
Article

Urban Studies
2021, Vol. 58(6) 1176–1192
� Urban Studies Journal Limited 2020

Article reuse guidelines:

sagepub.com/journals-permissions

DOI: 10.1177/0042098020907281

journals.sagepub.com/home/usj

Towards a relational conception of
the compact city

Kristin Kjærås
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Abstract
Compact city strategies have become central to the development of urban sustainability politics.
Cities across the globe are pursuing high-density, mixed-use developments and energy-efficient
transportation systems. However, the correlation between compact city strategies and achieved
sustainability is largely taken for granted in public and academic debates. Providing a spatial cri-
tique of the theory guiding compact city policy and practice, this article demonstrates how the
prioritisation of urban form and territorial boundaries in measuring sustainability ultimately
ignores the societal and environmental effects and foundations of current compact city
approaches. Building upon this critique, I argue for a relational orientation that can attune
research and practice to the compact city’s intensive and extensive constitution and consequently
to its actual and potential (re)production. Analysing Oslo’s involvement in the EU network
‘Sub.Urban: Reinventing the Fringe’, and work that has followed from this network, the article
develops three critical perspectives to advance compact city theorisation beyond traditional frame-
works: (1) the relational topographies of the compact city; (2) the relational intensities of the com-
pact city; and (3) the planetary constitution of the compact city. In doing so, a critical geography of
how the compact city is produced – discursively and materially – is proposed.
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Introduction

The relevance of compact city strategies has
been actualised by the growing consensus
that cities play an inevitable role in progres-
sing sustainable transformations on a global
scale (Creutzig et al., 2016a; Seto et al.,
2014). The compact city has gained promi-
nence, as it represents an alliance between
ecological and economic perspectives where
‘the demand for reducing the ecological foot-
print can be realigned with cost-efficiency in
spatial and sectoral planning’ (Knudsen,
2018: 67). This so-called ‘eco-spatial consen-
sus’ is legitimised by the idea that ‘the climate
imperative demands a denser settlement pat-
tern’ (Knudsen, 2018: 67, 71), and is brought
forth through the notion of the compact city.
Largely conceptualised through spatial
design, the compact city emphasises urban
form as a determining factor in shaping sus-
tainable societies and adheres to concrete
growth boundaries to curtail sprawl
(Westerink et al., 2013).

In contemporary debate, the compact city
model has been legitimised through the idea
of sustainable development and ‘the ques-
tion of the contribution that certain urban
forms might make to lower energy consump-
tion and lower pollution levels’ (Jabareen,
2006: 38). Enabling efficient land use by pro-
viding dense clustering and mixes of hous-
ing, work, services and amenities, compact
city strategies are understood as a precondi-
tion for lowering CO2 emissions and creat-
ing sustainable mobility patterns (Ewing and
Cervero, 2010; Næss et al., 2017; Newman
and Kenworthy, 1989, 1999, 2015).

However, several strands of critique chal-
lenge the relationship between compact city
development and sustainability. Criticism
concerns affordability, social and environ-
mental sustainability, the political economy

of urban models, just and inclusive city-
making and the carbon footprint of compact
urban developments (Burton, 2000;
Echenique et al., 2012; Gibbs et al., 2013;
Holgersen and Malm, 2015; Moran et al.,
2018; Neuman, 2005; Ottelin et al., 2019).
These critiques indicate that compact city
strategies cannot be removed from the
social, political, economic and environmen-
tal contexts in which they are situated.

Arguably, these issues expose the fact that
compact city theory and practice ultimately
overlook the societal and environmental effects
and foundations currently constituting this
approach.1 As such, this article problematises
two key areas, proposing that compact city
strategies: (1) place excessive prioritisation on
urban form in determining sustainability; and
(2) operate within inadequate boundary sys-
tems of evaluating achieved sustainability.

I argue that advancing theory and prac-
tice beyond these limitations requires an
ontological shift within compact city theori-
sation. Such fundamental reorientation of
the constitutive relations of compact city
strategies remains largely unexplored. In the
existing critiques, which will be outlined
below, engagement too often takes the
form of the detrimental inevitability of neo-
liberal urbanism, or as arguments for adding
another element to already existing theorisa-
tions. To move compact city theory and
practice beyond these critiques, this article
utilises relational theorisation, particularly
the conceptual tools of topography and
topology. This approach makes visible the
problematic (i.e. Euclidean) spatial under-
standing currently guiding compact city
approaches, and provides the foundation for
advancing a critical geography of how the
compact city is produced, discursively and
materially.2 Working towards such a
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relational theorisation advances the argu-
ment that there is no true compact city. The
sustainability of the compact city is ulti-
mately a matter of its extensive and intensive
constitution.

This relational conception of the compact
city is explored empirically through analysis
of Oslo’s involvement in the EU urban
policy network ‘Sub.urban: Reinventing
the fringe’ (see URBACT, 2018) and the
concrete work following this network in
Hovinbyen, Oslo. The ‘Sub.urban’ network
was part of the URBACT III knowledge
exchange programme, which ran from
September 2015 until May 2018 (see
URBACT, n.d.). Oslo’s engagement within
the ‘Sub.urban’ network can be seen as an
embedded aspect of the city’s compact city
strategy. Hovinbyen, a post-war area east of
the city centre, was chosen as the local case
to work with in the network because it had
previously served as a case area for Oslo’s
participation in a Eurocities network. From
a compact city perspective, the area of
Hovinbyen has the greatest potential for
absorbing future population growth (Oslo
kommune, 2018). Today, the area has about
40,000 inhabitants and is responsible for
about 55,000 jobs. The planned densification
of the area will add an estimated 30,000–
40,000 housing units and 50,000–100,000
new jobs (Oslo kommune, 2016). With
Oslo’s population expected to rise from
approximately 670,000 to 770,000 in 2030,
and another 80,000 inhabitants in the fol-
lowing decade (Oslo kommune, 2018),
Hovinbyen could play a central role in
accounting for this growth.

