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1. Title: Still thinking from the south: A sequel from Beirut
Authors: Gautam Bhan
Abstract: This essay is a written version of the 2025 Urban Studies Annual Lecture delivered in April 2025 at City Debates, the annual conference of the urban faculty of the American University of Beirut. In it, nearly two decades after it reshaped the field of urban studies (and me) in many ways, I return to thinking about southern urban theory. I do so in an urban interregnum when existing language, frameworks, concepts and categories seem insufficient and where the need for new language feels urgent. At its origins, the ethic of southern inquiry was to generate knowledge for all cities from all cities, knowing that this had not been the case for some time. In this essay, I explore where this ethic is now, whether we still felt a need for correction, and if this current sense of insufficiency is a different kind of challenge to the knowledge we need today. Finally, through offering some new southern vocabulary from Beirut itself, I offer examples of the possible agendas and directions of what southern urban theory could look like for theorists today.
2. Title: Beyond consumption? Sociability and the mall as social infrastructure in Beijing
Authors: Meng Xu
Abstract: This article engages and adds to the literature on social infrastructure (SI) and malls with an ethnographic account of an inner-city, large-scale mall in Beijing, China. While recent SI research has explored various public, commercial, recreational, religious, and digital spaces, malls remain largely overlooked in this evolving scholarship. Taking a sociability-focused, user-centered infrastructural approach and drawing on my fieldwork, I analyze how the mall actualizes its potential as SI across four registers of sociability, namely pleasurable co-presence of strangers, cross-difference encounters, social care, and personal relationship work. This article highlights the dynamic interplay among people, the social, and infrastructure by tracing the micro-level processes through which urban inhabitants navigate everyday life in the mall while simultaneously animating it as SI. I argue that excavating the potential of malls as SI provides an alternative perspective for understanding the relationship between consumption spaces and inclusive urban milieux.
3. Title: Effects of urban rail transit expansion on the mobility of the elderly: Findings from Singapore
Authors: Yi Zhu, Mi Diao
Abstract: This study used the opening of the Circle Line (CCL) of Singapore as a quasi-experiment and performed a series of before-and-after analyses to examine the average treatment effect by comparing the changes in the travel-activity patterns of older adults residing near the CCL stations and of those residing at a greater distance from the new stations. Our research revealed that the new urban rail line influenced the travel-activity patterns of the nearby elderly people through a combination of the mobility effect and the amenity effect. On the mobility effect, we found the new line facilitates the adjacent elderly people to engage in out-of-home activities and reduces the average travel time and distance for commuting and shopping activities. The amenity impact suggests that changes in land use surrounding CCL stations may accommodate the shopping and dining needs of adjacent older adults. In addition, the enhanced walkability of the neighborhoods can promote walking among nearby elderly people, particularly for dining, recreation, and escorting/accompanying activities. The study also found that the network effect of the new urban rail line on the activity-travel behaviors of older adults living adjacent to the non-CCL stations is limited. However, the older adults residing near the CCL stations exhibit greater propensity to choose destinations near non-CCL stations for dining and recreational activities after the opening of CCL line. These findings suggest that the urban rail line investment may yield multiple benefits for the elderly, including increased mobility, improved accessibility to services and opportunities, and a better pedestrian environment. This might shed new light for the assessment of the advantages of public transportation investment in an aging society.
4. Title: Patch urbanism: Towards an integrated theoretical framework for examining spatial and temporal dynamics in the Asian rice belt
Authors: Scott Hawken, Christian Isendahl
Abstract: Despite structuring most of the urban world today, the deep history and long-term relationship between agricultural and urban spaces has been overlooked and undervalued in the Urbanocene. This article introduces a novel theory and method we term ‘patch urbanism’ to explore long-term relationships between settlement form and productive agricultural landscapes. We highlight the significance of such relationships in structuring extended urban regions throughout South, Southeast and East Asia today. Specifically, we examine the concept of patch urbanism in the context of Southeast Asia’s desakota landscapes using the largest city of the preindustrial world, Angkor, as an in-depth case study. By mapping and critically analysing archaeological features that structure current landscapes through modes of path dependency, we challenge dominant urban theories and the presentist bias in much urban studies research by emphasising the enduring spatial patterns across diverse cultural contexts, contradicting the notion that such patchy landscapes are inherently unsustainable, transient or merely transitional phases towards more centralised urban forms. The concept of patch urbanism offers a valuable lens for analysing and promoting sustainable transitions in urban regions, particularly in the context of Southeast Asia. This perspective challenges dominant urban theories by emphasising the historical resilience and ecological potential of dispersed urban forms. By embracing blue, black and green infrastructures, decentralised realities and adaptive rather than idealised approaches, patch urbanism provides an alternative framework for shaping sustainable and resilient cities of the future.
5. Title: Township economics: How the market structure of the informal economy impacts the recirculation of secondhand tires in South Africa
Authors: Nik Theodore, Phillip Frederick Blaauw, Catherina Schenck
Abstract: In the context of South Africa’s extraordinarily high unemployment rates, urban residents are increasingly fashioning livelihoods from the reclamation and recirculation of waste. Drawing on a survey of 458 unregistered tire dealerships operating in South African townships, this article examines the structure and operations of this segment of the informal economy. Our analysis addresses several underexplored aspects of informality, with a focus on market dynamics and interfirm competition within township economies. The article contributes to the literature on informal economies and recycling value chains by providing firm-level insights into the competitive pressures faced by unregistered tire dealerships, highlighting how market structures influence business outcomes. The study seeks to make three contributions to the literature on economic informality: it centers the microeconomics of the firm; adds to the understanding of evolving township economies; and examines the basis of interfirm competition and the geographies of informality. The research also highlights the dual nature of these microenterprises, which generate jobs and incomes but remain small-scale and survivalist, limiting their potential for growth and their broader economic impacts.
