became concerned with the 

alleviation of (often) characteristically urban problems for vulnerable populations, such as 

poverty, mental disorder, or addiction. Law practitioners (Chapter 16) were challenged to 

consider the legal consequences of the incipient urban conditions of density, diversity, and 

systemic complexity. 

Public policy (Chapter 9), governance (Chapter 13), and planning (Chapter 12), among 

other professional practices, straddle the border between academic disciplines and practice-

based professions. They seek to ensure the efficient and fair management of the city and to 

cater to the needs and aspirations of multiple stakeholders.  
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The relationship of architects, urban designers, civil engineers, and possibly planners (see 

chapters 10-12) with the urban is slightly more peculiar, in that their applied interventions 

shape the built environment and, in this way, essentially constitute cities and their urban form.  

2.3. Emerging Approaches 

Global challenges, such as climate change and globalization, have triggered the 

emergence of various inter- and transdisciplinary approaches, of which only a few are 

considered in Defining the Urban.  

For example, the fields of urban metabolism (Chapter 19) and urban political ecology 

(Chapter 18) developed when scholars in different disciplines (such as economics, ecology, 

sociology, geography, and architecture, to mention just a few) became aware that consumption 

patterns within cities are key to explaining not only their environmental impact of cities, but 

also the linkages of cities with distant areas, and the equity effects of consumption.  

Geospatial technologies support many of the academic and applied disciplines discussed 

above and provide detailed maps of change over time globally (Chapter 17). Not unlike some 

of the fundamental work undertaken within ecology, sociology, geography, and economics, 

scholars of transition theories (Chapter 20) examine the dynamics of system change during 

development. The realization that cities are complex adaptive systems, which can serve as 

living laboratories to test and develop theories across different scales, brought about the 

collaborative efforts of physicists, geographers, ecologists, architects, and many others in the 

emerging field of urban complexity science (Chapter 21). 

In science fiction (Chapter 22), the traditional interest in the future of the industrial and 

increasingly city-based society evolved into the contemporary exploration of posthuman 

futures. That is, futures without the human species, following the end of the Anthropocene.  
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3. Concepts of the City 

The urban is consistently interpreted as pertaining to the city. A precondition for any 

attempt to define the urban, therefore, is to understand how disparate research questions and 

practical needs have shaped conceptualizations of the city within the different academic 

disciplines, professional practices, and emerging approaches.  

Synthesizing how the city is conceptualized across the different fields surveyed in 

Defining the Urban is not a straightforward task. Often conceptualizations of the city can and 

do differ even within the same discipline, practice, or emerging approach. This is frequently 

due to the creative merges between different disciplinary or practice-based fields, or due to 

their engagement or disengagement with the city over time.  

This section goes beyond the simplistic statistical definitions of the city based on 

administrative boundaries (see Chapter 1) to take into account how people socially construct 

the concept of the city from the wide range of past and present city-like agglomerations.  

3.1. The City as an Entity 

Probably the most enduring conceptualization of the city is that of a clearly delineated 

entity. This can be in the shape of territorially bounded space (for example, in geography, 

Chapter 3) or as an analogy for a living organism (for example, in urban metabolism, Chapter 

19).  

How these boundaries are drawn can have powerful implications for the analytical 

inquiry of disciplines, practices, and approaches that rely heavily on statistical data (spatial, 

social, economic, or otherwise), such as sociology (Chapter 2), geography (Chapter 3), 

economics (Chapter 6), public health (Chapter 15), and urban metabolism (Chapter 19), to 

mention a few.  

The boundaries of a city, when determined for administrative purposes, can have strong 

ramifications for public policy (Chapter 9), governance (Chapter 13), and law (Chapter 16), 
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among others. At the same time, they strongly influence the ways in which certain issues related 

to the city are tackled (Chapter 13). 

Sometimes, boundaries do not fully coincide with urban economic activity (Chapter 6) 

or consumption (Chapter 19) because they are arbitrarily defined or change over time (see 

chapters 1 and 3). Geospatial tools have been increasingly used to match the territorial 

boundaries of cities and some of these activities (Chapter 17).  