The case presented herein is part of an
ongoing qualitative research project examin-
ing how Oslo is developing its compact city
strategies. This empirical research is based
on interviews with stakeholders both within
and outside the municipality, participant
observation at network events and docu-
ment analysis at the municipal, network and

European levels from 2017 to 2019. While
the ‘Sub.urban’ network extends across
nine European cities, fieldwork has only
been carried out in Oslo. To overcome the
sometimes-ephemeral participation by net-
work actors, interviews and document ana-
lyses were complemented by participant
observation at network events in Oslo.
Overall, this case provides empirical and
conceptual insight into the current contra-
dictions within compact city strategies and
unveils the relevance of developing a rela-
tional approach to compact city theory and
practice.

Critique of compact city
theorisation

The ‘compact city’ comprises a range of per-
spectives on, and measures of, city-making
that have been successfully mobilised within
the contemporary advent of sustainable
development (Burton, 2002; Lee et al.,
2015). The compact city can be characterised
by dense and mixed clustering of housing,
social services, shops, amenities and jobs,
within an integrated system supporting effi-
cient use of land and energy. It also entails
the designation of green belts as boundaries
for development, to ensure environmental
and agricultural protection (Westerink et al.,
2013). Engrained in compact city theorisa-
tion are the associated intricate systems and
functions that support diversity, vitality and
quality of life (Beatley, 2000; Burton, 2000;
Jenks et al., 1996; Williams et al., 2000).
More generally, the compact city can be
described with reference to four approxi-
mate points, as outlined by Westerink et al.
(2013: 474–475):

Urban containment, separation of settlements,
efficiency of land use.

Viability of public transport, lower car depen-
dency, lower travel costs and climate change
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emissions, public health benefits of non-
motorised travel.

Protection of the countryside, land for agricul-
ture, ecological diversity.

Densification of urban neighbourhoods: together
with indirect effects such as social mixing, social
cohesion, economic diversity, etc.

These four points reveal how the idea of the
compact city builds upon modern concep-
tualisations of space, in which prioritisation
of urban form is fundamental for designat-
ing use and, ultimately, sustainability.
Urban form can be defined as land use pat-
terns, mobility systems and other ecological
and urban design features making up the
physical structure and spatial arrangement
of human settlement (Seto et al., 2014; see
also Wentz et al., 2018). Furthermore, the
model assumes a traditionalist conceptuali-
sation of the city (see Brenner and Schmid,
2014) in which it is possible to operate within
a clearly defined system boundary for urban
life and development. While Westerink et al.
(2013) recognises that, as a spatial model,
the compact city is ‘not stable over time’
(Hajer and Zonneveld, 2000: 341) and has
been adapted to include socio-economic
aspects, the Euclidean conceptualisation of
space remains central in compact city theory.

Next, I will delineate this spatial critique
of compact city theorisation. This discussion
does not attempt to encompass the entirety
of the compact city approach but aims to
outline central weaknesses currently limiting
compact city strategies. These weaknesses
can be organised according to two main cri-
tiques, namely that compact city strategies:
(1) place excessive prioritisation on urban
form in determining sustainability; and (2)
operate within inadequate boundary systems
for evaluating achieved sustainability. While
these critiques may appear to undermine the
idea of the compact city altogether, that does
not reflect the project of this article. As I later
propose a relational reconceptualisation of

the compact city, I contend that a compact
city approach holds potential for achieving
sustainability by curtailing sprawl and inten-
sifying relations through physical proximity.
Yet, the central argument of this article con-
tends that the current manner in which com-
pact city strategies are legitimised according
to sustainability objectives does not suffi-
ciently account for the societal and environ-
mental effects and foundations these cities
constitute.

First, the argument that compact city the-
ory places excessive prioritisation on urban
form in determining sustainability can be
traced to Newman and Kenworthy’s (1989,
1999, 2015) work on the relationship between
automobile dependence and density. Their
work has been influential in legitimising com-
pact cities as a form of sustainable develop-
ment, based on their argument regarding the
relationship between urban form and emis-
sions (Ewing et al., 2018). Newman and
Kenworthy’s work is most widely dissemi-
nated through a graph (Newman and
Kenworthy, 1989: 128) showing the negatively
correlated relationship between gasoline use
and population density. As Ewing et al.
(2018: 167) state, ‘[d]ata points lie so close to
a negative exponential curve that it seems to
represent a universal truth’. However, this
simplified relationship between density and
gasoline use has been criticised (Ewing and
Cervero, 2010; Ewing et al., 2018).

In their recent review, Ewing et al. (2018)
present a comprehensive critique of
Newman and Kenworthy’s (1989) original
thesis. They describe how other dimensions,
such as income, fuel prices, highway capa-
city, location accessibility, street connectivity
and land use mix, are not accounted for, or
are reduced to an implicit measure of density
(Ewing et al., 2018). Some of these factors
(such as location accessibility, street connec-
tivity and land use mix) are brought into
compact city discourse through the emphasis
on urban form and associated categories. In
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fact, a variety of attributive measures has
been suggested by various research to enable
a more comprehensive approach to the com-
pact city (see e.g. Burton, 2002; Lee et al.,
2015). However, other factors (such as
income) reveal a blind field of compact city
theorisation. Opening up theorisations of
the compact city to such factors ultimately
challenges the logic driving Newman and
Kenworthy’s (1989) correlative association
between built form and emissions.

