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The whole life of those societies in which modern conditions of production 
prevail presents itself as an immense accumulation of spectacles. All that was 
once directly lived has become mere representation.  

(Debord, 1967, para. 1) 
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Image taken in the N.D.S.M. Werf Shipping Container housing project (Author’s own photograph, May 2019) 
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Abstract 
This thesis explores the theoretical basis for expanding the definition of ecological 

gentrification to include apocalyptic narratives of climate change. It argues that apocalyptic 

narratives are increasingly used as a justificatory regime for continuing and expanding patterns 

of urban exclusion. The argument employs a number of key theoretical perspectives including: 

Lefebvrean Urban Theory, Marxist Value Theory, Debordian Spectacle, Political Ecology and 

Lacanian Psychoanalysis. The thesis takes the production of space, as presented by Lefebvre, 

as a starting point to understand the key tenets of Urban Political Ecology. A discussion of the 

production of nature gives way to an argument which holds the city as a particular moment in 

the urbanisation of nature, making the management of nature for various social purposes the 

key function of urban planning. The city is conceptualised, therein, as a commodification of 

nature, which leads in late modernity, to the circulation of apocalyptic spectacles and 

phantasmagoria, which further entrench capitalist enclosures of the commons.  

The argument explores how various forms of climate change narratives, from the scientific to 

the fictive, often fall into the tropes of apocalypticism, which reproduce and reflect 

contemporary anxieties about the future. As explored through Rancière, Swyngedouw, and 

Žižek, this gives rise to different forms of subversion and foreclosure of the political moment. 

Such political critiques question which forms of ‘the political’ urban apocalyptic narratives 

make possible or impossible, with the most likely outcomes being either a political moment 

proper, post-politics, or ultra-politics. 

Extant literatures indicate that sustainable urban regeneration may, in fact, lead to increased 

social inequality due to the attractiveness of these projects to more affluent residents seeking 

low-carbon lifestyles. I argue that, given the anxiety over climate change and the 

commodification of nature by urbanisation, low-carbon, elite focused urban planning, 

sometimes termed ecological gentrification, utilises apocalyptic anxieties to achieve its aims 

in a post-political moment. This argument emerges from the political ecological critique that 

nature is often conflated with truth, making any call for action in the name of natural 

imperatives, such as climate change mitigation, an incontestable call in contemporary society. 

One consequence is that various forms of gentrification become hard to resist as a false 

dichotomy is established: either gentrify with sustainable housing, or achieve social equality 

but fail to tackle climate change.  

Empirical analysis is conducted via critical visual semiotics in field-sites including London, 

Amsterdam, and Hamburg. Their contemporary urbanscapes are deconstructed for ideological 

meaning to reveal worrying significations surrounding heroism, immunity from crisis, and 

exclusivist communities created in opposition to climate change. I argue that in order to 

maintain coherency amongst community members, the commodity being sold, via spectacles 

of immuno-political signification, is protection from the apocalypse. For such immuno-politics 

to function, the apocalypse has to continue to occur, but not affect the consumers of the 

commodity. Immuno-political fantasies thus enable the loss of the habitable planet to be 

reconciled through capitalist consumption of ‘solutions’.  

In conclusion, the thesis argues for a re-imagining of ecological gentrification as a more 

insidious process, one which, if allowed to continue uncritically, simply subverts the call for 

real solutions into cultural capitalism and further enclosure of the commons, weakening our 

ability to tackle, effectively, climate change. 
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Chapter 1 - Introduction 
The project undertaken in this thesis is challenging in a number of ways: first, it uses theories 

which question the very nature of communication and meaning, and then attempts to use them 

to communicate meaning; second, it approaches a field of study which is highly subjective and 

open to numerous interpretations, and then attempts to persuade the reader that the subjective 

interpretation contained within, is valid; and, finally, it uses an unusual combination of theories 

to advance its argument. For these reasons, this introductory chapter attempts to explore how 

it is that the thesis ended up this way and does so firstly by examining the role that my own 

subjective experience plays in getting to the start of the thesis, before exploring how the 

theories and components of the thesis will hang together to produce the overall argument. 

Because of the subjective and constructivist nature of the knowledge contained within the 

thesis, it is important that readers understand a little about who is constructing that knowledge 

and why, making the foregrounding of my own biography necessary for the moment, before 

the theoretical explorations begin in Chapter 3. 

1.1 The Journey to the Start 

As I began to write this thesis, the IPCC had just released a summary for policy makers on the 

potential impacts of global average temperatures surpassing 1.5C higher than pre-Industrial 

levels (IPCC, 2018). The report perturbed and disturbed the academic, political and public 

imaginaries. On the eighth page of the report, a panel of graphs showing various CO2 pathways 

and their associated radiative forcing outlined the Herculean task ahead of humanity. Previous 

IPCC reports (IPCC, 2013) had worked to a target of 2C as the limit of what could be 

considered ‘safe’, the new report revised the limit down by 0.5C in response to current 

scientific literature and political ambition indicated at the 2015 Paris Conference of the Parties. 