3.2. The City as the Counterpart of Nature 

Cities have long been interpreted as distinct from natural and rural landscapes. The 

Chicago School of Sociology (Chapter 2) famously described cities as large, dense, and 

heterogeneous and juxtaposed them with the countryside. In law (Chapter 16), a whole new set 

of “urban” legislation was established to supplement and/or replace legislation that had been 

rooted in a primarily agrarian society.  

Paradoxically the Chicago School of Sociology borrowed concepts from early ecologists 

(Chapter 7), whose prevailing view was that cities as human-dominated systems are the 

antithesis of natural ecosystems. Historically, architecture and urban design (Chapter 10) 

associated cities with synthetic, abandoned, or replicated nature. Remote sensing (Chapter 17) 

uses spectral reflectance and other properties within the imagery to distinguish cities from the 

natural and rural environment at scales from local to global. 

Finally, in posthuman science fiction (Chapter 22), the city is often treated as a metaphor 

for progress and development, whereby urbanization denotes the conversion of the rural into a 

more sophisticated urban state.  

3.3. The City as the Outcome of Capitalist Accumulation 

The city is often seen as the result (and a driver) of the capitalist mode of production. 

Defined from a Marxist perspective, capitalist accumulation drives property ownership, 
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industrial production, and various associated contradictions that can be found in cities. This 

line of thought was initially acknowledged in sociology (Chapter 2) and geography (Chapter 

3). Here, the city is rendered space, produced and consumed. For example, processes of 

gentrification are interpreted as a manifestation of capital accumulation.  

This view has also played an important role in Marxist urban political ecology (Chapter 

18), an approach that conceptualizes cities as landscapes of social, cultural, political, and 

economic power. Different institutional structures (chapters 9 and 13) and legal frameworks 

(Chapter 16) have been created with the aim of implementing just cities. These implicitly (and 

sometimes explicitly) revolve around the “Right to the City,” that is, a codified right which 

seeks to ensure access to urban amenities and the wellbeing of urban residents. This particular 

right has framed, for example, urban planning (Chapter 11) and efforts to regularize informal 

settlements.  

3.4. The City as a Process 

In the first half of the twentieth century, conceptual and methodological advances within 

sociology formed an initial framework for different theories of the city as a reflection of social 

structure. Whilst these early theories understood the city as a “natural” process, contemporary 

sociology (Chapter 2) and some movements in architecture and urban design (Chapter 10), 

among other disciplines and practices, have started to view cities as manifestations of more 

complex and interrelated natural, social, economic, cultural, or material processes (or flows). 

The conceptualization of the city as a process is ubiquitous across disciplines. For 

example, anthropology (Chapter 4) sees the materiality of the city as part of social relationships 

that link various locations and multiple spatial scales. Urban history (Chapter 5) conceptualizes 

cities as systems of networks of people, capital, and goods. At a more cognition-focused level 

of inquiry, modern environmental psychology (Chapter 8) views cities as locations of 
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experience, perceptions, and meaning where the study of people-environment transactions 

becomes possible. 

In urban political ecology (Chapter 18), cities are understood as simultaneously political, 

social, and discursive, as well as material, biochemical, and physical metabolic processes, 

which are always shaped by power relations.  

3.5. The City as a Complex System 

More recently, with the advent of complexity science as a transdisciplinary field, various 

disciplines, practices and emerging fields, including ecology (Chapter 7) and transition theories 

(Chapter 20), have begun to think the city as a complex adaptive system.  

Scholars of transition theories (Chapter 20) often assume that cities will be the focus of 

all future socio-ecological transitions (that is, changes in the structural character of systems). 

Complexity science (Chapter 21) conceptualizes cities as combined spatiotemporal and 

behavioral structures affected by (and affecting) individual and collective agents.  

Somewhat surprisingly, the notion of cities as complex adaptive systems has found a 

strong foothold in several practice-based disciplines, such as architecture (Chapter 10), civil 

engineering (Chapter 11), planning (Chapter 12), and public health (Chapter 15). This may be 

the case because historically, practice-based professionals have been confronted with the 

complexity of cities and the unpredictability and unplanned ramifications of their planned 

interventions.  

4. The City and the Urban 

As seen throughout Defining the Urban, disciplinary and professional perspectives 

diverge in their conceptualization of the city. While cities offer a range of measurable 

characteristics in their spatial dimensions (for example, density of built form), their other 
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dimensions (for example, experience of space) can be, and often are, subject to social (cognitive) 

construction.  