As such, the question of urban form out-
lines a disguised yet engrained logic within
compact city theory, that is, the idea that
urban form is a key determinant of urban
life. This idea points to a long-going dispute
within urban theory, as found with reference
to debates regarding the American move-
ment new urbanism (Fainstein, 2000;
Harvey, 1997; McCann and Ward, 2010),
and ongoing quests to develop sustainable
urban forms (Burton, 2000). In fact, both
compact city and new urbanist ideals are
rooted in the notion of the traditional city;
the idea that proximity and diversity support
healthy economies and sustainable liveli-
hoods (Burton, 2000; Gibbs et al., 2013;
Neuman, 2005; Tunström and Bradley,
2015; Westerink et al., 2013). While the
assimilation of views and interest driving the
new urbanist agenda has undergone sub-
stantial criticism due to their particular
assumption of the relation between physical
form and quality of life (Fainstein, 2000;
Harvey, 1997), the literature on the compact
city has adopted a more nuanced approach,
largely avoiding structural criticism of this
relationship.

In the compact city literature, the rela-
tionship between urban form and social sus-
tainability has been found to be inconclusive
and dependent upon other variables
(Bramley et al., 2009; Dempsey et al., 2012;
Miles et al., 2012; Mouratidis, 2018, 2019).
Similarly, studies of urban form and

environmental sustainability show that com-
pact urban form affords the possibility of
reducing certain emissions, but that it is con-
strained on its own since ‘urban form does
not control behaviour’ (Milder, 2012: 281;
see also Williams et al., 2000). While
urban form alone exhibits considerable lim-
itations in informing a measure of environ-
mental and social sustainability, it remains a
prioritised variable within compact city
approaches.

The second overarching critique of com-
pact city theory presented in this article is
the problematic assumptions made in com-
pact city approaches about the boundary
systems for evaluating achieved sustainabil-
ity. While critical urban theory has scruti-
nised compact city strategies for being
aligned with and driving neoliberal urban-
ism, pointing to the socio-economic founda-
tions and impacts of compact city projects
and agendas, such structural criticism has,
to a lesser extent, influenced the ways in
which the sustainability of compact city
projects and strategies has been evaluated.

Compact urban developments are often
critiqued for driving urban growth agendas
and spurring entrepreneurial strategies and
post-industrial urbanisation (Brenner and
Theodore, 2002, 2005; Holgersen, 2015;
Holgersen and Malm, 2015). Such critique is
representative of conceptualisations of con-
temporary city-making as caught up in pro-
cesses of neoliberal globalisation, enabling
increases in urban investments and land
speculation (Allmendinger and Haughton,
2010; Blomley, 2004; Brenner and Theodore,
2002, 2005; Haughton et al., 2013). On the
one hand, such perspectives can be seen as
critiques of contemporary urban governance
and neoliberal globalisation rather than of
compact city models per se. On the other
hand, the way in which sustainability ambi-
tions have been fixed to the urban scale
(Holgersen and Malm, 2015; Jessop, 2006;
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While et al., 2004) justifies a research agenda
focusing on the way in which compact city
approaches are forged with reference to spe-
cific socio-economic policies. For example,
recent urban housing research suggests a sig-
nificant relationship between particular
financial models and urban housing typolo-
gies (Blackwell and Kohl, 2018).

Contextualising compact city strategies
within such structural frameworks highlights
the hazard of defining clear system bound-
aries when evaluating the sustainability of
compact city strategies. An example can be
given by looking to the evaluation of the
relationship between compact cities and
greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions. In gen-
eral, system boundaries are commonly
defined according to functional, administra-
tive or morphological city boundaries (Seto
et al., 2014). In measuring a city’s GHG
emissions, administrative boundaries typi-
cally figure strongly (accounting for territor-
ial emissions). However, in their recent
publication, Moran et al. (2018) show that
by including indirect emissions when
accounting for area emissions, a substantial
portion of global emissions can be attributed
to a small number of cities. Attributing
income (as opposed to urban form or geo-
graphic location) as having the highest cor-
relation with increased emissions in urban
areas, Moran et al. (2018: 5) state that ‘[i]n
most countries . even the most footprint-
intensive suburbs are outshone by the scale
of consumption in urban centres’. By includ-
ing scope 3 emissions (a consumption-based
accounting approach)3 in a city’s carbon
footprint, Moran et al. (2018) argue that a
city’s attributed emissions can increase two
to three times above the city’s direct emis-
sions and that these emissions cluster in
affluent cities and neighbourhoods. Moran
et al.’s (2018) argument highlights the struc-
tural correlation between cities, income and
GHG emissions that is not captured by

measuring sustainability according to tradi-
tional system boundaries. Similarly, a study
of the 20 largest cities in Finland showed
that ‘(1) income and personal carbon foot-
print increase with increasing population,
density, and the compactness of a city, and
(2) the decrease in emissions caused by
reduced motor fuel consumption is not
strong enough to compensate for this’
(Ottelin et al., 2019: 33).

