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We live, we are told, in a world that is urbanizing and that is urbanizing at a rapid pace. It is 
often cited that, according to the United Nations, about half of the world’s population is now 
living in cities. By 2050 “the world population is expected to be 67 per cent urban” (UN2011). 

According to Edward Soja and Miguel Kanai “the spatial reach of city-based societies, 
economies and cultures to every place of the planet” is unprecedented (Soja and Kanai 2007: 54).
“More than ever before it can be said that the Earth’s entire surface is urbanized to some degree, 
from the Siberian tundra to the Brazilian rainforest to the icecap of Antarctica, perhaps even to 
the world’s oceans and atmosphere we breathe. ... (Soja and Kanai 2007: 62).” 

These numbers, and the diagnosis of urbanisation, are used to underscore the importance and 
urgency of scholarly and policy initiatives on 'urban' themes. They are also used to legitimate 
discussing all types of social problems as urban problems: It is currently fashionable to discuss, 
for example, infrastructure as "urban" infrastructure, disasters as "urban" disasters, and social 
justice as the right to the city.

This lens of “urbanization” invites us to analyse change, the emergence of something we do not 
(yet) know, as the expansion of one thing we already think we know, the city. The notion of the 
“city” and the “urban” have come to function as a place-holder for a bundle of assumptions about
specific kinds of places and specific lifestyles, usually opposed to the "rural", closely associated 
with assumptions about modernity, and capitalism, usually opposed to the pre-modern or 
traditional. The bundling of assumptions about the urban tends to be rather similar, whether 
urbanization is then seen as a 'good' thing or a 'bad' thing.

But this paper argues that to fully make sense of current socio-spatial transformations, it is worth
at least trying out the opposite perspective, and analyse them from the perspective of that which 
is supposedly acted upon, or being transformed. To take a simple example from discourses about 
urbanization, as we see people move into cities why do we assume only the people to change?  
Conversely, if we see people who live in cities visit the countryside, why do we expect only the 
countryside to change? If the city is endless, as is claimed, for example, in the title of a recent 
publication by the LSE's Urbanage Project (Burdett and Sudjic 2007), it is also the countryside. 
If the whole world is urbanizing, it must also be ruralizing. 
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Only when we ruralize the way we think, can we fully disaggregate the different distinctions that 
have been subsumed under the categories of urban and rural, and think about the different ways 
they can be put together in forms of social settlement. Only from this perspective can we 
examine the different ways they are put together again as part of contemporary socio-spatial 
transformations.

We can see that dimensions of both urbanity and rurality are central to the way social fault lines 
are currently being reshaped, but this is happening in complicated and new ways. Only if we 
complement a focus of urbanization with recognition of ruralization, can we see peasants in 
growing cities, new forms of improvisation in declining cities, and the tensions emerging 
between agricultural livelihoods on the one hand and wilderness on the other hand, when the 
wild becomes invested with meanings and values from the outside.

The Intellectual Imperialism of the Urban

Discourses about "the city" and "the urban" have been shaped by the way a specific group of 
people imagined, a few, very specific places – if the city was first Paris or Berlin, it was later 
Chicago, and then, more recently LA (Gieryn 2006, Robinson 2006). The debate about cities has 
always been overlaid with normative concerns about modernity  - it was in cities that observers 
found individual freedom, the public sphere, and cosmopolitanism on the one hand, and it was in
cities that they found anomie and anonymity, crime and poverty on the other hand (see also Gans
2009). These discourses about the city and the urban in turn have come to play an important role 
in refracting the way we imagine all kinds of social problems, and this seems as en vogue today 
as it was in the late 19th century; they also shape the responses and solutions we consider.

There has been a lively debate about how exactly to describe and re-describe, imagine and re-
imagine the “city”. Partly as a result of these debates, this conversation has come to include 
consideration of cities in the global south, though, as Matthew Gandy and Jennifer Robinson 
have pointed out, this consideration has really only come to include a few iconic neighbourhoods
of a few iconic mega-cities of the south , such as Lagos and Mumbai (Gandy 2005, Robinson 
2006). 

