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WERK 11: A Laboratory for Contemporary Urban Design and Research

The present collection of essays marks the beginning of a series of contribu-
tions on contemporary urban theory that will be presented and discussed
within the context of a new design and research center at the ETH Zurich—
WERK 11.

Established in a former factory building as an outpost of the Department of
Architecture, WERK 11 is a labaratory and center for expertise that brings
together the various fields that have an impact on today’s urban conditions.
It provides open ateliers, workshops, and seminar and lecture spaces join-
ing the ETH professorships of Prof. Alfredo Brillembourg and Prof. Hubert
Klumpner, Prof. Kees Christiaanse, Prof. Giinther Vogt, Prof. Christophe Girot,
Prof. Dr. Christian Schmid, and Prof. Dr. Marc Angélil. As a combination of a
research center, design studio, and event space, it encourages a dialogue
between theory and practice and establishes networks between the academic
field and the multiple actors involved in the production of the city. By thinking
architecture, sociology, landscape and urban design beyond their disciplinary
boundaries, WERK 11 hopes to both understand and shape existing and future
urban and rural environments, whether in the immediate context of the Swiss
agglomeration or in the megacities of the Global South.

Among the ETH professorships that operate within the context of WERK 11,
the Chair of Prof. Dr. Marc Angélil engages with contemporary urban research,
as well as topics on the edge of the discipline, including urban poverty,
ageing demographics, and large-scale retail logistics. The Chair’s research
seminar and lecture series, Urban Mutations on the Edge (UME), investigates
provocative ideas and innovative projects that deal with a wide range of
topics. Set against more traditional notions of architecture and urban

design, this interdisciplinary approach asks what one branch of knowledge
can bring to the other.

The first issue in the Essays on the Political Economy of Urban Form

series addresses the topic of informality with a selection of contributions
to the UME lecture series by Tom Avermaete, Fran Tonkiss, Milica Topalovi¢,
and Ananya Roy.
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An Introduction
by Rainer Hehl

“A new science called ‘political
economy’ and, at the same time, a
characteristic form of governmental
intervention, that is, intervention
in the field of economy and popula-
tion, will be brought into being

by reference to this continuous
and multiple network of relation-
ships between the population,




the territory and wealth. In short,
the transition in the eighteenth
century from a regime dominated
by structures of sovereignty to a
regime dominated by techniques of
government revolves around popu-
lation, and consequently around
the birth of political economy.”?

- Michel Foucault

If we take Michel Foucault’s defini-
tion of the political economy as both

a science and technique used by
governments to structure populations,
territories, and wealth, then the study
of urban form as a physical manifes-
tation of the political economy can
reveal the social, economic, and politi-
cal implications embedded in the city.
This becomes all the more apparent a
urban planners lose control of urban
development to the dynamics of ad-

1 Michel Foucault, Security, Territory, Population: Lectures at the Collége de
France, 1977-1978 (Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan Ltd., 2007), 206.
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vanced capitalism: the fundamentalism
of neoliberal politics, the domination
of financial capital, and the privatiza-
tion of public space. Whether we look
at the empty, sprawling suburbs left
behind by the U.S. subprime mort-
gage crisis or the slums that continue
to increase in size and number, the
crisis of the human habitat clearly re-
flects the failure of our current urban
economy to serve the basic needs of a
constantly growing population. While
we can trace the crisis of the prevail-
ing system in the political and eco-
nomic implications of contemporary
space, the city of today and tomorrow
is increasingly shaped by agencies,
negotiation processes, and power
structures outside our traditional un-
derstanding of urban development. In
turn, this multiplicity of urban forms
also marks the materialization of new
social, economic, and cultural orders.
With the curiosity to cross discipli-
nary boundaries, this first volume of
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contributions from the UME lecture
series at the ETH, Zurich, explores the
topic of urban informality. Within the
context of African urban studies, the
International Labor Organization (1LO)
first introduced the term “informality”
in a 1972 report on the informal secto
in Nairobi. The ILO report codified a
language to describe informal settle-
ments that continues to be used by
scholars up to this day. According to
the report, urban informality applies
to areas where the informal sector
has a base, services are poor or non-
existent, residents are invisible to
legal frameworks, and harassment by
authorities is commonplace.? The char
acteristics of the activities of the in-
formal sector, including “ease of entr
reliance on indigenous resources, fam
ily ownership of enterprises, labor-in
tensive and adapted technology, skill
outside the formal school system, and

2 ILO, Employment, Incomes and Equality: A Strategy for Increasing Productiy
Employment in Kenya (Geneva: ILO, 1972), 6.
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unregulated and competitive markets,”
re evaluated against what are often
large-scale and high-tech formal
ystems of laws and regulations.?
While some informal environments
still meet all of these qualifications,
not all do; it is therefore virtually im-
possible to establish a clear defini-
ion of urban informality. In part, this
is because it manifests itself today
in many different ways. But it is also
because informal and formal sys-
tems are increasingly connected and
interdependent. Long ascribed to the
infamous urban growth of the Global
South, urban informality can in fact
no longer be understood as a shadow
world excluded from capitalist mar-
kets and public welfare systems. In
the words of Ananya Roy and Nezar
AlSayyad, “urban informality does not
simply consist of the activities of the
poor, or a particular status of labor, or
marginality. Rather, it is an organizing