Overall, this article argues that compact
city theorisation is restrained by its spatial
imagination. The critiques outlined empha-
sise the limited ability of Euclidean notions
of space to capture the relationship between
compact cities and achieved sustainability.
First, urban form alone is limited in its abil-
ity to determine the GHG emissions or
social sustainability associated with urban
livelihoods. Second, and building on this,
the system boundary issue of measured sus-
tainability in compact city developments
enforces a paradox between the built envi-
ronment, urban livelihoods and their global
footprint. In finding solutions for sustain-
able urban livelihoods, such discussions need
to bridge the gaps between socio-economic
structures and globalised relations, and
between governance arrangements and
concrete solutions sought ‘on the ground’.
To account for these weaknesses, I
suggest that a relational orientation can be
useful for attuning research and practice
to compact cities’ actual and potential
(re)production.

Towards a relational conception of
compact cities

Relational orientations within geography
and urban studies understand cities as con-
stituted through the social, material and
political relations in which they take part
(Heynen, 2014; Jacobs, 2012a). These per-
spectives provide a means for approaching
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the compact city’s discursive and material
constitution in its extensive and intensive
dimensions. Here, I make use of topography
and topology to develop a relational frame-
work for the compact city. These conceptual
tools allow for articulating space as simulta-
neously real and conceptual (Martin and
Secor, 2014; Lefebvre, 1991 [1974]), while
neither the topographical nor the topologi-
cal maps neatly onto either. Whereas topol-
ogy provides a structural framework for
relational theorisation, topography provides
a framework for connecting, counting
and comparing real and conceptual elements
and places (Jacobs, 2012a; Katz, 2001;
McFarlane, 2016; Martin and Secor, 2014).
As such, topography can provide a language
for describing the comparative geographies
within and between places as well as the
more general distribution of relations across
Euclidean space, while topology can provide
the means for describing the spatial opera-
tion of these same relations as well as the
way these relations manifest with real discur-
sive and material effects and foundations
(McFarlane, 2016).

Following McFarlane (2016), this article
understands topography and topology as
two different, yet intrinsic, spatial registers;
rejecting a binary understanding of the two.
As such, topography and topology are con-
ceptual tools for working through the exten-
sive and the intensive dimensions of the
compact city, with the ambition of under-
standing its political, social, economic and
ecological expressions and configurations.
For the purpose of developing such a rela-
tional conception of the compact city, I
build on three partly overlapping theoretical
fields that engage topographical and/or
topological approaches in urban studies.

The first theoretical field represents a
growing body of literature on what Jacobs
(2012a: 413) calls ‘new urban topographies
of relationality’. This research looks to cities
as global relational nodes where increasing

mobility and speed of knowledge, policies
and expertise produce new geographies of
urban development. As cities increasingly
take part in a wide variety of networks, with
the purpose of exchanging knowledge and
experience across local contexts (McCann,
2008; McCann and Ward, 2011), new institu-
tional spaces for policy development evolve
(Haarstad, 2016; Oosterlynck and González,
2013). The policy mobilities literature has
been at the forefront of highlighting the
active production that goes into mobilising,
mutating and assembling ideas and policies
between and within cities (McCann, 2008;
McCann and Ward, 2011, 2012; Peck and
Theodore, 2015; Ward, 2006).

The research produced by the policy
mobilities literature has highlighted that cit-
ies and city actors make a range of compara-
tive gestures that academics would find both
justifiable and unjustifiable (Clarke, 2012).
While policy mobilities studies generally
highlight the repetition of neoliberal policies
in their work (Peck and Theodore, 2015;
Peck et al., 2009), recent methodological cri-
tiques of these studies emphasise the poten-
tial for unpacking the naturalised narratives
of urbanisation through these relational
topographies, and consequently potentially
produce radically different urban geogra-
phies (Bunnell, 2015; Jacobs, 2012b; Peck,
2015; Robinson, 2011, 2016). This critique
outlines the methodological and theoretical
limitations of working with a purely affirma-
tive frame in relational case studies, as they
easily collapse (potential) counter-
topographies (Katz, 2001) into blindfields.
While undoubtedly imbued with specific
power relations, topographical networks
provide an important ground for actors to
do topography, that is, to carry ‘out a
detailed examination of some part of the
material world . in order to understand its
salient features and their mutual and
broader relationships’ (Katz, 2001: 1228).
Topography as such has no necessary end in

1182 Urban Studies 58(6)



affirming or countering dominant discursive
truths, yet ‘[t]opographies provide the
ground – literally and figuratively – for
developing a critique of the social relations
sedimented into space and for scrutinising
the material social practices at all geographic
scales through which place is produced’
(Katz, 2001: 1229). For compact city strate-
gies, these relational topographies provide a
critical frame for understanding the discur-
sive and material construction of compact
city policies and actions.

A second avenue of relational theorisa-
tion encompasses approaches that under-
stand the city itself as assemblage
(McFarlane, 2011). This perspective repre-
sents a shift from attributing relevance to
individual elements, to attributing relevance
to the cofunctioning of individual elements
as assemblages (McFarlane, 2011).
McFarlane (2011: 653) explains that, ‘urban
actors, forms, or processes are defined less
by a pregiven definition and more by the
assemblages they enter and reconstitute. The
individual elements define the assemblage by
their cofunctioning.’ Thus, cofunctioning
provides a language for reconceptualising
the placement of urban form within the
compact city thesis. Rather than being a
constitutive and predefined element, urban
form can be defined according to its actual
and potential cofunctioning with reference to
other elements, such as income, welfare poli-
cies, housing politics or carbon footprints.