There has been broader reflection on the ethnocentrism of urban theory and a call to include a 
broader set of cases (Simone 2004, 2010, Robinson 2006, Hilgers 2012) but scholars have rarely 
given up on the category of the urban itself.  There has been much discussion of the politics of 
how and by whom the urban is represented but much less on the costs of framing political 
questions, questions about social organization and, indeed questions about place, as urban 
questions in the first place.

It has been useful to shift the focus from cities as categories to urbanization as a process (Schmid
2006, Brenner and Schmid 2012, Brenner 2012). This perspective has given us some traction on 
heterogeneity within the "global" or "planetary urban": Cities – dense, large settlements- appear 
as special cases within an “urban society”. In their “urban portrait of Switzerland” Roger Diener 
and his colleagues, for example, distinguish between cities, resorts, quiet zones and alpine 
fallow-lands (Diener et al. 2006) 
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But even if heterogeneity is analysed, the term urbanization still points us in the direction of 
analysing spatial forms from an urban perspective. In fact, it is unclear what exactly is meant by 
the word "urban" in accounts of what these authors call the "global" or the "planetary urban". 
While it may be true that there is no outside of capitalism, it is unclear why we need to approach 
this whole of social relations as an "urban" one. It may be true that the most remote places are 
connected to and through market forces - but this argument has been made not just for the 
present day, but also for the early modern era (see e.g. Braudel 1992) and it is unclear what this 
diagnosis adds to an analysis of the present specifically. While it may be true that there has not 
been a rural for a long time, it is also true that we have never been urban in the way urbanists 
imagined us to be. 

If place, or material situatedness, matters - and this has been the starting point for the interest in 
the urban in the first place - we cannot just rethink the city, we need a broader understanding of 
variation in socio-spatial arrangements and we need to examine these with a more open mind.

A focus on urbanization as a process has made us see some kinds of unlikely combinations 
between dimensions of the urban and the rural: based on an analysis of urbanization, we see wifi 
in remote areas, garbage in oceans, and suburbanites in the countryside.  A focus on ruralization 
brings us not only urban agriculture and urban wildlife but also farmers in suburbs, and boring 
towns. A ruralization approach also allows us to study new developments that only become 
visible once we abandon the narrow focus on urbanization such as the emergence of new forms 
of improvisation in the face of failing infrastructures.

Places, Solidarities, Livelihoods, Political Institutions

One response to the problems of the category of the “urban” and the contrast to the “rural” on 
which it depends has been to point at the in-betweens, and the grey zones – to think of the 
distinction between urban/rural as a continuum rather than a categorical distinction. But this idea 
of the continuum leaves the bundling performed by the original binary relatively intact while 
blunting the analytical edges contained within it.1 

Another track is more productive: Rather than blur these distinctions, we can disaggregate the 
elements supposedly associated with each side so that we can use them better to analyse how 
they are combined in socio-spatial formations. We need to distinguish between properties of 
places, solidarities, people, practices, and forms of governance and notice that they do not always
map onto each other in ways the dichotomy between rural and urban would suggest. 
Disaggregation is partly guided by the concerns associated with the original categories – if for 
the nation-state, this is best captured by asking about the elements territory, authority and rights 
(Sassen 2007), attention to the urban would seem to add specifically properties of places, of 
forms of social solidarity and of the ways people are linked to their livelihoods. We can then ask 
questions about these elements using properties formerly associated with the urban and the rural, 
such as "dense", "isolated", "creative", or "anomic" 

Places can be described in terms of physical properties, density, and architecture and in terms of 
the people who live there. Solidarity is here not a positive term but is meant to describe the 
different ways people are linked to each other. Solidarity in this sense could include hostility, 

3



conflict or ignorance. The term livelihood could capture all types of connections between people 
and their material and symbolic means of subsistence, and here we should include those highly 
mediated by markets and technology and bear in mind that they have always been mediated by 
technology. Forms of governance include rights, practices and formal political institutions. 

