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Abstract 
The ‘unplannable’ is a welcomed exception to the formal order of 
urban planning. This opinion article explores some examples of 
informal urbanism and discusses its ambiguous relationship to public 
space and unplanned activities in the city. The informal sector offers 
important lessons about the adaptive use of space and its social role. 
The article examines the ways specific groups appropriate informal 
spaces and how this can add to a city’s entrepreneurship and success. 
The characteristics of informal, interstitial spaces within the 
contemporary city, and the numerous creative ways in which these 
temporarily used spaces are appropriated, challenge the prevalent 
critical discourse about our understanding of authorised public space, 
formal place-making and social order within the city in relation to 
these informal spaces. 
The text discusses various cases from Chile, the US and China that 
illustrate the dilemma of the relationship between informality and 
public/private space today. One could say that informality is a 
deregulated self-help system that redefines relationships with the 
formal. Temporary or permanent spatial appropriation has 
behavioural, economic and cultural dimensions, and forms of the 
informal are not always immediately obvious: they are not mentioned 
in building codes and can often be subversive or unexpected, 
emerging in the grey area between legal and illegal activities.
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Introduction
The city is not merely a repository of pleasures. It is the stage 
on which we fight our battles, where we act out the drama of 
our own lives. It can enhance or corrode our ability to cope 
with everyday challenges. It can steal our autonomy or give 
us the freedom to thrive. The good city should be measured  
not only by its distractions and amenities, but also by 
how it affects this everyday drama of survival, work and 
meaning. . . . The city is ultimately a shared project, like 
Aristotle’s polis, a place where we can fashion a common good 
that we simply cannot build alone.

                                                    – Charles Montgomery (2013, 36) 

Cities are many things. At their best, they offer essential breath-
ing spaces that facilitate social inclusion and encounters, allow-
ing for the unplanned and enabling a diverse range of informal 
activities to occur. They support autonomy, empower people to 
‘do their thing’ (for instance, as micro-entrepreneurs), and give 
them the freedom to thrive and lead a happy life. The city is  
never an easy cocktail to get right. It needs the optimal mix and 
balance between efficient public transport systems, a walkable  
public space network, integrated green space, fair and decent 
quality housing, good workplaces, cultural vitality, and great 
health care and education. Social inclusion is of particular  
relevance, as it is the process by which efforts are made to  
ensure equal opportunities – that everyone, regardless of their 
background or social status, can thrive and achieve their full  
potential in life (Whyte,  1980). Gentrification, excessive control  
of space and the increasing privatisation of public space are  
constant threats to this potential.

Over the last 50 years, urbanisation has become an inevitable, 
fast-moving global phenomenon, and informality has emerged as 
an inseparable feature of this process in numerous cities, not lim-
ited to developing cities in the Global South. However, the proc-
ess of urbanisation can be ruthless and is frequently driven by  
greed and one-sided monetary motives (AlWaer & Illsley, 2017). 
Therefore, in most large-scale urban developments, residents, 
planners, governmental decision makers and developers make 
efforts to ensure social inclusion can occur once the project 
is completed. These efforts include policies and actions that  
promote equal access to public services, space and amenities; 
reduce the threat of gentrification; and enable citizens’ partici-
pation in the decision-making processes on developments that  
frequently affect their lives in cities.

Redefining urban informality
The concept of informality emerged in the early 1970s, at this 
time simply defined as ‘the informal sector of the urban poor’ 
and limited in its focus to people living in slums and squatter set-
tlements (Königsberger,  1975;     
Informality was closely associated with urban poverty and depri-
vation; and indeed, it often involves the lower-income group that  
falls into the informal sphere. However, with globalisation’s ena-
bling of social mobility and the levelling of economies, we have 
gained a much wider view of urban informality and its modus 
operandi. This led to a more differentiated and multifaceted  

view of informality. More recently, the lack of affordable hous-
ing, functional infrastructure and high unemployment are  
present in all kinds of cities and geographies, not limited to cit-
ies in the Global South, and have made a clear differentiation  
between formality and informality more difficult and vaguer  
(Bardhan et al., 2019).

It is estimated that informal is the daily condition of at least 
one-sixth of our world’s population. This article explores some 
examples of informal urbanism and its relationship to public 
and private space. The author believes that the informal sector  
offers important lessons on the adaptive capacity and use of 
space in general, and on its social role. For instance, it is fas-
cinating to examine the ways in which ‘marginal groups’ 
appropriate informal urban spaces in Mexico City and how 
this adds to a city’s character, entrepreneurship and success  
(Hamm & Feireiss, 2015; 

The characteristics of informal, interstitial spaces within the 
contemporary city, and the numerous creative ways in which 
these spaces are appropriated, challenge the prevalent critical 
discourse about our common understanding of ‘public space’, 
place-making and the character of social order in the city. One 
could say that informality redefines our relationship with the  
formal. Unplanned informal spaces punctuate the homogenous,  
controlled, ‘official’ pattern of the public space network and the 
everyday ubiquitous spaces of the contemporary city. How-
ever, they are often overlooked or relegated simply as messy 
‘left-over space’ or ‘urban voids’. Informal spaces are excluded  
from what is commonly defined as the ideal concept of the 
controlled city because they run contrary to the dominant 
image of an ordered city, such as that promoted in conven-
tional masterplans and the clean marketing of the official urban  
scenarios (Sennett, 2018).

How urban informality, public space, growth and inequality 
are interconnected has long been a field of scholarly reflection 
and research. It has been argued that cities exist because peo-
ple tend to agglomerate around space for social, economic or 
political reasons. Increased job access, trade, housing and ameni-
ties, combined with safety and fewer restrictions on personal 
choices, indicate some critical advantages of urban informality.  
However, depending on its context, the definition of infor-
mality varies greatly. In constantly evolving cities, there exist 
very different types of informality, for instance, in the context 
of sustainable urban development and in its relationship to  
environmental sustainability. It’s worthwhile to explore 
how informal urbanisation can be interpreted within such  
different contexts and how it frequently embeds principles of  
sustainability, such as reuse, recycling, resourcefulness and  
resilience.

The informal is often defined as ‘casual’, with a lack of 
legal status. However, ‘informal’ should not be equated with  
‘illegal’, as a legal option may not exist. Urban informality con-
ceptualises and illustrates temporary appropriation of space  
as a phenomenon that contributes to the conformation of rel-
evant themes within the urban agenda, including topics such  
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as citizenship, inequality, social inclusion, migration, urban 
social sustainability, health care, employment, growth, infor-
mal entrepreneurialism and resilience. The informal temporary 
appropriation of urban space has behavioural, economic and 
cultural dimensions, and forms of appropriation are not always  
immediately obvious: they are not mentioned in building 
codes and can often be subversive or unexpected, emerging in  
the grey area between formal and informal activities in the city.