McFarlane’s (2016) topological approach
to urban density holds potential for concep-
tualising the cofunctioning of elements
within the compact city. While urban density
is often discussed with reference to ‘building
heights’, ‘people per square metre’ and other
topographic and volumetric accounts,
McFarlane (2016: 638) argues that:

density is never just a set of topographical
calculations of people to urban form (housing,

infrastructure, and services). Instead, density
topographies are always already interpreted as
particular kinds of problems requiring particu-
lar kinds of solutions, and these interpreta-
tions have spatial imaginations and are often
deeply ideological and contested.

This makes density a topological problem
which ‘cannot be conceived or acted upon in
and of itself, because it is always a relation
to other issues, spaces and actors’
(McFarlane, 2016: 630).

From a topological conceptualisation,
density can be understood as an expression
of the cofunctioning of various elements and
lived realities that constitutes the compact
city. Distinctive from the topographical and
volumetric densities typically applied within
compact city theory, topological densities
entail consideration for the articulation of
the intensive heterogeneities (or homogene-
ities) that enable particular forms of urban
life (McFarlane, 2016). As such, a topologi-
cal understanding of urban density can pro-
vide a critical lens into the politics of the
compact city’s intensive and extensive rela-
tions. Where McFarlane (2016) emphasises
densities as intensive heterogeneities, this
article applies a more general terminology of
relational intensities and their planetary con-
stitution to advance the development of a
critical geography of the compact city.

A third relational perspective comprises
the extensive materialist (Harvey, 1996;
Merrifield, 1993) approach provided by
urban political ecology. Affording a lens for
analysing (un)sustainable spatialities of the
compact city, urban political ecology allows
for the conceptualisation of compact city
strategies beyond territorial boundaries. The
relevance of this perspective results from
acknowledging the relations of dependence
between places; that is, sustainable practices
in one place are constituted by (potentially
unsustainable) practices elsewhere (Edwards
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and Bulkeley, 2017; Heynen et al., 2006;
Swyngedouw, 2006; Swyngedouw and Kaika,
2000). These uneven geographies are rela-
tional in the way that the advancement of
socio-environmental qualities in one place
produces other places too. Swyngedouw
(2006: 105) states that ‘[t]hese disparate pro-
cesses trace the global geographic mappings
that flow through the urban and ‘‘produce’’
cities as palimpsests of densely layered bodily,
local, national and global – but geographically
depressingly uneven – socio-ecological and
technonatural processes’. This uneven produc-
tion of urban geographies is operationalised
through the concept of socio-ecological co-
determination (Swyngedouw, 2006).

Swyngedouw’s attention to the relational
constitution of cities and nature situates the
idea of the compact city within a framework
of its active (re)production of structures, nat-
ures, economies, livelihoods and opportuni-
ties within and beyond its territorial realms.
For the constitution of compact cities, urban
political ecology’s application of socio-
ecological co-determination finds revived
relevance through Brenner and Schmid’s
(2014, 2015) use of Lefebvre’s (2003 [1970])
perspective on the planetary processes of
urbanisation. Different from acknowledging
that urbanisation is a global phenomenon, a
planetary perspective understands urbanisa-
tion to be the social condition of our time.
While relations of co-determination are part
of global flows in varying and differing
ways, their planetary constitution is a reflec-
tion of the fact that the way in which a city
urbanises matters to far-off places with no
obvious connection to this specific city.
Such a planetary perspective represents a
simultaneously topological and topographi-
cal approach in which the concrete and
abstract relationality of all places must be
viewed in conjunction with each other.

The following analysis brings these rela-
tional theorisations into dialogue with

qualitative research carried out in Oslo, with
the aim of advancing compact city theorisa-
tion beyond traditional frameworks.
Building upon the theory presented, the
analysis is structured using three critical fra-
meworks: (1) the relational topographies of
the compact city; (2) the relational intensities
of the compact city; and (3) the planetary
constitution of the compact city. This analy-
sis shows that the work pertaining to the
‘Sub.urban’ network in Hovinbyen is
attuned to a relational conception of the
compact city, yet the moves that have been
made are partial and fragmented. For exam-
ple, while Oslo’s participation in the
‘Sub.urban’ network shows a conscious
move towards learning across different con-
texts and the work pertaining to the concrete
projects pays attention to the qualitatively
different intensities that could constitute the
compact city, a planetary perspective is miss-
ing and different actors frame the compact
city within a local or regional perspective.

The relational topographies of the
compact city

The stated purpose of the ‘Sub.urban’ net-
work was to redevelop urban fringe areas
typically developed after the Second World
War, which were characterised by mono-
functional use and low-density development
(Van Tuijl and Verhaert, 2016). With each
of the participating cities working with local
cases through the network, the idea was to
share ideas, experience and knowledge on
how to transform fringe areas into compact
city areas and, as such, offer an alternative
to sprawl. Overall, this network exemplifies
the way in which the new urban topogra-
phies of relationality are formally addressed
through political institutional networks and
activity. However, such formal network
activity did not ensure a cohesive shift in
how actors approached their understanding
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of the compact city. In fact, a network
approach seemed to allow for a more discur-
sively uneven landscape, ultimately unearth-
ing the idea of a ‘true’ compact city.