Only distinguishing the properties of physical places and the properties of solidarity, for 
example, allows Philip de Boeck to see “urbanism without architecture” and “the invisible city” 
in Kinshasa (de Boeck and Plissart 2006). The distinction between place and forms of solidarity 
is also thrown in relief by the case of the wandering city, such as Addis Ababa until 1892, where 
large groups of people moved together (Fletcher 1998). Livelihoods rarely work in synch with 
the physical properties of places but remain connected to them in complex ways.  Physical places
often painfully do not coexist with political boundaries. The administrative separation of cities 
and suburbs in the United States, for example, drains the city of resources related to those who 
use it (Frug 1996).2 For the distinction between physical places and social solidarities, consider 
also the tensions around second-homes in many rural areas, who often do not fully contribute to 
infrastructures they use, if only periodically (Rye 2011). In any given place, we would expect 
different forms of solidarities, livelihoods and forms of governance to overlap in ways that can 
themselves be analysed.

The Rural in the Urban

Consider the 'douars' of Marrakesh. Taking their name from a “collection of tents, a temporary 
village”, they have been the destination of poor residents from the environs; residents of these 
settlements bring their animals into the city; their donkeys shape traffic in the city. They produce 
fruit and vegetables, for their own consumption but they also sell it across town, which 
Mohamed El Faiz calls a form of revenge by the residents of the douars on the city, for the 
pollution, which is inflicted on their fields (El Faiz 2002). 

Many residents of the squatter settlements of Maputo, until very recently one of the fastest 
growing cities in Africa, also grow their own food, sometimes on fields in or close to the city, 
sometimes travelling long distances to fields they have access to.  If these forms of livelihood are
not what we have been taught to expect in a city, neither is the form of solidarity. These 
settlements are not at all anonymous places, despite the large number of people who live there: 
every ten houses have a spokesperson, and ten of these ten house units have another 
spokesperson. These are spaces of close surveillance. This is true both in the everyday, when 
residents monitor comings and goings of outsider for security purposes – if a resident receives an
overnight visitor he or she must report this to a representative. The surveillance matters also in 
the political sense, when these same local committees are counted upon to provide votes for the 
ruling party. Residents reject the notion that they live in an illegal settlement, but without formal 
recognition of their rights to the land, they know to be careful in their interactions with 
government.3

Phenomena like these are often discussed as part of a failed or incomplete urbanism specific to 
Africa, as areas that are too incompletely integrated and too incompletely connected by 
infrastructure to count as fully urban. This discourse has been powerfully challenged by work in 
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the last decade by Simone (2004, 2012), Robinson (2006), de Boeck and Plissard (2006) Myers 
(2011), who have firmly reinserted these spaces into thinking about cities.  

Such settings are not “what is not yet urban”, but rather part of “what is urban”. If the city today 
is also these settlements, the douars of Marrakesh (El Faiz 2002), and the gecekondus of Istanbul
- and if these areas are a part of the urbanization of people, they are also a part of the ruralization 
of space.

These strange combinations of dimensions of urbanity and rurality do not just occur in the global
south. Elements of the rural have always persisted in western European cities, and we need to 
rethink how urban cities were at any time, in any place. As Hope Mirrlees put it, in a 1919 poem:
“Paris is a huge homesick peasant” (Mirrlees 1919). 

People carry the past in their habitus, and the places they come from; the immediate and the 
more distant past, regional and international journeys. Berlin, for example, has a well-
documented history of international migration; but it is also a city shaped by the entry of rural 
and small-town Germans. The discontinuities of German history remain part of the city. "White" 
Berliners themselves carry generations of refugees within them, that thorough archaeology, or 
just careful interviewing can reveal (see e.g. Liebman 2002). The migrations from rural and 
small-town Germany continue and remain reproduced in social networks - a phenomenon earlier 
arrivals respond to with a discourse about and against “Swabians”, loathed for their relative 
wealth but also for their small-town culture (Frank 2008). 

The rural appears within the city not just as a lifestyle choice, a new integration of the 
sustainable, as it is expressed and analyzed in some discussions on urban farming in Western 
cities. It is not just an accessory, re-introduced on entirely urban grounds. These are ‘real’ and not
‘fake’ discontemporaneities, to use Ernst Bloch’s distinction (Bloch 1962), and even the term 
discontemporaneities might imply too strong a sense of teleology. 

Dimension of the rural move into the city despite the sometimes violent attempts to eradicate 
them. Slum clearance projects, for example, often make it impossible to keep livestock or 
maintain informal relations (e.g. Pontrandolfi 2002). Urbanization remains incomplete and is 
violent in its ongoing enforcement. As long as access to livelihood and basic needs requires also 
informal arrangements, there is an in-built resistance to urbanization.