Accordingly, the various academic disciplines, professional practices, and emerging 

approaches conceptualize and define the urban in many different ways. In the past, the notion 

of the urban may have served as a theoretical and operational category to qualify certain 

phenomena. It enabled the distinction of phenomena (social, cultural, ecological, economic, 

and so on), or groups of phenomena, from others, based on characteristics that were associated 

with the city—most notably size, density, and heterogeneity. Particularly common seems to be 

the assumption that the urban denotes some sort of agglomeration of specific functions, be they 

residential, governmental, commercial, cultural, or otherwise defined.  

However, as has been discussed throughout Defining the Urban, the dynamics originally 

associated with the city do not necessarily take place exclusively within the administrative or 

even physical boundaries assigned to cities. Illustrative examples include the long-range 

economic, environmental, political, and cultural effects of cities, or the understanding that 

cities as complex adaptive systems influence and are influenced by their environments.  

We therefore assert that the urban can no longer be defined as solely pertaining to cities, 

especially if these are conceptualized as territorially bounded entities.2 This implies that the 

city is a subset of the urban. However, alternative definitions available to date may appear 

vague, at best. A widely recognized, evidence-based taxonomy of the urban does not exist.  

Thus, do we need to define the precise distinguishing characteristics of the urban if it is 

to be considered distinct from other forms of life, settlement, infrastructure, ecology, economy, 

and so on? What kind of characteristics, then, would be contained within the general category 

2 It should be noted that some disciplinary perspectives continue to use the notions of the city and the urban 

interchangeably. 
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of urban? Does the notion of urbanization (that is, “making” or “becoming urban”) capture 

appropriately the wide range of current patterns in global sociospatial transitions?  

The following section derives categories developed from the conceptualizations 

presented in the previous section. We see this as a necessary first step to answer some of the 

questions raised above. 

5. Definitions of the Urban 

This section presents our interpretation of definitions of the urban as proposed throughout 

the core chapters of Defining the Urban. Clearly, there is no one way to define the urban. How 

it is eventually defined by scholars or practitioners across the many disciplines and fields will 

depend on the theoretical framework, methodological approach, or operational needs (among 

many other parameters) of each and every project.  

However, we identify four categories of urban definitions: the urban (a) as a condition; 

(b) as a unit of analysis; (c) as an analytical tool; and (d) as a process. These categories are not 

strictly mutually exclusive. Processes give rise to conditions, which in turn, if statistically 

suitable, can be used to delineate a unit of analysis, which can then be used as an analytical 

tool. These four categories are explained in more detail in the next section.  

Tables 23.1-23.3 collate concise definitions of the urban as presented in Defining the 

Urban. We do not claim this list to be exhaustive; nor do we expect it to be truly or fully 

representative of the associated academic or professional fields. We are fully aware that 

definitions may change over time (as, for example, in geography and ecology, see chapters 3 

and 7) and appreciate that they will vary even within strands of the same academic discipline, 

practice-based profession, or emerging approach (for example, economics or urban political 

ecology, see chapters 6 and 18).   

We identify some underlying similarities between the different definitions and uses of 

the concept of the urban. Our aim here is to provide an initial typology of the urban across a 
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range of often disjointed fields in the hope that it can serve as a stepping stone toward more 

precise categorizations of the urban, as well as fruitful inter- and transdisciplinary 

collaborations in the future. 

Table 23.1 Main definitions and categories of the urban across academic disciplines.  

Discipline Definition of the Urban Categories of the Urban 

Sociology The urban is defined by the political, social, 

economic, and cultural processes that produce (and 

are produced by) urbanization. It is an ever-

changing process. 

Urban as Process 

Geography The urban is defined by the spatial characteristics 

and the social processes that unfold within a 

territorially bound physical entity. It often 

coincides with the administrative boundaries of the 

city. 

Urban as Unit of Analysis 

The urban is defined by evolving social 

preferences. This urban space is a social construct 

with a set of subjective meanings, which change 

over time. 

Urban as Process 

Anthropology The urban is defined as a space comprising flows 

of capital and complex interrelationships of places. 

It is material reality and social construct alike. 