On the one hand, the compact city per-
spectives guiding the work within the
‘Sub.urban’ network can be seen as reflec-
tive of the compact city policies of the
European Union (Van Tuijl and Verhaert,
2016). On the other hand, many of the
reflections and actions brought together
within the ‘Sub.urban’ network and in
Hovinbyen reflected sometimes conflicting
and even radical intentions in the name of
compact city-making. The grounded nature
of the ‘Sub.urban’ network, with a multi-
plicity of local actors in a transnational
framework, suggests that such a fragmented
network structure encompassed diverging
agendas and strategies. Actors found ground
to question the discursive cohesion of the
compact city by forging new relational topo-
graphies through the network.

The relational topographies created pro-
vided space to challenge the future of
Hovinbyen. The work initiated through the
network arguably contributed to establish-
ing a different ‘referencescape’ (McCann,
2017: 1821) for the compact city in Oslo.
Here, the municipality’s willingness to ‘cre-
ate a space to think differently’ (Plan-og
bygningsetaten, 2018: 18) through tempo-
rary use and a process-oriented focus was
significant in unmaking the discursive con-
sensus of the compact city. This creative
space was enforced by the political mandate
of the network itself. As one local planner
stated, ‘we could do many things without
following the line of hierarchy’.

The connections made between rather
divergent cities through the network allowed
common challenges to be identified across
differences. As a local planner argued,
‘regardless of how different you are [as cit-
ies], you are struggling with much of the
same. You are struggling with participation;

you are struggling with establishing good
neighbourhoods.’ Similarly, a city adviser
discussed how study trips to the other parti-
cipating cities in the network challenged
naturalised assumptions regarding, for exam-
ple, housing provision. The adviser empha-
sised how similar housing projects situated in
different national and urban contexts pro-
duced radically different livelihoods.

By doing topography, actors unearthed
the idea of a ‘true’ compact city and were
able to re-evaluate how they ‘defined the
compact city’ (local planner). Unpacking the
naturalised narratives of the compact city
and establishing new lines of comparison
provided ground for challenging collective
references guiding the development of
Hovinbyen.

The relational intensities of the compact
city

These discursive and differentiated topogra-
phies of the compact city were further devel-
oped through concrete projects and
workshops within the network. Two work-
shops on the topics of the ‘productive city’
and ‘artists as a productive force in urban
development’ presented a range of local and
international examples of the ways in which
Hovinbyen could be reimagined as a com-
pact city. As such, the relational topogra-
phies, developed through the network,
initiated discursive space for challenging
how the compact city could be produced dif-
ferently. Such spaces encompassed critical
dialogue on the type of densities that
ought to drive the future development of
Hovinbyen as a compact city. Density
unravelled as a ‘topological problem’
(McFarlane, 2016: 634), and the relational
intensities desired in Hovinbyen unfolded as
political questions.

The temporary programming of the
Vollebekk area in Hovinbyen is the first
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example of how the relational intensities of
Hovinbyen were brought into critical dialo-
gue. An empty building, named Vollebekk
Industries, provided space for actors to chal-
lenge the future constitution of Hovinbyen
as a compact city. Building on the workshop
held on the ‘productive city’, Vollebekk
Industries was based on a circular economy
approach and the local community was
invited to initiate social entrepreneurial proj-
ects and initiatives.

Vollebekk Industries emphasised that dif-
ferent densities could be established in
Hovinbyen, that is, the densities of manual
workers, social entrepreneurs, small-scale
industrial and residential infrastructures,
artistic production, recycling and upcycling
schemes, circular economic models, etc.
These densities were understood as poten-
tially producing a more environmentally sus-
tainable compact city. Challenging the
common perceptions of what the compact
city ought to entail, a local planner stated
that it is ‘not just offices, housing, business
and the service sector that make up the
dense city’. However, Vollebekk Industries
only alluded to the relational intensities that
could constitute these qualitatively different
densities in Hovinbyen. Because of the tem-
porary aspect of the project, Vollebekk
Industries remains ephemeral in character.
While expressing an imaginary of potentially
more environmentally just densities of the
compact city, it did not address the cofunc-
tioning of factors that could enforce its con-
tinuation beyond the present state of
exception (as a temporary project).

The second case provides greater insight
into the cofunctioning of individual ele-
ments, which may ensure more long-term
shifts in the relational intensities enacted in
the compact city of Hovinbyen. The project
‘Artist Housing in Hovinbyen’ arose as a
direct result of the process-oriented focus of
the ‘Sub.urban’ network and was

established as a tri-part collaboration
between the ‘Young Artist Society’, an
architecture firm and the municipality of
Oslo. Artistic involvement in the develop-
ment of Hovinbyen had been an early focus
by the municipality, and the artistic commu-
nity had voiced its critique regarding the use
of artists and art in preparing the area for
further development. Artist-driven urban
development was described as the use of
temporary infrastructure for artistic activity
and practice – mirroring events typically
occurring during gentrification. A critical
discourse developed, questioning how
Hovinbyen could be a place of long-term
artistic production (Plan-og bygningsetaten,
2018: 69). The question of artistic produc-
tion in Hovinbyen augmented a discussion
of the structural dimensions of the compact
city and brought forth an emerging politics
of urban density in Oslo where affordability
and housing policy were brought into the
discussion.

