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FUTURES

The urban century manifests itself at the peripheries. While the massive wave of
present urbanization is often referred to as an ‘urban revolution, most of this startling
growth worldwide is happening at the margins of cities.

This book is about the process that creates the global urban periphery -
suburbanization — and the ways of life — suburbanisms — we encounter there. Richly
detailed with examples from around the world, the book argues that suburbanization
is a global process and part of the extended urbanization of the planet. This includes
the gated communities of elites, the squatter settlements of the poor, and many built
forms and ways of life in-between. The reality of life in the urban century is suburban:
most of the earth's future ten billion inhabitants will not live in conventional cities but
in suburban constellations of one kind or another.

Inspired by Henri Lefebvre’s demand not to give up urban theory when the city in its
classical form disappears, this book is a challenge to urban thought more generally, as
it invites the reader to reconsider the city from the outside in.
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For the young people (you know who you are).
Condodwellers in a sea of suburbs.
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1 Introduction

[T]he tremendous concentration (of people, activities, wealth, goods,
objects, instruments, means and thought) of urban reality and the immense
explosion, the projection of numerous, disjunct fragments (peripher-
ies, suburbs, vacation homes, satellite towns) into space. (Lefebvre

2003: 14)

When it comes to how and where we dwell, work and have fun, we live
in times of rapid change. Few periods in history, barring the industriali-
zation of Europe, the urbanization of Latin America and the suburbani-
zation of North America, have seen as much change as the period we
are currently going through. We can assume that urbanization marks
the moment of our shared experience as planetary citizens. The United
Nations’ World Urbanization Prospects (United Nations 2014) estimates
that while in 1950 a total of 746 million lived in urban environments,
by 2045 more than 6 billion are expected to be urbanized. This develop-
ment has been widely understood now to be shaping global development
goals in what some have referred to as the Urban Age (Burdett and
Sudjic 2007; 2011; Brugmann 2009). Such thinking has been subject
to some serious methodological criticism as scholars have pointed out
that we ought to think less of people in cities than people in urban
society, less in categories such as global and megacities and more in
terms like ‘planetary urbanization’ (Brenner and Schmid 2015; Gleeson
2014; Ren and Keil 2017).



4 INTRODUCTION

While these critiques are incisive and important, the current book
aims at an intervention on a different terrain. The notion of an urban age
suggests in its core a move of urban populations from more dispersed
into denser environments for residence, work and recreation. This move
towards more compact spatial patterns for work and life is certainly
borne out by the world’s final migration' to move to the ‘arrival cities’
of the twenty-first century (Saunders 2011). The global migration of
millions of first time urbanites in less developed countries is mirrored
by a distinct move towards re-urbanization in industrialized countries
that had been going through half a century of de-industrialization,
suburbanization and urban decline. What is more, these processes have
been welcomed and normatively prescribed by planners and urban-
ists responding to challenges of climate change and sustainability that
are said to be met more readily in compact, denser cities. While such
processes of re-urbanization, densification and compactness are real
and imagined features of the urban age, this book occupies itself with
questions of urban growth that are better understood if we take into
account tendencies towards urban expansion, de-centralization and sub-
urbanization. As we will explore in a sequence of historical, conceptual
and thematic chapters, much of the urban age is, at closer inspection,
rather a suburban age. We live on a suburban planet. This observation is
supported by statistical evidence that shows, as has the work of Shlomo
Angel and colleagues (Angel, Parent and Civco 2010; Angel, Parent,
Civeo and Blei 2010) among others, that the growth of cities’ popula-
tions and activities is characterized by a disproportional expansion of
those cities’ territory. In other words, as the world urbanizes, cities
also become less densely populated, their spaces less intensively used.

It is expected that in 2030 urbanized land on the planet will cover 1.2
million square kilometres. That is twice as much as in 2000. Urbanization
at this incredible rate must give everyone pause. This ubiquitous trend
will imply significant consequences for climate change, biodiversity and
so forth (Seto, Giineralp, Hutyra 2012). In the near future, another