Patterns of investment and disinvestment are reordering which places are rural and urban in 
terms of density and size (see Oswalt 2005, 2007), but in this process also produce new forms of 
rurality.  The American rust-belt has been a space of disinvestment for decades, a trend that has 
been dramatically sharpened by the foreclosure crisis. In cities like Detroit and Cleveland, urban 
spaces have lost population and have become empty, and overgrown. New forms of 
improvisation have emerged, relating to schooling, social services and transport (Vogel 2005). 
Cities or what is left over from what used to be urban spaces become used as  resource mines as 
residents engage in agriculture but also collect copper and wood for reuse (Hocking 2005). To 
evoke an old typology of economic geography, these cities are becoming the site of “first sector” 
activities.

These practices can be reinserted on top of older practices of not-quite urban subsistence. In 
Soviet cities, the dacha had always provided a backdrop to industrial forms of livelihood 
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(Chekhovskik 2005). Following subsequent crisis from 1991 onwards, more residents in the 
former Soviet Union turned to supplementing other sources of income with the fruits of land they
had access to, and with fish and game from surrounding areas, spending weekend to whole 
weeks working the fields away from the city (Miturich 2005)

The Absent Center of Ruralization

Ruralization has no centre from which it emanates. Villages are not the stable, natural starting 
point of human civilization as which they are sometimes portrayed. This portrayal  is fuelled by a
comparison to barbaric nomadism in discussions of early human history - a portrayal that equates
hunter-gatherer societies and nomads living with domesticated animals -  and still serves state 
projects to make space legible at the expense of nomadic populations like sinti and roma, kurds, 
and beduins in different parts of the world (Kazanov 1994). This portrayal is also taken up by the
contrast between Gemeinschaft and Gesellschaft, with echoes powerfully in sociology, and, in an
iverted way in anthropology (Bausinger 1996).

As Raymond Williams has put it “The ‘country way of life’ has included the very different 
practices of hunters, pastoralists, farmers, and factory farmers and its organisation has varied 
from the tribe and the manor to the feudal estate, from the small peasantry and tenant farmers to 
the rural commune, from latifundia and the plantation to the large capitalist enterprise and the 
state farm” (Williams 1975: 1). 

There has always been variation within the rural, including variation in how people with different
movements relates to the same place. In some areas, farmers form concentrated settlements and 
leave every morning to travel to their fields; in other areas, they live close to their respective 
fields and are thus more spread out (Levi 2006 [1945], Mandal 2001). Farmers coexist with 
groups who move with their animals during the year, sometimes to exploit the change of the 
seasons, sometimes simply because they were not able to afford enough land close together 
(Kazanov 1994; Haldimann 2008). For shepherds the term “village” has a different meaning than
it has for farmers, and both are very different from that ascribed to it by the owner of a second-
home.

The rural is not just a site of variation but has always also been a site of conscious political 
intervention: The colonisation of land by peasants has a long history as part of political projects. 
The creation of artificial villages has a history in colonial times; they were also adopted by 
various African Governments, in the 1970s and 1980s (de Waal 1991, Cannon Lorgeb 1999, 
Rogers and Kikula 1997) and they are part of land reforms in other contexts, such as Southern 
Italy (King 1973).

But to point to the tensions within the rural is not the same as to dismiss it as mere discourse 
(Halfacree 2004, 2012); indeed the opposition between the real and the discursive and all 
attempts to mediate between the two lead us in the wrong direction. Deconstruction is often used 
against the idea of the rural but it can at the same time be used against the urban. If we can say, 
“there has not been an extra-discursive rural for a long time”, we can also say, “we have never 
been urban” echoing Latour (Latour 1993). That does not mean that the rural or the urban is or 
has just been ideology. The question is rather, again, what are the elements of the rural and how 
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can they be disaggregated so we can look for empirical phenomena that would otherwise be 
obscured.  

In acknowledging the variation within the rural, and taking its dimensions seriously, a 
ruralization-theoretical approach is much less prone to simplistic notions of the rural than the 
discussion on urbanization, which requires the rural as an eternal foil for urbanization to insert 
itself into, to corrode, to gobble up at the same time as it declares it already gone. We can even 
acknowledge that in some contexts cities have preceded the formation of villages (Braudel 1992: 
484, citing Jane Jacobs 1970). 