The artist housing project presented a
model for integrated affordable housing and
studios for young artists in Hovinbyen. The
project emphasised the need for alternative
housing models for artists due to the group’s
generally low and unstable incomes and the
curtailing of urban underutilised spaces,
such as old industrial buildings, typically
occupied by artists through affordable rental
agreements. Drawing inspiration from his-
torical artist housing projects in Oslo, the
model also drew on flexible building struc-
tures, the legal structures of building societ-
ies (a fragment of Norway’s post-war
housing politics) and the municipal opportu-
nity to provide long-term leasehold agree-
ments on municipal-owned property (which
is not typically used for housing provision
currently). The project was planned as a
non-commercial venture that would provide
long-term rental agreements for tenants. The
concrete elements of this project resulted
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from the active presencing of Norway’s
post-war housing politics and alternative
European housing models in combination
with modern wood construction techniques.

The topological makeup of the ‘artist hous-
ing project’ highlights how the cofunctioning
of the unconventional factors, when brought
into play, conceptualised an ideologically, eco-
nomically and politically different kind of
urban density. Whereas urban form remained
largely unchallenged, urban life was reima-
gined when density was conceptualised as a
‘topological problem’ (McFarlane, 2016: 634)
of housing politics, land ownership and orga-
nisation models. The structural conditions for
achieving differential densities in Hovinbyen
were rendered legible. This project, still in its
planning stages, has recently been suggested
as a potential pilot for Oslo’s political ambi-
tion of realising a ‘third housing sector’ (Oslo
kommune, 2019: 141).

In the same way as the topographical
approach provides a way of analytically
navigating the relative and concrete consti-
tution of the compact city, this topological
perspective provides a language for reassem-
bling the political constitution of the com-
pact city in question. However, the political
question of planning for ‘more socially [and
environmentally] just densities’ (McFarlane,
2016: 631) cannot be viewed without refer-
ence to externalised relations, that is, their
planetary constitution.

The planetary constitution of the compact
city

Moving towards a planetary perspective of
the compact city represents a shift from
viewing the city as a contained entity with
localised or regional effects, to viewing the
city as an active creator of places, lifestyles
and emissions in multiple elsewheres. The
co-determination of the compact city of
Hovinbyen represents both real and abstract
relations to a myriad of other places. The

contours of such a conceptual shift have
been largely absent from the ‘Sub.urban’
network and from Hovinbyen more gener-
ally. However, and with reference to GHG
emissions, trans-local relations have recently
become a prioritised consideration within
the city of Oslo.

Within the ‘Sub.urban’ network, terri-
torial perspectives on the compact city domi-
nated. For example, the lead experts in the
network, Van Tuijl and Verhaert, wrote that
‘reinventing the fringe means simultaneously
thinking about the consequences of new
plans and ambitions on two levels: the level
of the city region and the local level of the
intervention site and its immediate vicinity’
(Belman et al., 2018: 7). This quote depicts
how the scope of urban development was
conceptualised with reference to local and
regional scales. This territorial logic enforces
the perspective that compact city solutions
providing housing, tertiary sector jobs and
services are more sustainable than, for exam-
ple, industrial- and small-scale production.
As such, the circular economy and the pro-
ductive city solutions activated through the
temporary initiatives in the ‘Sub.urban’
network find less substantial ground for legit-
imation through an environmental perspec-
tive. This logic is enforced by production-
based emissions accounting, commonly used
by cities to calculate their emissions. The cou-
pling of production-based emissions account-
ing and the territorial demarcation of
compact city strategies disguises the unequal
relations of emissions that are produced from
a planetary perspective.

In Oslo, the city’s master plan bases its
GHG emissions budget on production-based
emissions accounting. The city has a goal of
becoming a zero-emission city and pays con-
siderable attention to recycling, consumption
and transportation. Overall, transportation
is identified as the biggest emission source,
accounting for about half of Oslo’s climate
emissions (Oslo kommune, 2018). However,
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the city has recently shown interest in
addressing scope 3 emissions and is currently
working in collaboration with other cities to
develop such an approach. While recognis-
ing the methodological challenges of
accounting for scope 3 emissions (Creutzig
et al., 2016a, 2016b; Moran et al., 2018),
incorporating such accountability at the
city scale provides an opportunity to avoid
the trap of allocating consumption patterns
to individual responsibilities and choice
(see e.g. Moberg et al., 2019). If Oslo were to
adopt a consumption-based emissions
approach, a different topography of emis-
sions could be revealed and a different topol-
ogy of emissions drivers and clusters could
be found, potentially shifting the logic cur-
rently guiding compact city strategies.

Ultimately, this planetary perspective
ascribes a different collective responsibility
of compact cities as actors in the world.
Through the temporary activities established
in Hovinbyen, such as the circular economy
approaches adopted in Vollebekk Industries,
the attentiveness to such relational responsi-
bility is apparent. However, the co-
determination of Hovinbyen in the world
was not brought into a framework that
enabled its articulation within a compact
city perspective. Adopting a planetary per-
spective of the compact city could legitimise
a different, relational toolkit for evaluating
the sustainability of adopted strategies.

Conclusion

The purpose of this article has been to initiate
a discussion on the possible conjunctures of
the compact city. Prompted by the idea that
there is no true compact city, I have argued
that the sustainability of the compact city is a
matter of its extensive and intensive constitu-
tion. By making use of the conceptual tools of
topography and topology, I have suggested a
relational reconceptualisation of how the
compact city is produced, discursively and

materially. This conceptual shift consequently
asks different questions of the compact city. It
questions the political constitution of the eco-
spatial consensus (Knudsen, 2018) that the
compact city currently manifests, as well as
the possible political conjunctures that could
manifest qualitatively different compact cities.
This entails asking questions, such as what is
the relationship between housing policy or
land ownership law and urban form, urban
containment boundaries and/or consumption-
based emissions? Importantly, and with
relevance for relational thinking in urban
studies more generally, such an approach
works towards operationalising a non-
deterministic and relational understanding of
structure.