Urban as Unit of Analysis 

History The urban is defined by its influence in the 

evolution of civilizations. It is a category, which 

contains the full range of cities of different sizes, 

times, cultures, economies, and political 

organizations, among others. 

Urban as Analytical Tool 
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Economics The urban is defined by the competition of actors 

to secure the best available locations to maximize 

their utility. It is a network of spatial areas, which 

contain economic activities, laborers, and 

consumers.  

Urban as Unit of Analysis 

The urban is defined by its ability to attract 

residents and capital. It often coincides with the 

political and administrative boundaries of the city 

Urban as Unit of Analysis 

Ecology The urban is defined by its un-naturalness. It is a 

human dominated system/landscape and the 

outcome of degradation of natural ecosystems.  

Urban as Condition 

The urban is defined by unique interactions 

between different species and the highly human-

modified landscape. It is an ecosystem with unique 

characteristics due to the extensive human 

modification.  

Urban as Unit of Analysis 

The urban is defined by the interactions of humans 

(and the social systems they create) and heavily 

modified, restored, or preserved ecosystems. It is a 

coupled social-ecological system. 

Urban as Process 

Environmental 

Psychology 

The urban is defined by the dynamic interchange 

between people and place. It is an evolving state. 

Urban as Process 

Urban as Condition 

 

Table 23.2 Main definitions and categories of the urban across professional practices. 

Practice Definition of the Urban Categories of the Urban 

Public Policy The urban is defined by its malleability within 

different policy contexts. It is an ever-shifting 

Urban as Condition 
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domain that is either the focus or the driver of 

policies  

Architecture 

and Urban 

Design 

The urban is defined by typical spatial morphologies 

and infrastructures linked with specific ways of life 

and usually associated with the city as the opposite 

of nature. It is a blanket category for the many 

conditions arising from (or resulting in) cities. 

Urban as Unit of Analysis 

Urban as Condition 

 

Civil 

Engineering 

The urban is defined by the condition of high 

population density, which requires the provision of 

appropriate infrastructure. It is a place where people 

live, operate, and have certain needs. 

Urban as Unit of Analysis 

Urban as Condition 

Planning The urban is defined by normative qualities 

associated with the “good” city. It is a place where 

people live, operate, and have certain needs. 

Urban as Unit of Analysis 

Urban as Condition 

 

Governance The urban is defined as a bounded entity; how it is 

managed depends on the specific geographical, 

economic, sociological, political, and/or 

administrative context and the power relations 

between actors and institutions. It is a place where 

people live, operate, and have certain needs. 

Urban as Unit of Analysis 

Social Work The urban is defined by the unique (and largely 

deleterious) social interactions contained within a 

geographic entity. It is a place, where people live, 

operate, and have certain needs.  

Urban as Unit of Analysis 

Public Health The urban is defined by the unique health hazards 

that people face as a consequence of high 

population density, built environment/infrastructure, 

Urban as Unit of Analysis 
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pollution, and connectivity. It is variously 

delineated through: 

(i) administrative classifications;  

(ii) geospatially derived characterizations; 

(iii) “urbanicity” metrics, which consider a 

combination of different aspects, such 

as population density, economic 

activity, service provision, and 

infrastructure, among others 

Law  The urban is defined by the unique rules that are 

needed to mediate daily life in cities, governance 

systems, and other critical components of the 

experience of city life. It is 

(i) a categorical device that delimits 

regulatory regimes; 

(ii) characterized by specific social 

conditions, such as density, diversity, 

and complexity  

Urban as Condition 

 

 

Table 23.3 Main definitions and categories of the urban across emerging approaches.  

Emerging 

Approaches 

Definition of the Urban Categories of the Urban 

Geospatial 

Techniques 

The urban is defined by territorial administrative 

boundaries. It is an administrative unit, whether a 

city or town.  

Urban as Unit of Analysis 

The urban is defined by its discriminating spectral 

characteristics. It is a land cover type.  

Urban as Condition 
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Urban 

Political 

Ecology 

The urban is defined by the different abilities 

(power) of people to control and/or access urban 

nature. It is a landscape of power developed through 

the socio–natural process of metabolism in which 

nature gets urbanized.  

Urban as Process 

The urban is defined by the different abilities 

(power) of people to control and/or access urban 

nature. 