As life must adapt to site-specific solutions, the real life of cit-
ies often takes place in the corners where no one is watching, 
where communities coalesce and develop organically, and where 
the thousands of people who might call the place home interact  
on a human scale. Informality is likely to contribute huge 
potential to solve all kinds of urban challenges, such as the  
housing crisis or the threat of gentrification, which often 
accompanies urban regeneration activities. A good example 
of this is the housing project by Elemental in Constitution, 
Chile. The project allows for infill and self-built completion 
(as a tactical intervention) by the inhabitants over time, at a  
later stage. Architect Alejandro Aravena argues that ‘half a 
house can build a whole community’ (2016), as a low-income 
family cannot afford a large house immediately. The idea is 
to build a ‘half house’ that residents can finish by themselves 
incrementally and informally over time, allowing people to  
build whatever they like for themselves within a given frame. 
This informal, incremental, self-built completion leads to an 
unplanned and unexpected variety that makes each house unique. 
Residents provide their own time, labour and any extra mate-
rials to complete the second half of the house later, which  
delivers affordability and allows for more funding to uplift and 
improve the surrounding public space. In addition, the archi-
tects provide the complete residential designs as an open-source  
resource on their website for free download to help tackle the 
affordable housing crisis (see 

Working definitions of informality
The term informality means ‘the absence of formality’. It describes 
an unregulated non-formality that relates to the ‘unplanned’, 
the part of a city which evolved and has grown organically  
outside of a regulatory framework or system – without any 
formal arrangement or management. Informality is therefore  
frequently characterised by its relaxedness, organically shaped 
structure and easy accessibility as ‘the unofficial version’ of 
the city. However, these definitions imply that informality is 
widely unrestrained by regulations such as building codes and 
is likely to include the characteristics of spontaneity, efficiency  
and flexibility (as pointed out by AlSayyad, Roy, Dovey and  
other scholars who have been working on a better understanding  
of urban informality for decades).

Urban informality in particular relates to the unplannable, 
but it is far more than poor squatter settlements or slums in the  
Global South. Much relevant research over the last two dec-
ades has examined the organisational structures of slums and 
squatter settlements. As a consequence, the author feels that the  
term requires a wider definition. Urban informality is a  
phenomenon clearly not limited to the Global South (despite the  
fact that in Africa, six out of ten urban dwellers live in slums  
today). It can be found in many forms as a mode of metro-
politan urbanisation, such as in homelessness in developed  
cities, displacement, micro-entrepreneurship along streets, or  
city-ward migration (Harvey, 2009).

In Architecture without Architects (1964), Bernard Rudofsky 
asked for a new aesthetic, and even a science of cities, to  
better understand the interconnectedness of all kinds of 
actions and user patterns that occur within cities. The life-
long question that kept driving him could be summarised in one  
simple sentence: What makes a good city? In his seminal book, 
Rudofsky states that ‘Architectural history, as written and  

Figure 1. Housing by Elemental in Constitution, Chile. Individual two-storey half houses for informal, incremental self-building by the 
residents (2010). Aravena has championed an approach he describes as ‘incremental’, in which governments fund construction of ‘half a 
good house’, with residents completing the other self-built portion informally as resources allow (photo courtesy of Elemental).
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taught in the Western World, has never been concerned with 
more than a few select cultures’ (Rudofsky,  1964, 36). He 
attempted to break down the limited idea of this architectural 
history by contrasting it to the vast theory and wise world of 
‘non-pedigreed architecture’ (an adjective he used to describe  
informal, vernacular, ephemeral, indigenous and often  
anonymous contributions to the built environment).

This article sheds light on the dynamics generating the urban 
areas and conditions of urban informality, including ‘shadow 
citizenship’, and to contribute towards a better understand-
ing of the drivers of urban inequalities that pose such signifi-
cant challenges to the existence of our urban societies. Just  
think of the interstitial urbanisation that is happening in major 
metropolises, leading to informal spaces and spontaneous 
occupation (examples could range from the anti-gentrification 
movement in Berlin to the democratic uprising in Hong 
Kong). In this regard, urban economist Joseph Stiglitz noted,  
“The more unequal a society is, the more the likelihood of its 
social polarisation to intensify; and, the wider the spatial and 
social inequality, the lower the economic growth of a country  
or city, and consequently the higher the threat to the sustainability 
of its welfare state’ (Stiglitz, 2013).

One could say that urban informality is the result of ineffec-
tive bureaucracies or even the lack of top-down democratic  
processes. 

Urban informality is not automatically a fertile breeding ground 
for bottom-up democracy or political participation. Urban infor-
mality happens rather ‘outside’ the order of formal urbanisa-
tion, planned and built by non-professionals (AlSayyad and Roy; 
Lehmann) and it can be a ‘rich source of learning’. However,  
the urban character and concept of informality have often been 
misunderstood (as argued by Perlman; and Harris). Favelas  
and slums were too often the study of aesthetic interests and 
romanticisation. Informal urbanism can appear “picturesque,  
but one should never aestheticise or romanticise poverty”  
(Dovey,  2013;   On the other hand, every 
favela or slum is an active recycling centre, an extremely  
resourceful and   dynamic form of complex settlement (although 
this resourcefulness of informal communities comes at a social 
cost, as the   residents are not setting out to be resourceful  
by their own choice).

Learning from informality should therefore become a key  
aspect of our planning approaches. While cities are great 
social laboratories, there is still not enough learning going on 
between cities and decision makers on issues of urban infor-
mality and the unplanned. Researchers are now engaged in 
revealing the underlying urban patterns and hidden data of 
informality, e.g. data on movement, trading of goods or the 
intrinsic behaviour of people in public space (Huchzermeyer and 
Karam). Urban informality and the temporary appropriation 
of public space are two closely related phenomena. Tempo-
rary appropriation is usually read as a form of informal prac-
tice, e.g. in the form of micro-entrepreneurship in the streets and 
plazas. Some concepts of informal behaviour in urban settings 
could be better understood when viewed as a form of temporary 
appropriation, as there is clearly a need for a deeper under-

standing of the relationship between informality and spatial 
appropriation. This is still an under-researched field. There is also 
the challenge that – while we have plenty of useful data – archi-
tects and urban designers rarely perform a deep data analysis,  
and data sets are too fragmented or disconnected to be  
analysed (e.g. in numerous cities, reliable data on household  
consumption or health data is still lacking).

Cities are the key to social integration, and they are essen-
tial for localising the UN’s Sustainable Development Goals 
(United  Nations,  2015). However, city layouts have been  
surprisingly stable over a long period and resistant to change, 
making it almost impossible to quickly transform developments 
or reverse urban sprawl. Obviously, it is much more difficult  
(and expensive) to provide infrastructure retroactively or to ret-
rofit a neighbourhood, compared to using infrastructure newly 
planned from scratch. Here, informality provides constant 
services at a very low cost and keeps cities inclusive and run-
ning (for example, in many of the world’s growing cities in  
Africa and Asia, semi-formal buses form the basis of pub-
lic transit systems). In the process of rolling out the North  
American model of suburban car-dependent sprawl, the 
chances for any informality to occur remain minimal. Today, 
in terms of understanding urban informality, we have probably 
reached a turning point and new readings of urban informality  
are emerging (Harris, 2018;  

Cities built for cars?
Cities form when people try to take advantage of shared  
infrastructure (e.g. by creating marketplaces for trade and 
information) and cultural amenities. In cities, companies and  
workers benefit from knowledge creation, job opportunities and  
matching, as well as information sharing.