As shown by the analysis of the Oslo case,
however fragmented and partial, practi-
tioners are attuned to such relational recon-
ceptualisation. By working through the
relational topographies of the compact city,
practitioners may forge entirely new com-
parative geographies. By critically engaging
the relational intensities and planetary con-
stitutions of diverging compact cities, such
relational topographies may progress com-
pact cities towards sustainability.

In terms of empirical research, this rela-
tional orientation confers methodological
implications. First, it suggests that the sus-
tainability of a compact city should not be
evaluated merely based on individual factors
in isolation, or within local or regional
growth boundaries alone. For both quanti-
tative and qualitative research, this entails
re-evaluations of case boundaries. Case
boundaries may be defined analytically and
by empirically identifying key drivers within
diverging contexts, rather than through ter-
ritorial means. Similarly, individual elements
could be researched through their cofunc-
tioning with other elements. This would not
negate the identification of key drivers of
(un)sustainable compact cities but would
reject the prioritisation of universal
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categories (such as has been the case with
urban form). Second, this relational orienta-
tion suggests that learning across differences
can advance compact city theory and practice.
For compact city research, this means
researchers should challenge established
notions of comparability (e.g. Jacobs, 2012b;
Robinson, 2011, 2016) as they and others
may in fact draw theoretical and empirical
lessons across very different compact cities.
Finally, this article invites policy makers to
take a hard look at the types of regulations,
laws, practices and alliances that might be
enacted to enable more sustainable compact
cities.
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Kjærås 1189

https://orcid.org/0000-0001-8714-7125
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-8714-7125
http://urbact.eu/sites/default/files/media/20180315_fringe_200x267.pdf
http://urbact.eu/sites/default/files/media/20180315_fringe_200x267.pdf
http://urbact.eu/sites/default/files/media/20180315_fringe_200x267.pdf


Creutzig F, Agoston P, Minx JC, et al. (2016a)

Urban infrastructure choices structure climate

solutions. Nature Climate Change 6(12):

1054–1056.
Creutzig F, Fernandez B, Haberl H, et al. (2016b)

Beyond technology: Demand-side solutions

for climate change mitigation. Annual Review

of Environment and Resources 41(1): 173–198.
Dempsey N, Brown C and Bramley G (2012) The

key to sustainable urban development in UK

cities? The influence of density on social sus-

tainability. Progress in Planning 77: 89–141.
Echenique MH, Hargreaves AJ, Mitchell G, et al.

(2012) Growing cities sustainably. Journal of

the American Planning Association 78(2):

121–137.
Edwards GAS and Bulkeley H (2017) Urban

political ecologies of housing and climate

change: The ‘coolest block’ contest in Phila-

delphia. Urban Studies 54(5): 1126–1141.
Ewing R and Cervero R (2010) Travel and the

built environment. Journal of the American

Planning Association 76(3): 265–294.
Ewing R, Hamidi S, Tian G, et al. (2018) Test-

ing Newman and Kenworthy’s theory of

density and automobile dependence. Journal

of Planning Education and Research 38(2):

167–182.
Fainstein SS (2000) New directions in planning

theory. Urban Affairs Review 35(4): 451–478.
Gibbs D, Krueger R and MacLeod G (2013)

Grappling with smart city politics in an era of

market triumphalism. Urban Studies 50(11):

2151–2157.
Haarstad H (2016) Where are urban energy tran-

sitions governed? Conceptualizing the complex

governance arrangements for low-carbon

mobility in Europe. Cities 54: 4–10.
Hajer M and Zonneveld W (2000) Spatial plan-

ning in the network society: Rethinking the

principles of planning in the Netherlands. Eur-

opean Planning Studies 8(3): 337–355.
Harvey D (1996) Justice, Nature, and the Geogra-

phy of Difference. Cambridge: Blackwell.
Harvey D (1997) The new urbanism and the com-

munitarian trap. Harvard Design Magazine,

Winter/Spring. Available at: http://www.har

varddesignmagazine.org/issues/1/the-new-

urbanism-and-the-communitarian-trap

(accessed 15 January 2019).
Haughton G, Allmendinger P and Oosterlynck S

(2013) Spaces of neoliberal experimentation:

Soft spaces, postpolitics, and neoliberal gov-

ernmentality. Environment and Planning A

45(1): 217–234.
Heynen N (2014) Urban political ecology I: The

urban century. Progress in Human Geography

38: 598–604.
Heynen N, Kaika M and Swyngedouw E (2006)

In the Nature of Cities: Urban Political Ecology

and the Politics of Urban Metabolism. Abing-

don: Routledge.
Holgersen S (2015) Crisis and the post-industrial
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Oosterlynck S and González S (2013) ‘Don’t waste

a crisis’: Opening up the city yet again for neo-

liberal experimentation. International Journal of

Urban and Regional Research 37(3): 1075–1082.
Oslo kommune (2016) Strategisk plan for Hovin-

byen (Forslag til politisk behandling). Avail-

able at: https://www.oslo.kommune.no/

politikk-og-administrasjon/slik-bygger-vi-oslo/

hovinbyen/strategisk-plan-for-hovinbyen-artic

le78096.html#gref (accessed 21 May 2019).
Oslo kommune (2018) Kommuneplan for Oslo

2018: Samfunnsdel med byutviklingsstrategi
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