It is a landscape of power coterminous to the city.  

Urban as Unit of Analysis 

Urban 

Metabolism 

The urban is defined by its distinct consumption 

patterns, including far-reaching consumption of 

resources and emission of waste. It often coincides 

with the administrative boundaries of cities. 

Urban as Unit of Analysis 

Transition 

Theories 

The urban is defined by traditionally city-based 

dynamics, such as high population densities, 

specific social dynamics, and changes in the natural 

and built environments. It is an ever-changing city 

often delineated through administrative boundaries.  

Urban as Process 

Urban as Unit of Analysis 

Complexity 

Science 

The urban is defined by its unpredictability and 

emergent properties. It is a complex adaptive system 

of dynamic flows that change over time.  

Urban as Process 

Urban as Analytical Tool 

Urban as Condition 

Urban as Unit of Analysis 
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6. Categories of the Urban 

6.1. The Urban as a Condition 

Across many different disciplines, practices, and emerging approaches, the urban is most 

commonly used as an adjective, a descriptive category that serves to qualify objects, processes, 

and phenomena associated with the city.  

In the practice-based professions, interventions, such as changes in the built environment 

(chapter 10 and 11), policies and regulations (chapter 9, 15, 16), or infrastructure provision 

(chapters 11 and 12), are regarded as the necessary response to the urban condition. Here, the 

urban denotes specific and traditionally city-based characteristics that together make up the 

urban condition. These characteristics include high population density and diversity, high 

levels (and specific types of) economic activity, spatial and social complexity, and, often, high 

pollution, among many others. In more pragmatic terms, they may include readily measurable 

and quantifiable properties, such as the proportion of built-up vs natural land cover (chapters 

15 and 17). Together, such characteristics describe what has been conceptualized as urbanity, 

urban-ness, or metrics of “urbanicity” (Chapter 15), see Section 6.3. They are highly dynamic 

and tied to changes in demography, economy, and the environment, among others.  

Therefore, the urban is also used to denote the ephemerality, high-speed continuous 

change, and sociospatial transformations that result from interactions between humans and the 

natural and built environment (see chapters 7, 8, and 21).  

Conceptually, this last definition of the urban as an un-natural state or condition (that is, 

one dominated or altered by human activity, see Chapter 7) begs the question if and in what 

ways the urban may be distinguished from the natural or rural in our interconnected world. To 

give a few examples, the lifestyles associated with the city are increasingly represented in 

remote settings (and vice versa). The sourcing of natural resources necessary for the population 

of cities (and the associated pollution effects) can alter environmental systems in distant 

16 
 



geographical locations. Agricultural activity has long been industrialized while nature is now 

managed at unprecedented levels. In the Anthropocene, the social and the ecological are 

intrinsically linked. Consequently, this may lead us to assume that the urban, indeed, is all-

encompassing, and that the world-wide process of urbanization may be nearing its completion. 

6.2. The Urban as a Unit of Analysis 

The urban as coterminous with the city appears to be the most commonly used definition 

across the disciplines, practices, and emerging approaches covered in this volume. In essence, 

the urban here can be categorized as a unit of analysis. It denotes a territorially bound entity 

containing spatial characteristics and social processes that are the subject of analysis or 

intervention (for example, chapters 3 and 4).  

Such territorially bounded entities (cities) form the context of social, cultural, or 

economic interactions and trigger phenomena that are specific to them. For example, they have 

the ability to attract residents and capital (Chapter 6) or draw resources from far away (Chapter 

19). The sheer multitude of social and spatial interactions and the high levels of complexity 

contained within such units of analysis are thought, in the practice-based professions, to 

necessitate governance, management, and physical, economic, or social interventions (see 

chapters 6, 9-16, and 18). 

Operationally, the boundaries of the urban (as a unit of analysis) often coincide with the 

territorial, administrative, or political boundaries of cities (see sections 3.1 and 6.1). This is 

often decided on grounds of pragmatism, and in particular as a means of collecting the 

necessary data for the analytical needs of some disciplines, practices and emerging approaches 

(for example, refer to chapters 6, 15, and 19), see also below.  