For most of urban history, city streets and public spaces were 
for everyone. There was the shared road that led to public space 
such as a market, plaza or playground. Nevertheless, streets 
that serve the needs of motorists first create an automobile life-
style that favours private vehicles passing through over the  
people who live there. Over the last 70 years, as our cities have 
continued to sprawl and as more and more people are forced 
to live in car-dependent suburbs, we have been making it  
harder for social interactions and human connections to occur. 
The urban planning school of thought that promoted zoning  
and separation led to strict segregation of the various functions  
of a city (as embedded in simplistic zoning regulations) and 
made walkable, mixed-use and compact neighbourhoods 
almost impossible. The 20th-century zoning laws simplified 
the idea of a city with strictly separated places for living, work-
ing, shopping and recreation. While such a planning system  
might have the advantage that it is easier for planners to under-
stand and control, it bans complexity and restricts freedom  
(Lehmann, 2019; 

In the mid-20th century, with the emergence of the car- 
dominated city, the new notions of freeway, shopping mall,  
suburbs and parking lots became dominating forces of 
our urban lives. This new conception of a city based on  
movement through private vehicles and a network of free-
ways has reduced the level of social interaction and walkability  
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and increased anonymity. It has also increased the need for 
informal solutions on the pedestrian scale. Recognizing that cit-
ies are places where both problems emerge and solutions are  
found at the citizen level, urban activism has been increas-
ingly considered an important part of the governance  
processes, as local actors desire to participate in politics,  
influencing decision-making through legal tools and participatory 
practices.

According to Lewis Mumford, social and spatial inequali-
ties are an intertwined phenomenon, and to understand them, 
we must address them simultaneously. Chouinard refers to 
migration when he describes urban informality as ‘places of 
shadow citizenship and entitlements’ (1997) in which inequality  
and injustice proliferate. His research sheds light on the dynam-
ics generating the urban areas and conditions of urban infor-
mality, including the condition of ‘shadow citizenship’, and 
aims to contribute to a better understanding of the drivers of  
urban inequalities that pose significant challenges to the  
existence of urban societies. 

A short literature review: Urban informality and 
socio-economic inequality
Charles Montgomery notes that ‘cities have always been a 
happiness project’ (Montgomery,  2013). His research shows 
that happiness in urban living depends on criteria such as  
commute times, air quality, housing affordability, crime rates 
and access to local green spaces. Urban residents tend to be 
happier if a great public space or garden is just around the  
corner. Public plazas, parks and other meeting places, for exam-
ple, can encourage new social connections and interactions 
while giving residents a sense of common ownership over the 
space, where everyone has a stake in the city’s success. Access  
to multiple modes of mobility – from trains and buses to bike 
shares and e-scooters – can help remove one’s sense of isola-
tion amidst the crowds. Pedestrian-friendly streets boost the 
city’s overall well-being by encouraging active lifestyles and  
even more face-to-face interactions. However, nothing could 
be more important to the health of urban dwellers than diver-
sity in its population, its housing opportunities, its variety  
of public space and its employment opportunities (Alexander,  
1979;   

Placeless, auto-dependent and socially isolating sprawl has  
always created more problems than it solved. Density, on the  
other hand, can resolve many of our current challenges: it 
makes mass transit possible and allows for a better public 
space network, with active streetscapes and more affordable 
housing. It creates environments where people can walk,  
supports public hospitals, vibrant cultural institutions and allows  
us to curb climate emissions (Florida, 2003; 

However, gentrification, growing privatisation of public space 
and lack of affordable housing, as well as lack of accessibil-
ity to high-quality public spaces and parks, have exacerbated 
the urban conditions of inequality. More compact urban form 
and infill supports all forms of active mobility, such as walking 
and cycling; facilitates public transport; and reduces the capital  
costs for infrastructure. It is the walkable city that facilitates 
all forms of urban informality. Engendering the dynamics of 

the United Nations’ 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Develop-
ment (with Goal 11 specifically calling for cities and human  
settlements to be ‘inclusive, safe, resilient and sustainable’), 
spatial inequality and particularly inequalities exacerbated by  
the economic crisis and austerity measures have been addressed 
by activists through the means of political protest and  
social innovation (Dovey, 2013;  

The concept of informality has its origin in the emergence of 
the ‘informal sector’, which was coined as a concept in the 
early 1970s.     described the infor-
mal sector as simply ‘the urban poor’, or as the people living in 
slums or squatter settlements. Today, most scholars agree that  
this definition fell short of the many facets that informal-
ity can display. In the 1980s, the definition became more 
refined, and informality was understood not solely as pov-
erty, inequality, illegality or marginality per se; to paraphrase  
Castells  (1983), it was seen not as a product but as a proc-
ess, constantly in the making, shifting and redefining relation-
ships (in many cases dependent and essential) with the formal. 
Rakowski emphasised the link to the economy when she argued  
that informality in peripheral societies is the expression of 
the uneven nature of capitalist development (Harvey,  1989;  
Lefebvre, 1996;  Yiftachel, 2009).

Informality plays a different role in different cities. In cities 
in India, for example, slums are an essential part of the city-
scape and all major cities have massive areas devoted to informal 
settlement growth (See     and   
  describes the complicated relationship between  
what is legal and illegal in the Indian city, or authorised and 
unauthorised, arguing that informality is a deregulated system 
not synonymous with poverty. Scholars, including    
 as well as     point out that informality 
is not outside formal systems, but is instead produced by formal  
structures and always intimately related to them. They have 
equated informality with a kind of self-help arising from the ina-
bility of the government and market forces to provide essential 
services like affordable housing and employment, as is the case  
in the Indian example (AlSayyad & Roy, 2004;  


The importance of public space is in the manifestation of social 
relations and is a social relation itself (Florida  &  Mellander, 
   Although accelerating urbanisation can 
have a significant impact on the spatial outcomes of economic 
activity and inequalities, it affects social inclusion in urban 
areas in contradictory ways (Chouinard,  1997;    
Cities in the developed world experience a paradox wherein ris-
ing levels of human capital, economic activity and employment  
are accompanied by a trend of increasing levels of  
socio-economic inequality, gentrification and spatial segregation. 
While agglomeration effects in cities can act as engines of urban 
growth, they can also be drivers of gentrification and inequality,  
not only in economic terms but also in a wide range of  
quality-of-life aspects (Brahmblatt,  2015;   
Such increasing inequalities have become a multi-scale issue. It  
is evident that the urban environments of developed cities face 
a situation in which, despite their continuously rising shares  
of economic activity, employment and wealth, levels of  
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socio-economic inequality are increasing and express a spatial  
footprint in cities as well as between neighbourhoods.

Dynamic micro-entrepreneurship needs walkable 
streets
There is growing recognition that informal jobs and infor-
mal housing constitute significant proportions of urban econo-
mies (Castells,  1983;          
and this form of self-employed micro-entrepreneurship is 
thought of as economic empowerment. Urban informality has  
taken on new forms under the forces of globalisation that can-
not be disentangled from public space. In addition, informality 
today is not limited solely to a geography of periphery or urban  
core, nor to poverty, inequality, illegality or marginality per se.

Like Disneyland, the Las Vegas Strip is a carefully choreo-
graphed urban machine that provides rare high-quality walk-
able space not often found in US cities: it presents a walkable, 
mixed-use city centre densified with sensory pleasures of consum-
able goods and decorated with vernacular or historical facades.  
Both places, the Strip and Disneyland, are privatised ‘quasi- 
public spaces’. They require a vast urban system behind the 
scenes to support the experience machine. It is no accident 
that every visit to the Strip (just like to Disneyland) “begins  
and ends with a walk along Main Street USA: a parade of 
cartoon-cute shops and unhurried bustle that simulates the  
perfect small town cliché” (Montgomery,  2013, 31). Visitors 
delight in Main Street USA and the experience of walkable public 
space, which is very different from the car-dependent suburban  
sprawl they are used to in their home cities of Phoenix, Houston  
or Los Angeles.