6. Title: Estrangement, embodiment and entanglement: Putting agonistic planning into practice through Urban Drama Labs
Authors: Cecilie Sachs Olsen, Krzysztof Janas, Lisa De Roeck, Barbara Koole, Cato Janssen, Merlijn van Hulst, Celine Motzfeldt Loades
Abstract: This paper explores how agonistic conflict can be made productive for urban governance by means of applied theatre. Discussing the development and implementation of Urban Drama Labs in the cities of Drammen (Norway), Gdynia (Poland), Tilburg (the Netherlands) and Genk (Belgium), the paper introduces three analytic principles for understanding the potential of applied theatre to put agonistic planning into practice: estrangement enables new perspectives on the conflict at hand by defamiliarising what is taken for granted; embodiment foregrounds the role of multiple senses, emotions and affect to stir engagement in conflictual situations; and entanglement moves beyond static oppositions by foregrounding how interests, roles and identities are woven together. While acknowledging the challenges of integrating Urban Drama Labs in planning in terms of navigating tensions between contingency and predictability, trust and control in procedural settings, the paper proposes new pathways for advancing agonistic approaches in participatory urban governance.
7. Title: Place, proximity and platform: The settlement system geography of Taobao village formation in China, 2014–2020
Authors: Jia Zhang, Nicholas A Phelps, Julie T Miao
Abstract: If platform-based business models are seen to disrupt traditional place-based markets and production relations, we await a fuller appreciation of their impacts on the intricate and interconnected nature of the spatial economy. This article employs panel regression models to assess the impact of distances to urban places of different sizes and of administrative boundaries on the formation of Taobao villages aggregated to the county level for 1603 counties nationwide from 2014 to 2020. Our results reveal that there are fewer Taobao villages in the regions closer to the nearest urban centre of any size or the nearest second large urban centre (when the distance to the second large urban centre is less than that to the large urban centre), suggesting that e-commerce businesses in these settings are subject to agglomeration shadow effects. However, this significant effect cannot be observed when the distance to the second large urban centre is greater than that to the large urban centre, suggesting that the shadow effects are less in these settings. Moreover, our results also reveal that provincial borders act both as barriers, allowing e-businesses to benefit from the nearest second large urban centre within the same province, and as protective shields, preventing e-businesses from the agglomeration shadow of the nearest large urban centres outside the province. In conclusion, some of the complexity of urban systems and their positive and negative effects on patterns and processes of e-commerce business formation are revealed.
8. Title: Home–neighbourhood: A material–affective infrastructure for the creative city
Authors: Nicole T Cook, Pauline McGuirk, Chris Gibson, Peta Wolifson, Chris Brennan-Horley, Andrew Warren
Abstract: Debates on the relationship between urban spaces and creative industries have traversed multiple dimensions and spatialities. Yet, with some notable exceptions, analytical focus rarely lands on domestic space. This article engages with the domestic geographies of creative work in the city to explore the growing centrality of home both as a locus for this work and as material–affective infrastructure sustaining creative production. Drawing on longitudinal research with musicians in Sydney, Australia, we use the lens of creative practitioners’ experience through COVID-19 – wherein home and neighbourhood were necessarily centred – to unpack the intensification of home’s importance to creative work. The article explores how home, understood relationally as encompassing home–neighbourhood, plays a pivotal role as an informal, low-risk and supportive creative production space. Relational spaces of home – enrolling kitchens, bedrooms, home studios and gardens, as well as nearby local venues and scenes in the self-reinforcing affects of creative collaboration and performance – provide vital material–affective infrastructure for the process of collaborative creativity. Participants revealed the geographies of ‘creative homes in creative neighbourhoods’ fashioned via the self-intensifying affects of levity, appreciation and sociality, enabling and supporting ongoing creation. Home–neighbourhoods were central to worlds of creative work, intensified by COVID-19’s tempering effect alongside digitalisation, assetification and financialisation. Foregrounding the intertwining of neoliberal urbanism, housing (in)security and creative work, we conceptualise home–neighbourhood in relation to the emerging geographies of hybrid and home-supported work, with key implications for urban cultural and housing policy.
9. Title: Urbanization and social change in rural India
Authors: Jan Nijman, Robbin Jan van Duijne, Chetan Choithani
Abstract: A major social transformation is reshaping rural India. New processes of urbanization are marked by steep declines in agricultural jobs, the restructuring of local economies, changing livelihoods, and the emergence of new forms of permanent circular labor migration. Our research suggests that this transformation has important social ramifications for household dynamics and class structures. We conducted a comprehensive geospatial analysis across 600,000 villages to illuminate the extensive spatial patterns of this transformation. Additionally, we collected primary data from two case-study sites in Bihar and West Bengal. Our findings indicate trends toward smaller household sizes and increased complexity in extended family organization, shifting the roles of women within households, and either a continuation (and possibly deepening) of class disparities or an upending of existing class structures. These observations deviate markedly from what is postulated in conventional Western urban theory, and they may be relevant to the urbanizing experiences of other parts of the Global South. In India alone, this transformation is affecting the livelihoods and well-being of hundreds of millions of people.