More objective (physically-based) territorial boundaries can be derived from land cover 

classification using geospatial techniques (see Chapter 17). It should be noted, however, that 
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the spatial resolution of available data may limit what is practical to classify (especially at 

global scales) and that aggregation necessarily loses information. 

In some approaches, the unit of analysis is sometimes defined in more arbitrary ways as 

a response to the need to “contain” the particular system in question within the limits of the 

analytically possible (see Chapter 21). Here, boundaries to an “open” (that is, unbounded) 

system are artificially imposed. For example, the extent of the urban as a unit of analysis can 

be delineated by the reach of the public metro network, although, in reality, passenger journeys 

may continue well beyond these end points using different modes of transportation.  

The potential mismatch between statistical, administrative, or political definitions and 

the cognitive categorization thereof can also be problematic. For example, although a place 

may be included outside (or within) the boundaries of an urban area, it may not necessarily be 

perceived as such by its residents. Economic and consumption activity across space is not easily 

bounded for the sake of analysis (see chapters 6 and 19).  

It is worth noting that some urban studies rely on large amounts of data, which is usually 

collected at the national or sub-national level, making it difficult to extract data at the urban 

level (Chapter 19). This raises issues around the availability of necessary data that would allow 

capturing network activities across various scales (Chapter 6).  

Finally, politically or administratively established boundaries as used in an analysis can 

be subject to frequent, rapid, and often unexpected change, raising problems of consistency 

over time and comparability across countries (see chapters 3 and 15).  

6.3. The Urban as an Analytical Tool 

The urban is sometimes used as a tool for the analysis of cities. Research that adopts this 

view assumes that even the most disparate cities can be categorized as urban. The concept 

serves to answer questions about the way of life in particular communities, the negotiation of 

governmental power, the creation of cities, and the processes and actors that shape densely 
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populated spaces. This definition of the urban is flexible and reflects the many temporal and 

geographical contexts in which it is applied (see Chapter 5).  

Related to this is the view that the extent to which a place is urban can be measured. For 

example, metrics of “urbanicity,” mentioned in Section 6.1, include criteria such as population 

density, economic activity, service and infrastructure provision, and characteristics of 

population and environment. However, the transferability of such scales across different socio-

geographical contexts is questionable (see Chapter 15). 

6.4. The Urban as a Process 

The value of conceptualizing the urban as a process is recognized increasingly across a 

wide range of academic and practice-based disciplines and emerging approaches. Scholarship 

and practice have turned to examine the processes of making or becoming urban (that is, 

urbanization) as taking place in much more complex ways than the previously assumed simple 

territorial expansion.  

For example, some contemporary studies examine the interlinked processes of spatial, 

ecological, social, economic, political, and cultural transformations, among many others (see 

Chapter 2). In the “softer” sciences, the defining characteristics of the urban as a process 

include the dynamic interchange between people and place (see for example, chapters 4 and 8), 

that is, the spatial and social dynamics associated with dense human settlements (Chapter 20). 

The urban is interpreted as a social construct characterized by a set of subjective meanings that 

change over time (Chapter 3).  

Several “harder” approaches view the urban as a social-ecological system. From this 

perspective, the ecological and social components of the system cannot be separated, with their 

unique interrelationships resulting in the urban process (Chapter 7). These dynamic interactions 

can result in different types of transitions of urban systems (Chapter 20). Interestingly, some 

approaches conceptualize the urban as a combination of social and natural processes (for 
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example, socio-natural metabolism, Chapter 18) and adopt a “softer” view in placing the 

emphasis on power relations and the emerging landscapes of power. 

Finally, recent theorizations assume that the urban, as a complex adaptive system, is 

characterized by the unpredictability of dynamic flows that change over time (Chapter 21). The 

urban has emergent properties. 

One of the great challenges in studying the urban as a process is possibly that of spatial 

and temporal scale.  Scales can range from the level of individual identity and well-being, to 

communities, to the city of communities, to the community of cities in a regional system, and 

up to the global urban portrait. Urban processes operate at and across all these scales with bi-

directional feedbacks in the social, economic, and environmental domains.  

Results will differ depending on the spatial level and the points in time these observations 

are made. This is especially true in disciplines that deal explicitly with scale issues, such as 

ecology (Chapter 7) or geospatial techniques (Chapter 17), as well as the many others that treat 

scale as subsidiary to the their object of study.  