Informality, once associated with squatters and slums in the  
Global South, has now become a generalised urban form in 
most cities of the developing and developed worlds. Many 
of the informal activities that occur within the formal city  
are driven by the micro-entrepreneurship of immigrants trying 
to make a living. These micro-business operations of mar-
ginalised immigrants are usually happening in unregulated  
space, at street level, uncovering ephemeral opportunities and 
temporal potential. Ortega describes the impact of the informal  
mobile car wash vendors’ business on the formal street life 
in Las Vegas (Ortega,  2015, 115). He found that the group of 
mobile car wash vendors in Las Vegas occupy the edges of 
parking lots and strip mall developments, forming part of a 
resistant cultural infrastructure’ (see   The car wash  
vendors are an informal entrepreneurial group appropriat-
ing the streetscape to sell their services in a non-regulated grey 
zone, side-by-side with the formalised and regulated tour-
ist activities concentrated along the boulevard. This includes 
the mobile activities of self-employed male or female street  
hawkers, shoeshine boys and other marginalised groups. Their 
activities occur along the busy streets of cities, where globalisa-
tion and economic liberalisation have given rise to new dynamic 
geographies. There is demand: the informal sector steps in to 
provide products and services that are in demand but not offered 
affordably by the formal sector. This is the reason Hernando 
de Soto described informality as ‘heroic entrepreneurship’ 
(2000). Low-paid and self-employed residents have no finan-
cial buffer to fall back on, but we all rely upon their work 
to keep the city moving. In numerous big cities, informal 
workers are the backbone of the urban systems, keeping  
these cities functioning.

Figure 2. The edge where the formal city meets the informal city in an aerial photo of Mumbai. Informal settlements have developed on 
public land along the river, and the inequality and spatial separation are visible from above (image courtesy of Johnny Miller, 2018).
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Tactical urbanism as a form of informality
The use of public space changes over time, and urban infor-
mality is closely linked to the unplanned, dynamic use of  
public urban space. Consequently, numerous public spaces are 
linked to temporal informal activities such as pop-up markets 
and demonstrations, or as spaces for particular celebrations.  
For example, just think of the carnival celebrations every 
February in South America that temporarily change public 
spaces. Informal spaces are often perceived as ‘unplannable’, 
as informality tends to occur in a deregulated rather than an  
unregulated realm.

Public spaces offer endless opportunities for tactical urbanism 
as a form of informality. In contrast to institutionalised urban-
ism, tactical urbanism is defined as temporary (short-term), 
low-cost projects that aim to make a part of a city more lively 
or enjoyable. It is frequently referred to as guerrilla urban-
ism, pop-up urbanism or DIY urbanism. It includes quick,  
low-risk, temporary changes (‘interventions’) to the built environ-
ment, intended to improve local neighbourhoods and city gath-
ering places.   shows an example of tactical urbanism  
in the public space of Times Square, Manhattan.

The outcomes of large-scale institutionalised urban develop-
ments have frequently been disappointing in their results.  
Conventional hierarchical master plans are struggling to 
deliver on their many promises because society has much more  
complex requirements today. Therefore, the question arises: 
can a city still be planned or predicted? In Back to the City:  
Strategies for Informal Urban Interventions (Lehmann,  2009), 
I described the power that tactical and improvised interven-
tions in underused public spaces can have and their ability to 
become catalysts for long-lasting urban change. Use of vacant 
and derelict sites for new programmes, activities and citizens’  
participation has allowed for the reshaping of disregarded urban 
spaces. It represents a ‘messy and imperfect grassroots design 
activism and spontaneous Guerrilla urbanism’ (Lehmann, 
 in which community-driven small-scale projects often 

become the embodiment of unexpected outcomes that a formal  
planning process would have rarely achieved. These dynamic 
‘everyday’ urban design processes and interventions can oper-
ate in contrast to the institutionalised over-regulated planning  
process.

Burning Man: Informal versus formal arrangement
This article examines cases ranging from self-built housing in 
Chile to car wash vendors in Las Vegas to tactical urbanism in  
New York’s Times Square. Following are two more case studies:

•   �the Burning Man City, a temporary festival town in the 
desert of Northern Nevada, a once small-scale spon-
taneous construction that has evolved into a gigantic  
event.

•   �the negative impact that new digital technologies for con-
trol, surveillance and facial recognition have on public  
spaces in China.

The Burning Man spectacle is an interesting case of infor-
mal tactical urbanism. Every year, volunteers erect a tempo-
rary ‘desert city’ over the short period of two weeks in remote  
Northern Nevada, outside Reno. What started in 1991 as an 
annual festival of self-expression and spontaneous gather-
ing in a deregulated space has now grown into a massive urban 
development that exists for only a short time every year.  
However, since it has grown to over one hundred thousand  
people, the festival city has become one of the most regulated 
initiatives, planned over months down to the smallest detail. 
The explosive growth of the countercultural event, due to its  
utopian vision of peace and love, meant that it needed a more  
structured organisational system with a full city infrastructure 
and medical stations.

Urban planner Rod Garrett is credited with developing the 
master plan for Burning Man City, also called Black Rock 
City (See   Its simplistic but practical figure-ground 
plan of a concentric semicircle has a gigantic sculpture in its  

Figure 3. A temporary, informal pop-up car wash station along Tropicana Avenue in Las Vegas. Micro-entrepreneurship creates new 
opportunities for ‘shadow citizens’ and indicates a more spontaneous use of public space (photo by S. Lehmann, 2020).
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Figure 4. Tactical urbanism includes ephemeral appropriation and temporary interventions in public space. An example is the 
transformation of Times Square in Manhattan simply by adding lawn chairs to create a traffic-free area (photo courtesy of New York City 
Department of Transportation, 2009).

Figure 5. The annual ephemeral Burning Man City grew over the last decade, and in 2018 and 2019 it housed 100,000 people. Ironically, 
the informal event is organised within a highly formal, radial figure-ground plan that forms a ring (photos courtesy of Jason Bean, 2019).

centre. Its formal layout is flexible enough to allow for all kinds 
of informal activities within its rigid structure to flourish. People 
stay in thousands of tents, trucks, cars, recreational vehicles and  
camp sites that together form the gigantic C-shaped circular 
‘city’. Movement along the circular and radial roads of this  
self-referential shape happens by walking or biking, not by 
driving. This temporary city plan is built around the spectacle  
of art, music and human interaction. While the earlier festival 
occupied random sites that brought feelings of dislocation, the  
circular design was naively intended to express a sense of  
communal belonging. The city plan needed to be easy for all 

those arriving to grasp because it would be built within two 
weeks. Everyone who attends needs to know their place within 
the bigger picture. The area closest to the centre is reserved for art  
installations, creating a park-like zone that complements the  
‘residential neighbourhoods’. The early dynamic, informal and 
messy guerrilla grassroots beginnings of Burning Man, with its 
unpredictable nature, are long gone, and the institutionalised  
mass event it has become has a significantly negative environ-
mental impact. Here, ironically, the informal complex event is  
organised within a highly formal, radial figure-ground plan of the 
ring.
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Figure 6. Facial recognition technology allows for the complete surveillance of Chinese citizens, diminishing the quality of public 
space. Will this total control mean the end of informal activities in the public spaces of Chinese cities? (Photo courtesy Gilles Sabri, 2019.)