Wild and agricultural, for example, are two such dimensions of the rural, which are in conflict, 
and we might add the biosphere as a third dimension (Sassen and Dotan 2011). Conflict between 
the people who live off the land and the wild can come in the form of droughts, avalanches, and 
diseases. They take on a special form if the wild is invested with outside valuation by 
conservationists, or tourists. This has a long history in Africa, for example, where the creation of 
national parks has excluded a range of uses by local populations (Carruthers 1994, Wolmer 
2007). This tension between the agricultural and the wild is also played out during efforts to 
resettle predators in the Alps, an effort often resisted by farmers, shepherds and hunters (Battran 
2011, blickpunkt.ch 2006).

There are other combinations of rurality and urbanity that are not quite visible from an 
urbanization perspective: Consider the curious socio-spatial pattern produced by Germany’s 
policy of refugee dispersal: refugees, often with complex urban-rural biographies, are assigned to
camps in rural areas in Germany; the buildings are former pubs or military barracks; the 
population is diverse, but not dense. The setting is isolated; but this isolation is of course quite 
different from an isolation of a pastoral kind; it is reinforced by a law, which has created the 
refugee-specific crime of leaving one’s assigned area (Selders 2009). 

The Rural in the Urban in the Rural

Concepts like “counter-urbanization” (Berry 1980, Champion 1989), “rurbanization” (Bauer and 
Roux 1976) and “deurbanization” seem to challenge assumptions about urbanization and 
promise a recognition of ruralization, but these terms have somewhat ironically been used to 
paint a picture about the spread of cities beyond their boundaries through populations that are 
assumed to be thoroughly urbanized, into areas that are assumed to have previously been 
disconnected, agricultural, and/or unsettled. 

Counter-urbanization is thus imagined as the colonisation of the rural by the urban, through 
suburbs, city regions, and sprawl (for interesting early examples, see also Braudel 1992: 281). 
We see here the clearest example of an opportunistic oscillation between geographic and social 
definitions of the urban in the urbanist literature so that, when people move to cities it is the 
place that dominates the interpretation of the phenomenon and people are assumed to 
transformed; when people move to rural areas, it is the people that dominate the interpretation 
and the place that is assumed to be transformed. When we find supposedly urban phenomena in 
supposedly rural areas, these are not just a proof that urbanization happens everywhere. We must 
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allow for the possibility that dimensions of the rural pose more resistances here (Halfacree 1994)
and not only in the sense that a discourse of the rural is central to people’s decision to move. 

Even in one of the paradigmatic cases of counter-urbanization as urbanization – an England that 
is known to have had a particular path of industrialization, which rather radically transformed the
countryside (see Negt and Kluge 1981), a more complex picture emerges on close inspection. 
Ray Pahl’s classic study “Urbs in Rure” (1965) has a title that suggests urban imperialism and 
has chapters like “London in Hertfordshire”, but his analysis show, in fact, the complexity of the 
patterns that emerge. There remains a division between commuters and those who live and work 
locally. New jobs related to providing services to middle class commuters, enable a perpetuation 
of agricultural lifestyles, a pattern we have also long seen in alpine regions (Baetzig 2003; Bünz 
Efferding and Efferding 2002). 

To add complexity, it is not just the commuters who have moved - from the city - a lot of the 
local workers have migrated to the area from other parts of the countryside. It is important not to 
overlook international migration to the countryside, and, more specifically, international 
migration to do farm labor (Halfacree 2009, Hoggart and Mendoza 2004).

In many contexts outside the US  suburbs are also villages; the città diffusa in Italy cannot just be
read as sprawl but is also an agricultural zone, with a more diverse and sustainable agriculture 
than the rural zone, and a population that maintains very strong and very local ties (Ferrario 
2009). German suburb-villages are shaped by a division between suburbanites and villagers, a 
division that finds its expression in conflicts about seemingly trivial matters of lifestyle around 
the inconveniences of cow dung on the street but also in persistent educational inequalities 
between both groups. 