6.5. After the Urban? 

While the disciplines, practices, and emerging approaches discussed above study, design, 

plan, or manage the urban, the creative arts can imagine different urban futures. In posthuman 

science fiction (Chapter 22) current urban experiences are extrapolated to different potential 

posthuman (and almost exclusively) urban futures through the creative imagination of authors. 

These can include, for example: (a) the Technopagan urban concerned with the role of the 

unknown amidst ubiquitous technology; (b) the Anti-human urban concerned with the costs of 

the human enhancement; (c) the New Human urban concerned with the future of global 

capitalism and its exploitative nature; (d) the Transhuman urban concerned with indefinite life 

extension and virtual reality; and, finally, (e) an urban where Artificial Intelligence dominates 

through the rise of the machines.  
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In all these potential urban futures the separation of the physical and virtual is no longer 

possible. This carries implications for current and future conceptualizations of space and 

society, and potentially for defining the future urban.  

7. Defining the Urban: Towards Transdisciplinarity 

The starting point of Defining the Urban is that we live in an urban world. As the 

contributions to Defining the Urban have demonstrated, this does not necessarily mean that all 

of us now live in cities. Rather, it means that (arguably, quite some time ago) we entered an 

era characterized by extensive environmental transformations as a result of human activities. 

The activities in question are almost invariably linked with cities. This is regardless of whether 

or not they take place within their political, administrative, or otherwise defined limits, or in 

remote settings.  

It is therefore only natural that cities feature in key international policy and practice 

discourses and are regarded as key nodes within global financial, political, environmental, and 

cultural systems (among others). In fact, the study of particular cities and the development of 

methods to capture their characteristics has dominated urban research agendas over the last 

century. However, it may be time to leave behind the notion of the city. 

As we argue throughout Defining the Urban, the urban is about much more than cities. 

The urban is also about much more than space, be it perceived, conceived, or lived. Although 

the urban can be thought as a manifestation of the dominant mode of capitalist production, it 

cannot be confined to a specific agenda or political regime. It is such a complex phenomenon 

that no single field can claim intellectual (or applied) sovereignty over it.  

In this sense, the urban is a wicked problem. It has no identifiable start, end, or solution, 

due to its uncertain, nonlinear, and complex nature. It can be thought as a phenomenon that 

demonstrates the possibility of completely new forms, while still being related to previous 

stages, as its properties are emergent (Chapter 21).  
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That said, the role of the urban for the future of humanity is now widely recognized and 

undisputed, as the sustainability of the planet is inextricably linked with the sustainability of 

the urban. The urban affects the planet as a whole. However, despite much theoretical and 

technological progress over the past decades, existing knowledge of the urban cannot be 

mapped onto the future. Because of its importance, the concept of the urban remains highly 

contested, both as material reality and imaginary construct. 

The contributions to Defining the Urban demonstrate the importance of each and every 

approach to examine the various facets of the (urban) world. The insights provided by academic 

and practice-based disciplines are significant and could be seen as clusters of nodes within an 

unlimited (and evolving) network of knowledge production and learning. These nodes are 

essential to our shared understanding of the complex urban as they illuminate its different facets.  

However, the current research landscape around the urban is marked by “structural holes.” 

That is, distinct disciplinary clusters of research and practice exist in isolation and are 

insufficiently linked.  Therefore, the small (but growing) number of emerging fields that sit in-

between established disciplinary clusters must be recognized and fostered. Such emerging 

fields seek to translate, examine, merge, and progress existing knowledges, methods, and tools. 

Filling structural holes may lead to the development of much needed new and transdisciplinary 

urban research and practice paradigms. It is our hope that Defining the Urban can contribute 

toward the success of this undertaking. 

We fully acknowledge the many hurdles to conceptual and methodological pluralism in 

transdisciplinary research and practice. However, we believe that a fuller understanding of the 

genealogy and current conceptualization of the urban, across academic disciplines, professional 

practices, and emerging approaches, will generate a richer debate geared toward the 

development of a shared language for urban studies. This can lead to a more in-depth 

understanding of the complex and multifaceted urban, and ultimately, to appropriate 
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interventions toward our collective project: to sustain and improve life on our planet in its many 

forms into the short- and long-term future. 
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