Surveillance and new technologies in Chinese public 
spaces
For centuries, architects and urbanists have observed people’s 
movement and behaviour in public space, and these observa-
tions have often informed their design decisions. For instance, 
the discreet distinction between private and public space, or 
the sense of belonging that we can experience in good public  
space, have been guiding themes for new urban plans.  
However, in the twenty-first century, urban space is challenged 
and changing under the pressure of technological advance-
ment and a new relationship between the city and digital  
technologies. This process is closely connected to how new 
technologies – artificial intelligence, big data and autonomous 
technologies in particular – have commenced to impact public  
space and urban life (Ratti,  2019). Facial recognition tech-
nology has turned Chinese cities into the largest areas of 
constant mass surveillance. Data models are constantly  
feeding and optimising our urban experience, and the urban 
landscape of tomorrow will depend not only on human-to-
human relationships, but more and more on machine-to-human 
relationships that drive and optimise the invisible systems 
and connections that keep the city moving. This evolving  
relationship between urban space and technological innova-
tion, the cultural integration of fast-evolving digital tech-
nologies and their environmental contradictions, is still little  
understood and under-researched.

Facial recognition technology has been around for a while, 
but in 2019 it became a facet of life in China. Facial recog-
nition systems are being rolled out in public spaces such as  
railway stations, schools and shopping centres across the coun-
try. Enabled by a vast network of cameras, the government 
is using the technology for total surveillance, turning its  
cities into a police state. China has installed some 200 million 
cameras by its own estimate (2019; see   feeding into a  

surveillance-based biometric dataset of millions of people. Part 
of an effort to monitor ethnic minorities in the name of national 
security, it has now become mainstream in Beijing, Shanghai 
and numerous smaller cities. Citizens are indexed by informa-
tion such as their criminal history, and facial recognition data 
records whether they were bearded or wearing a mask and what 
ethnicity they were. China’s facial recognition technology is 
now so advanced that it can positively identify 98.1% of human 
faces within 0.8 seconds, according to the China Daily (2019). So 
far, there has been little pushback in China against facial recogni-
tion technology and data harvesting. While this is not entirely 
surprising (after all, the Chinese Communist Party is well known 
as an oppressive authority), these surveillance systems are being 
deployed extensively and invasively to achieve total control of  
its people and their behaviour in urban areas. Following the 
2020 Coronavirus pandemic, which started in Wuhan (China), 
the Chinese Government justifies the excessive surveillance of  
its citizens as a necessary public health measure.

The quality of public space in authoritarian countries is being 
diminished by exorbitant control and surveillance. Spaces for 
spontaneous informal interaction without regulation, control 
and commitment to consumption are a good thing for soci-
ety. Flourishing cities have always relied on such informal  
spaces and activities to function, enabling a mix of possibili-
ties that allow for surprises and the unplanned to occur. This 
is why the extensive surveillance of Chinese public space and 
its excessive control is detrimental to the vitality and quality  
of these cities.

A public health crisis leaves its mark on cities and 
erases informal activities
Pandemics can radically alter the way we work in and think 
about cities: during the 2020 health crisis, people have self-
isolated, stayed at home and avoided public space and contact 
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with others. At time of writing, it is still unclear how this pan-
demic will alter urban life and what exactly will be the impact 
from this crisis on cities and their informal sector. It’s likely to  
have a deep long-lasting impact. Since the global cholera 
outbreaks in the 19th century, pandemics have reshaped cit-
ies, and some of these consequences can include increased sur-
veillance, de-densification of neighbourhoods, remote working 
from home (made possible by the intensification of digital infra-
structure) and even the introduction of new urban systems  
(e.g. around 1850, European cities introduced modern drink-
ing supply and sewerage systems as a direct result from the  
devastating cholera pandemic).

Jack  Shenker  (2020) suggests that in future, ‘urban planners 
will face the apparent tension between densification – the push 
towards cities becoming more concentrated, which is seen 
as essential to improving environmental sustainability – and  
disaggregation, the separating out of populations, which is one 
of the key tools being used to hold back infection transmission’.  
This indicates an emerging conflict between the competing 
demands of public health and the need to stop climate change. 
In an almost predictable urban future, informal activities will 
increasingly be push out or made impossible. Oppressive  
regimes could soon employ security robots to control and 
patrol public spaces, and check the identity and medical  
condition of people, leading to a fundamental shift in social  
relationships and erase all informal activities.

De-densification will not resolve the public health chal-
lenges. In general, density is not bad for our health, as it 
enables walkable cities, an active public space network and 
bustling commercial corridors, which fosters health, makes  
communities more resilient and allows us to curb climate  
emissions – a public health problem of an entirely different kind. 
In all the discussion about the health risks of density, it is impor-
tant to remember that urban density can also provide for health, 
resiliency and space for informal activities that are integral  
to our society. We will need to rebuild trust in public space and 
to rethink the types of public space and their role as spaces  
of shared values.

The economy, sustainability and informal 
opportunities
Global cities act as both locus and regulator of the ‘uneven proc-
esses of capitalism’ (Harvey,  1989), and places where increas-
ing investment in the financial sector rather than in other 
productive activities has shaped the geography of unequal  
development. However, the growth of spatial inequality  
is not limited to global cities. Geographical inequalities are  
frequently a reflection of an out-of-equilibrium economy char-
acterised by the dynamic coexistence of regionalised growth 
and localised decline, unequal interactions and asymmetrical  
power relations between the urban core and peripheries.

Since the sidewalk and market vendors of the Greek agora, 
the public realm has always been a place to sell goods 
and services. The impact of the 2008 economic crisis and  
subsequent austerity measures, accompanied by the persistent 
stagnation of some economies (along with rapid technological 

changes in the world of communication and work), have caused  
conditions of inequality to further proliferate. Alongside 
regions and cities that have functioned as poles of attraction 
for private capital investment and innovation, boosted by 
ad hoc public and private interventions, are areas in which  
economic hardship has been coupled with not only private-sector  
but also public-sector retrenchment. Therefore, opportunities 
for social and economic development generated by global 
economic, financial and political trends have not benefited 
all countries, cities and populations equally, nor have these 
opportunities been distributed evenly across regions, cities 
and neighbourhoods or among people (Marcuse  et al.,  2009;  
Sassen, 1991).

Numerous scholars have elaborated on the learning that can 
be gained from the richness of informal settlements, their  
non-hierarchical systems and their resourcefulness (such as 
described by Dovey, Jones, AlSayyad, Roy and others). This is 
why, increasingly, research has focused on the localised cluster-
ing of economic activity and the importance of informal entrepre-
neurialism, for instance, the conditions which enable the intense  
informal activities that can occur along busy city streets and on 
plazas.   work on labour policies and the con-
sequential spatial division of labour indicates that each stage of  
economic growth creates new spatial divisions of labour; each 
period reflects different socio-spatial configurations, introduc-
ing new dimensions of inequalities and relations of dominance  
and dependence among activities in different places and involv-
ing different people. Uncovering the relationship between  
informal spaces and the economy is crucial to understanding  
the benefits informal urbanism can provide.