31L0, Employment, Incomes and Equality.
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logic which emerges under a paradigm
of liberalization.”* Whether we then
interpret urban informality as “liberali
zation from below” or disqualify it as
a threat to the very project of the city
and a desperate attempt to access th
free-market economy, urban informali
is and has to be recognized as a domi
nant mode of urban production.®

To reflect the many manifestations
of urban informality, this publica-
tion collects four articles that offer
unique and international insights into
the phenomenon. In the first article,
“Accommodating the Afropolis,” Tom
Avermaete traces the career of Miche
Ecochard and the development of the
transnational urban planning expert.
As the chief urban planner in Moroc-
co during the forties and the fifties,

Ecochard developed strategies for ur-
ban development that for the first time
recognized informal building practices
and traditional customs and combined
them with the formal approach of the
functionalist planning of the time. To
this day, the gridded carpet settle-
ments introduced by Ecochard still
define the overgrown urban fabric of
Casablanca. Intentionally or not, the
democratization of space has occurred
not by any act of the Moroccan gov-
ernment, but by the daily appropriation
of la Trame Ecochard by the Moroccan
people.

The challenge that Ecochard’s prac-
tice raises against the dichotomy of
the informal and formal is furthered
by Fran Tonkiss, who emphasizes the
ambiguity and flexibility of what we
describe as informal. In her article,
“Informality and Its Discontents,”
the term is discussed not through
any prevailing discourse, but through
the very contradictions that define

4 Ananya Roy and Nezar AlSayyad, Urban Informality: Transnational Perspec
tives from the Middle East, Latin America and South Asia (Lanham: Lexingtol
Books, 2004), 26.

5 The projection that in about twenty years, half of the world's urban popul:
tion will live in self-built structures erected beyond official planning and
state control illustrates the magnitude of an urban reality that might be far
more complex, diverse, and unexplored than the type of cities that we have
focused on so far. See United Nations Human Settlements Programme, The
Challenge of Slums (Nairobi: UN-Habitat, 2003).
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how urban informality has appropri-
ated urban elements that are constitu-
tive to the construction of normality,
such as infrastructure, street names,
and public spaces. The legalization

of illegally occupied agricultural land,
coupled with the privatization of the
city’s assets, created a new model of
the suburb, argues Topalovié: Oriented
towards the city center, these informal
neighborhoods appear as successful
social projects where Belgrade’s Wild
Rich, farmers, and paupers all share
the same space.

Investigating subaltern spaces,
Ananya Roy takes us to the most
iconic and common itinerary through
which the mega-city is recognized and
stereotyped: the Third World slum.
With Dharavi in India as a case study,
the protests against Slumdog Million-
aire and the stigma of underdevelop-
ment provide a starting point for a
two-pronged revision of the subaltern.
The first revision challenges the post-

it: organic settlements versus slums,
self-help versus abandonment, social
capital versus racketeering, temporar
use versus insecurity, looseness ver-
sus disorder, and, finally, commonalty
versus invasive publicness. After un-
raveling the many inconsistencies tha
allow informality to translate between
the developed and developing world,
what remains is the ability of the ordi
nary inhabitant to enact and influenc
the making and remaking of our cities.
Surprisingly efficient, stable, and
“normal,” the total informalism of Bel-
grade, Serbia, is a perfect example of
informality’s contradictions. In “Brick
and Gold,” Milica Topalovié writes tha
Belgrade did not gradually informalize’
over time; instead, informal construc-
tion was and remains both the stand-
ard and the basis for post-factum
legislation and planning in Belgrade. |
arguing the efficiency and stability of
these informal negotiations and ad ho
planning practices, Topalovié shows
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tices of subaltern urbanism a counter
strategy against dominant modes of
production, referencing research that
responds to the global failure of the
free market economy and the loss of
governmental control. It attempts to
read emerging urban structures as
indicators of the processes of change
that underlie urban growth and devel-
opment. It traces the contours of an
urban revolution that is taking place in
the way we understand, produce, and
sustain our everyday livelihoods. And,
ultimately, it tries to grasp the prevail-
ing determinants of urban form as a
paradigmatic shift toward new ways of
assembling and applying knowledge on
the making of the city.

colonial treatment of the subaltern as
a space defined by difference. Look-
ing at four emergent urban phenomen
caused by transformations in the Glob:
al South, Roy sees the subaltern as
an agent of change and subaltern ur-
banism as a space defined by vibrant
entrepreneurial urbanism and political
agency. While marking the limits of
ethnographic and archival recognition,
Roy’s analysis of the concept of the
subaltern goes even further. For Roy,
rethinking subaltern urbanism require:
more than just the inclusion of the
narrative of the subaltern in the for-
mation of theory. Indeed, it implies a
paradigm shift in which the narratives
of people are themselves taken as the
production of knowledge. Rethinking
subaltern urbanism is then both the
reference and the vanishing point tha
establishes the slum and the periphe
as theory.

With the title Informalize!, this pub
lication recognizes in informal prac-
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