Boring Cities

Most residents of cities do not live anywhere near the centres of New York, Chicago, LA, Lagos 
or Mumbai.  According to the UN, half of the world’s 3.6 billion urban dwellers (50.9 per cent) 
lived in cities or towns with fewer than half a million inhabitants. Such small cities account for 
55 per cent of the urban population in the more developed regions and for 50.2 per cent of the 
urban population in the less developed regions (UN 2011; Hilgers 2012).

These cities usually do not get much scholarly attention. Scholarly work travels more easily if 
attached to one of a number of exemplary cases, or model systems, which are familiar to scholars
from other studies (Howlett and Morgan 2010, Craeger, Lunbeck and Wise 2007). Urban studies 
is a clear case of this, with its focus on a few selected and usually very large cities (Guggenheim 
and Krause 2012, see also Gans 2009). 

We can rediscover “ordinary cities” as Jennifer Robinson has suggested in an important 
intervention (2006). But this may not necessarily mean restoring to them the excitement, 
creativity, and innovation Robinson associates with “urban modernity”. Ordinary cities, or 
medium sized cities, in the West, or in Africa, might have these characteristics or they might not. 
They might have some of these characteristics but not others. They might be boring cities (see 
e.g. Ray and Wieland 2001).
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The discussion about Los Angeles (in contrast to Chicago) has already raised the possibility of 
urban spaces without 'cityness' (e.g. Scott and Soja 1996), but what is needed is a serious 
consideration of a broader set of cases and a broader conception of possible dimensions of 
variation and change.

Conclusion

Traditional notions of the city have rested on theories, fears and hopes associated with modernity
combined with observations in a few very specific, iconic places;  attempts to rethink the city 
have rarely given up on the notion of the city itself. Reflection on the politics of how the urban 
has been represented rarely engage the politics of framing social issues or even spatial issues as 
urban issues. 

Theories of urbanization have put dense settlements into a broader socio-spatial context, but that 
means it has become unclear why this broader context should be described as urban. It would be 
an interesting task for the sociology of knowledge to explore why the category of the urban is so 
hard to let go of and in fact proliferates so much - the contribution of factors internal to the 
academic landscape, the broader policy and funding environment, and the lifestyle preferences of
participants of the discourse would all be worth investigating.

It is time to ruralize our thinking: While it maybe true that the most remote places are connected 
to and through market forces, it is also true that we have never been urban in the way urbanists 
imagined us to be: informal social relations, the natural, the problem of food and livelihoods, the 
need, complex dependencies that nevertheless enable survival. Dimensions of the rural enter 
more and more spaces and they enter in unlikely places - as capital leaves Western cities, for 
example, new forms of informality take over. As public sector cuts hit in European economies, 
connecting infrastructure is lost. Rural-to-urban migrants return to the countryside, or rely 
heavily on subsidised from family farms.

Rather than dismiss either the urban or the rural as ideology, I suggested that the way forward is 
to distinguish dimensions formerly associated with the urban and the rural from the perspective 
of the rural and use these to explore variations among forms of settlement. Only based on a 
distinction between the dimensions of the urban and the rural can we see how they are 
recombined as properties of solidarities, places, governance and livelihoods.

The study of forms of settlement from the perspective of ruralization begins with better 
description but it need not be descritptive and atheoretical. But as we link the description of 
places to theory, the relationship of specific forms of settlement to capitalist development - or 
processes of diferentiation or other hypothesis about social and institutional change for that 
matter - needs to be examined rather than assumed.
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1 Some of the best critiques and analyses of the category of the urban, and the rural/urban 
dichotomy have come from demographers (Hugo and Champion 2004; Hugo, Champion and 
Lattes 2003; Dahly and Adair 2007). But their efforts are shaped by the specific intellectual and 
practical problems they pose themselves – and they are ultimately limited by being a response 
towards these specific problems: Demographers seek to categorise people and regions so that 
they hold up as stable statistical independent and dependent variables. They thus, for 
professional reasons, have to try to find ways to categorise places on maps and people together 
and hope that there is a meaningful relationship between population and territory. 

2 But note that Frug does not advocate trying to match communities and administrative 
boundaries as a solution, but rather develops more complex proposals for an equitable 
coexistence of levels of governance.

3 These observations are based on fieldwork conducted with Clapperton Chakanetsa Mavhunga 
in Maputo in October 2011. This research was supported by the Poiesis Fellowship and the 
BMW Foundation.
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