The opportunity to reclaim the ‘democratic’ public space that 
privatisation and gentrification have conquered lies in the 
sphere of civil society, where the urban problems are being 
defined, articulated and addressed. However, the juxtaposition  
between spatial inequality and social stratification has  
dramatically constrained opportunities for specific categories 
of individuals. Those experiencing a combination of spatial and 
social disadvantages (e.g. the elderly, urban poor or disabled  
people in need of health care services) find themselves 
entrapped in a cycle of deprivation. This spiral of depriva-
tion reveals the interlocking systems of power that have an 
impact on the most marginalised in society and resonates with  
Crenshaw’s  (1989) ‘intersectionality of structural identities’ 
based on categories such as gender, race, sexuality and class, 
which interact with each other in various ways and further  
create inequalities and discrimination. In this context, the 
significance of opportunities for informal activities and  
appropriation of public or private space for micro-entrepreneur-
ship becomes obvious, and the need to facilitate informality  
gains an entirely new dimension.

The Greek agora was a truly public place where commercial 
goods, information and ideas were traded freely. Cities are full 
of contradictions, particularly when one considers the com-
plexity inherent in places that mix living, working, shopping, 
recreation and other functions. Cramped market streets and  
urban informality lead to serendipitous encounters with other 
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people and places, distractions, conversations and outdoor 
life that enable the benefits of messy public space. Planners  
frequently display a tendency towards simplification of inher-
ently complex systems to avoid unplanned urban informality;  
with a new understanding, accepting and enabling informality  
will become part of the planner’s future toolbox.

Conclusion – enabling urban informality is relevant
Addressing urban informality is a pressing issue and impor-
tant in guiding the expansion and transformation of cities. 
Informality is a phenomenon that cannot be disentangled from 
space and urban planning. Many of the urban theories remain 
rooted in the developed world and urban studies are still domi-
nated by the idea that the First World/Global North provides  
‘models’ for Third World ‘problems’. It is time for urban stud-
ies to move beyond this simplistic dichotomy and value learn-
ing and solutions from Third World cities’ implementation 
of and policy responses to informality (Roy,  2005). In these  
settings, the ‘unplannable’ is a welcomed exception to the formal 
order of urban planning (Hall & Pfeiffer, 2000).

The traditional concept of a rigid master plan as a set of 
rules and set-backs has become outdated, since the narrow  
perspective of master planning as a design-led activity fre-
quently neglects the human dimension and is not sufficiently 
flexible and resilient to successfully deliver sustainable  
outcomes. This has resulted in the creation of places unable to 
deal with informal activities and change. There is, therefore, 
a need for an improved way of thinking: a new, integrated  
approach to master planning aimed at addressing the unpre-
dictable nature of community development and accommodat-
ing elements of change (climate change as well as shifts in  
employment).

This article examined a range of different cases. It found that infor-
mal spaces emerge because these are beyond the realm of plan-
ning controls. In the case of the informal settlements that have 
developed on public land along rivers in Mumbai (Figure  2),  
the urban poor have built their own city without any reference  
whatsoever to the overarching bureaucratic apparatus of planning 

and control in the formal city next door (Hall & Pfeiffer, 
2000).

At Burning Man City in the desert of Northern Nevada, city 
dwellers from all over the US created their idea of an ideal 
city based on a simplistic approach and radial model. Just  
because a structure is temporary or ephemeral like this one 
does not necessarily make it informal. In the case of China, 
the increasing control of public space, such as through facial  
recognition technology, is detrimental to the quality and  
diminishes the enjoyment of public space.

The question for decision makers should therefore be less 
about how to manage informality and should instead ask 
whether informality needs management at all. Informality will  
continue to be part of cities’ socio-economic systems, and too  
much control (such as in the Chinese case) will only reduce the 
quality and enjoyment of public space.

This article explored some examples of informal urbanism 
and its ambiguous relationship to public and private space, 
where the informal sector can offer important lessons about 
the adaptive capacity of these spaces, its unexpected use and its 
social role. It examined various ways in which specific groups  
appropriate informal spaces and how these can add to a city’s 
character, entrepreneurship and success. The characteris-
tics of informal, interstitial spaces within the contemporary 
city and the numerous creative ways in which these temporary  
or permanently used spaces are appropriated (which are not 
always immediately obvious) continue to challenge the preva-
lent critical discourse about our understanding of ‘authorized 
planning’, formal place-making and the character of social order 
within the city in relation to these informal spaces. In conclu-
sion, one could say that informality is a deregulated self-help  
system that redefines relationships with the formal. The presented 
cases from Chile, the US and China illustrate the dilemma of the 
relationship between informality and public/private space today.
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No data are associated with this article.

References

	 Alexander C: The Timeless Way of Building. New York: Oxford University Press, 
1979.  
Reference Source

	 AlSayyad N, Roy A: ‘Urban Informality: Crossing Borders’. In Urban Informality: 
Transnational Perspectives from the Middle East, Latin America, and South Asia. 
edited by Ananya Roy and Nezar AlSayyad, Lanham, MD: Lexington Books, 2004; 
1–6.  
Reference Source

	 AlWaer H, Illsley B: Rethinking Masterplanning: Creating Quality Places. 
London: ICE Publishing/Thomas Telford, 2017.  
Publisher Full Text

	 Bardhan R, Jana A, Sarkar S: ‘Informality’. In The Wiley Blackwell Encyclopaedia 
of Urban and Regional Studies. edited by Anthony M. Orum, New York: J. Wiley & 
Sons, 2019; 360��.�  
Publisher Full Text 

	 Brahmblatt V: ‘Messy Urbanism’. In Now Urbanism: The Future City Is Here. edited 
by Jeffrey Hou, Benjamin Spencer, Thaisa Way and Ken Yocom, London/New York: 
Routledge, 2015; 13–25�.

	 Castells M: The City and the Grassroots: A Cross-Cultural Theory of Urban 
Social Movements. California Series in Urban Development, Book 2. Berkeley, CA: 
University of California Press, 1983.  
Reference Source

	 Chouinard V: ‘Structure and Agency: Contested Concepts in Human 
Geography’. Can Geogr. 1997; 41(4): 363–77.  
Publisher Full Text 

	 Crenshaw K: Demarginalizing the Intersection of Race and Sex: A Black 
Feminist Critique of Antidiscrimination Doctrine, Feminist Theory and 
Antiracist Politics. The University of Chicago Legal Forum 1989; 1989(1): 8, 139–67.  
Reference Source

	 Dovey K: ‘Informalising Architecture: The Challenge of Informal Settlements’. 

Page 12 of 16

Emerald Open Research 2020, 2:16 Last updated: 08 JUN 2022

Downloaded from http://ftp.nowpublishers.com/eor/article-pdf/doi/10.1108/EOR-05-2023-0007/605598/eor-05-2023-0007.pdf by guest on 12 June 2026

https://books.google.co.in/books/about/The_Timeless_Way_of_Building.html?id=H6CE9hlbO8sC&redir_esc=y
https://library.villanova.edu/Find/Record/625604
http://dx.doi.org/10.1680/prmp.60715.001
http://dx.doi.org/10.1002/9781118568446.eurs0161
https://books.google.co.in/books?id=rUbZLcYsA_QC&pg=frontcover
http://dx.doi.org/10.1111/j.1541-0064.1997.tb01321.x
https://chicagounbound.uchicago.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1052&context=uclf


Architectural Design. 2013; 83(6): 82–89.  
Publisher Full Text 

	 Florida R: The Rise of the Creative Class: And How It’s Transforming Work, 
Leisure, and Everyday Life. New York: Basic Books, 2003.  
Publisher Full Text 

	 Florida R, Mellander C: ‘The Geography of Economic Segregation’. Social 
Sciences. 2018; 7(8): 123.  
Publisher Full Text 

	 Gehl J: Life between Buildings: Using Public Space. Washington, DC: Island 
Press, 2011.  
Reference Source

	 Haas T, Olsson K: Emergent Urbanism: Urban Planning and Design in Times 
of Structural and Systemic Change. Stockholm, Sweden: Routledge, 2014. 
Reference Source

	 Hall P, Pfeiffer U: Urban Future 21: A Global Agenda for Twenty-First Century 
Cities. London: Spon, 2000.  
Publisher Full Text 

	 Hamm OG, Feireiss K: Transforming Cities: Urban Interventions in Public 
Space. Berlin: Jovis Verlag, 2015.  
Reference Source

	 Harris R: Modes of Informal Urban Development: A Global Phenomenon. 
Journal of Planning Literature. 2018; 33(3): 267–86.  
Publisher Full Text 

	 Harvey D: ‘From Managerialism to Entrepreneurialism: The Transformation in 
Urban Governance in Late Capitalism’. Geogr Ann Ser B. 1989; 71(1): 3–17.  
Publisher Full Text 

	 Harvey D: Social Justice and the City. Athens, GA: University of Georgia Press, 
2009.  
Reference Source

	 Huchzermeyer M, Karam A eds: Informal Settlements: A Perpetual Challenge? 
Cape Town, South Africa: University of Cape Town Press, 2006.  
Reference Source

	 Jana A, Bardhan R, Sarkar S, et al.: Framework to assess and locate affordable 
and accessible housing for developing nations: Empirical evidences from 
Mumbai. Habitat Int. 2016; 57(1): 88–99.  
Publisher Full Text

	 Jones PR: Unpacking Informal Urbanism: Urban Planning and Design 
Education in Practice. Bandung, Indonesia: ITB Penerbit Press. 2016.  
Reference Source

	 Königsberger O: The Absorption of Newcomers in the Cities of Developing 
Countries. Report to the United Nations, New York, 1975.  
Reference Source

	 Koolhaas R: ‘Whatever happened to urbanism?’ In S,M,L,XL,. edited by Rem 
Koolhaas, Bruce Mau and Hans Werlemann, New York: Monacelli Press. 1998; 567��.� 

	 Kundu D: ‘Urban Informality’. In The Wiley-Blackwell Encyclopaedia of Urban and 
Regional Studies,. edited by Anthony M. Orum, London: J. Wiley & Sons. 2019; 412.  
Publisher Full Text

	 Lara-Hernandez JA, Melis A, Lehmann S: ‘Temporary Appropriation of Public 
Space as an Emergence Assemblage for the Future Urban Landscape: The 
Case of Mexico City’. Future Cities and Environment. 2019; 5(1): 1–22.  
Publisher Full Text 

	 Lefebvre H: Writings on Cities. Oxford, UK: Blackwell. 1996.  
Reference Source

	 Lefebvre H: The Production of Space. Paris, France: Anthropos. 1974.  
Publisher Full Text

	 Lehmann S: Back to the City: Strategies for Informal Urban Interventions. 
Stuttgart, Germany: Hatje Cantz. 2009.  
Reference Source

	 Lehmann S: Urban Regeneration. A Manifesto for transforming UK Cities in the 
Age of Climate Change. London: Palgrave Macmillan. 2019.  
Publisher Full Text

	 Marcuse P, Connolly J, Novy J, et al.: Searching for the Just City: Debates in 
Urban Theory and Practice. New York/London: Routledge. 2009.  
Publisher Full Text

	 Massey D: Spatial Divisions of Labour. London: Macmillan.1984.  
Reference Source

	 McKnight J: ‘Alejandro Aravena makes housing designs available to the public 
for free’. Dezeen, 2016.  
Reference Source

	 Montgomery C: Happy City. Transforming Our Lives through Urban Design. 

London: Penguin. 2013.  
Reference Source

	 Moser CON: ‘Informal Sector or Petty Commodity Production: Dualism or 
Dependence in Urban Development?’ World Development Report. 1978; 6: 
1041–64.  
Publisher Full Text 

	 Ortega DH: ‘NOSOTROS (We): ‘Two Cultures of Sustainability and the “Present 
City’ of Las Vegas”’. In Now Urbanism: The Future City is Here. edited by 
Jeffrey Hou, Benjamin Spencer, Thaisa Way and Ken Yocom, London/New York: 
Routledge. 2015; 109–21.  
Reference Source

	 Oswalt P, Overmeyer K, Misselwitz P: ‘Patterns of the Unplanned’. In Loose 
Space: Possibility and Diversity in Urban Life. edited by Quentin Stevens and Karen 
Franck, London: Routledge. 2007; 281–87.  
Reference Source

	 Perlman J: The Myth of Marginality: Urban Poverty and Politics in Rio de 
Janeiro. Los Angeles: University of California Press, 1976.  
Reference Source

	 Porter L, Lombard M, Huxley M, et al.: Informality, the Commons and the 
Paradoxes for Planning: Concepts and Debates for Informality and Planning 
Self-Made Cities: Ordinary Informality? The Reordering of a Romany 
Neighbourhood The Land Formalisation Process and the Peri-Urban Zone of 
Dar es Salaam, Tanzania Street Vendors and Planning in Indonesian Cities 
Informal Urbanism in the USA: New Challenges for Theory and Practice 
Engaging with Citizenship and Urban Struggle Through an Informality Lens. 
Planning Theory and Practice. 2011; 12(1): 115–153.  
Publisher Full Text 

	 Rakowski CA: ‘Convergence and Divergence in the Informal Sector Debate: 
A Focus on Latin America, 1984–92’. World Development Report. 1994; 22(4): 
501–516.  
Publisher Full Text 

	 Ratti C: ‘2019 UABB Shenzen Bi-City Biennale of Architecture/Urbanism’. Carlo 
Ratti Associati. 2019.  
Reference Source

	 Rivera M: ‘Political Criteria for Sustainable Development Goal (SDG) Selection 
and the Role of the Urban Dimension’. Sustainability. 2013; 5(12): 5034–51. 
Publisher Full Text 

	 Roy A: ‘Urban Informality: Toward an Epistemology of Planning’. Journal of the 
American Planning Association. 2005; 71(2): 147–58.  
Publisher Full Text 

	 Roy A: ‘Why India Cannot Plan Its Cities: Informality, Insurgence and the Idiom 
of Urbanization’. Planning Theory. 2009; 8(1): 76–87.  
Publisher Full Text 

	 Roy A: ‘Urban Informality: The Production of Space and Practice of Planning’. 
In The Oxford Handbook of Urban Planning. edited by Randall Crane and Rachel 
Weber. Oxford, UK: Oxford University Press. 2012.  
Publisher Full Text 

	 Rudofsky B: Architecture without Architects: A Short Introduction to Non-
pedigreed Architecture. The Museum of Modern Art. Garden City, NY: Doubleday. 
1964.  
Reference Source

	 Sassen S: The Global City: New York, London, Tokyo. Princeton, NJ: Princeton 
University Press.1991.  
Reference Source

	 Sennett R: The Fall of Public Man. New York: Faber. 1974. 

	 Sennett R: Building and Dwelling: Ethics for the City. New York: Allen Lane. 2018.  
Reference Source

	 Shenker J: Cities after Coronavirus. Newspaper article in: The Guardian. London, 
26 March 2020.  
Reference Source

	 Stiglitz JE: ‘The Measurement of Wealth: Recessions, Sustainability and 
Inequality’ In Contemporary Issues in Macroeconomics, edited by Joseph E Stiglitz 
and Martin Guzman. International Economic Association Book Series. London: 
Palgrave Macmillan UK. 2013; 63–76.  
Publisher Full Text 

	 United Nations: Sustainable Development Goals 2015.  
Reference Source

	 Whyte WH: The Social Life of Small Spaces. Washington, DC: Conservation 
Foundation, 1980.  
Reference Source

	 Yiftachel O: ‘Theoretical Notes on “Gray Cities”’. Planning Theory. 2009; 8(1): 
88–100.  
Publisher Full Text 

Page 13 of 16

Emerald Open Research 2020, 2:16 Last updated: 08 JUN 2022

Downloaded from http://ftp.nowpublishers.com/eor/article-pdf/doi/10.1108/EOR-05-2023-0007/605598/eor-05-2023-0007.pdf by guest on 12 June 2026

http://dx.doi.org/10.1002/ad.1679
http://dx.doi.org/10.2307/3552294
http://dx.doi.org/10.3390/socsci7080123
https://books.google.co.in/books/about/Life_Between_Buildings.html?id=X707aiCq6T8C&redir_esc=y
https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Nan_Ellin/publication/264118503_Emergent_Urbanism_Urban_Planning_Design_in_Times_of_Structural_and_Systemic_Change/links/54ab45390cf25c4c472f75b4/Emergent-Urbanism-Urban-Planning-Design-in-Times-of-Structural-and-Systemic-Change.pdf
http://dx.doi.org/10.4324/9781315011523
https://books.google.co.in/books/about/Transforming_Cities.html?id=yd7XoQEACAAJ&redir_esc=y
http://dx.doi.org/10.1177/0885412217737340
http://dx.doi.org/10.2307/490503
https://books.google.co.in/books/about/Social_Justice_and_the_City.html?id=GJMFBAAAQBAJ&redir_esc=y
https://books.google.co.in/books/about/Informal_Settlements.html?id=8IOIeykh8rgC&redir_esc=y
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.habitatint.2016.07.005
https://books.google.co.in/books/about/Unpacking_Informal_Urbanism.html?id=JYLqjwEACAAJ&redir_esc=y
http://dictionnaire.sensagent.leparisien.fr/otto+konigsberger/en-en/
http://dx.doi.org/10.1002/9781118568446.eurs0372 
http://dx.doi.org/10.5334/fce.53
https://kent.rl.talis.com/items/3A1C3BCD-DFA6-3664-B4B7-DF49CBB57D15.html
http://dx.doi.org/10.3406/homso.1974.1855
https://trove.nla.gov.au/work/27396456?q&sort=holdings+desc&_=1586931857850&versionId=45374520
http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-04711-5
http://dx.doi.org/10.4324/9780203878835
https://www.oxfordreference.com/view/10.1093/acref/9780199599868.001.0001/acref-9780199599868-e-1761
https://www.dezeen.com/2016/04/06/alejandro-aravena-elemental-social-housing-designs-architecture-open-source-pritzker/
https://www.goodreads.com/book/show/13330588-happy-city
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/0305-750X(78)90062-1
https://digitalscholarship.unlv.edu/arch_fac_articles/2/
https://books.google.co.in/books?id=ReXpZpnV9fcC&pg=PA271
https://www.goodreads.com/book/show/1574036.The_Myth_of_Marginality
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/14649357.2011.545626
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/0305-750X(94)90107-4
https://carloratti.com/project/2019-shenzhen-bi-city-biennale-of-urbanismarchitecture/
http://dx.doi.org/10.3390/su5125034
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/01944360508976689
http://dx.doi.org/10.1177/1473095208099299
http://dx.doi.org/10.1093/oxfordhb/9780195374995.013.0033
https://www.goodreads.com/book/show/115567.Architecture_Without_Architects
https://www.jstor.org/stable/j.ctt2jc93q
https://www.goodreads.com/book/show/22711627-building-and-dwelling
https://www.theguardian.com/profile/jackshenker
http://dx.doi.org/10.1057/9781137529589_8
https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/?menu=1300
https://braverosie.wordpress.com/2012/02/12/the-social-life-of-small-urban-space-william-h-whyte/
http://dx.doi.org/10.1177/1473095208099300


Open Peer Review
Current Peer Review Status:   

Version 1

Reviewer Report 13 May 2020

https://doi.org/10.21956/emeraldopenres.14651.r26758

© 2020 Swapan M. This is an open access peer review report distributed under the terms of the Creative 
Commons Attribution License, which permits unrestricted use, distribution, and reproduction in any medium, 
provided the original work is properly cited.

Mohammad Shahidul Hasan Swapan   
School of Design and the Built Environment, Curtin University, Bentley, WA, Australia 

The article addresses a predefined problem of the Global South and its conceptual ramifications in 
the Western World. The author has traced the conceptual debate in the field of informality and 
shows its translation into various dimension. It is time-worthy and critical reflection on to go 
beyond the traditional thinking of informality which is historically tied with slums and squatters. 
The author should also highlight the issues with informal economy in the form of street vending 
and other informal activities.  
 
While informality becomes new normal and sometimes redefine the entire planning regime - few 
arguments should be justified to reflect such transformation (informalisation to formalisation).  
 
The article made some useful conclusion regarding informality of private and public spaces - I am 
curious how space will be re(defined) to accept informality to address future pandemic? 
 
Is the topic of the opinion article discussed accurately in the context of the current 
literature?
Yes

Are all factual statements correct and adequately supported by citations?
Yes

Are arguments sufficiently supported by evidence from the published literature?
Yes

Are the conclusions drawn balanced and justified on the basis of the presented arguments?
Yes

Is the argument information presented in such a way that it can be understood by a non-
academic audience?

Emerald Open Research

 
Page 14 of 16

Emerald Open Research 2020, 2:16 Last updated: 08 JUN 2022

Downloaded from http://ftp.nowpublishers.com/eor/article-pdf/doi/10.1108/EOR-05-2023-0007/605598/eor-05-2023-0007.pdf by guest on 12 June 2026

https://doi.org/10.21956/emeraldopenres.14651.r26758
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://orcid.org/0000-0003-2341-3361


Yes

Does the piece present solutions to actual real world challenges?
Yes

Is real-world evidence provided to support any conclusions made?
Yes

Could any solutions being offered be effectively implemented in practice?
Yes

Competing Interests: No competing interests were disclosed.

Reviewer Expertise: Urban informality, community engagement and disaster management

I confirm that I have read this submission and believe that I have an appropriate level of 
expertise to confirm that it is of an acceptable scientific standard.

Reviewer Report 11 May 2020

https://doi.org/10.21956/emeraldopenres.14651.r26760

© 2020 Condello A. This is an open access peer review report distributed under the terms of the Creative 
Commons Attribution License, which permits unrestricted use, distribution, and reproduction in any medium, 
provided the original work is properly cited.

Annette Condello   
School of Design and the Built Environment, Curtin University, Perth, WA, Australia 
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author argues that cities are breathing spaces – for people. What is rather curious is the 
connection made between the macro to the micro scale-links of the Burning Man festival in 
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characterisation of public space and the reality we are confronted today with informal spaces. 
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