In order to limit global average temperature rise to 1.5C, global net CO2 emissions have to 

fall to zero by 2040, just 21 years from the publication of the report. Within 12 years, global 

emissions of CO2 have to reverse course, ending a nearly 200-year exponential increase. For 

some, such as Caroline Lucas MP, the UK’s only Green Party Member of Parliament, this was 

translated into a statement on her website which reads: “…the IPCC report warned we have 

just 12 years to make a dramatic shift towards renewable energy” (Lucas, 2018). For others, 

like Jonathan Watts, the Global Environment Editor for The Guardian, a stronger approach 

was taken. He described, with his opening paragraph, the bleak and apocalyptic future facing 

the planet, should action not be taken soon enough: 
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The world’s leading climate scientists have warned there is only a 

dozen years for global warming to be kept to a maximum of 1.5C, 

beyond which even half a degree will significantly worsen the risks of 

drought, floods, extreme heat and poverty for hundreds of millions of 

people (Watts, 2018).  

The release of the report unveiled an important aspect of climate change discourse, as Peet et 

al. (2011) discuss with relation to early climate change agreements laid out after the Rio Earth 

Summit in 1992 and the Kyoto Protocol five years later. The scientific discourse which led to 

the production of these earlier documents clearly engages in a discourse of fear. The challenge 

to the planet is laid out in excruciating detail with crisis, disaster and apocalypse at the heart of 

their description of the future (Peet et al., 2011). These “Cultures of Fear” (to borrow from 

Glassner, 2010), or, “Ecologies of Fear” to borrow from Mike Davis (Davis, 1999) concern 

many political ecologists, (e.g.: Peet et al., 2011; Swyngedouw, 2010a, 2013a) because the 

urgency and speed required for action to be effective creates a space for acceptance of solutions 

which might otherwise be considered unwise. 

This point is well demonstrated by reading the opening chapter of Bonneuil and Fressoz’s 

(2016) The Shock of the Anthropocene: The Earth, History and Us, in which they detail the 

various indicators of  the dominance and seemingly overwhelmingly negative impact of human 

actions on the planet’s ecosystems. Through descriptions of the destruction of forests, the 

changing of geologic processes and materials, and the fundamental shift in atmospheric 

chemical composition that followed the invention of the steam engine, I found myself as a 

reader desperate to know what they thought the solution to the crisis should be. A similar 

desperation occurred after reading the introductions to Malm’s (2018) The Progress of This 

Storm and Kaplan’s (2016) Climate Trauma. The invocation of apocalyptic narratives in 

describing the state of the planet and its future leaves one with a sense of longing, perhaps even 

grieving, for a future on a stable planet. Apocalyptic narratives also make us more receptive to 

solutions – any solutions – when they are presented.  

I became interested in the depoliticising effects of apocalyptic narratives whilst completing my 

second internship for the Tyndall Centre for Climate Change Research at The University of 

Manchester. Under the mentorship of Prof. Kevin Anderson and Prof. Alice Bows, the 

language of emergency and immanent crisis (which appealed to my younger, environmental 

science focussed mind as an impassioned statement of fact) was met with complete silence at 

best, and considerable pushback at worst, from policy and governance arenas. Kevin had 

helped develop the UK’s Climate Change Act (2008), a strong document with legal targets and 
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mechanisms for achieving them, yet he and his colleagues were simultaneously producing 

papers which argued the UK was destined to overshoot those targets, especially in the area of 

aviation and international marine shipping (Anderson and Bows, 2011, 2012; Anderson et al., 

2006; Bows and Anderson, 2007; Bows et al., 2012). I began to consider the idea that, perhaps, 

the fear of an impending disaster was not the best way to spur action on climate change, a 

thought which I later found out was supported by numerous scholars going back to the 1990s 

(Butt, 2018; Davis, 1999, 2007; Glassner, 2010; Hulme, 2008; O’Neill and Nicholson-Cole, 

2009; Swyngedouw, 2010a, 2013a). 

In my undergraduate study, dissatisfied with the positivism of my Environmental Science 

degree, I took several modules offered by the School of Education, Environment & 

Development, mostly in Geography. There I met Prof. Erik Swyngedouw, who, through his in-

depth engagement with theories of the apocalypse and politics, showed me a potential way 

through the conceptual fog beginning to form. Numerous discussions followed about how, 

when society has known about the ecological crisis for nearly four decades, nothing, or at least 

very little, seems to actually be happening to prevent it (Klein, 2014). The proposal for this 

thesis was a result, in part, from those conversations. 

A growing number of academic publications also pointed to the fact that, if one wants to 

understand the processes which drive or mitigate climate change, one has to understand cities 

(Bickerstaff et al., 2009; Bulkeley, 2013; Bulkeley and Betsill, 2013; Castán Broto and 

Bulkeley, 2013). During my academic career, the UN declared the human population as an 

‘urban species,’ with over 50% of global peoples living in some form of city (UN, 2014, 2018). 

Scholarly work also suggests that the challenges of mitigating climate change can be best 

achieved within cities, where population density is greatest and therefore options for shared 

resources and efficient public transport become a reality (Banister et al., 1997; Bickerstaff et 

al., 2009; Bulkeley, 2013; Castán Broto and Bulkeley, 2013; McEvoy et al., 2000). Yet, many 

works also point to the difficulties of achieving sustainable urban models, due to complex 

governance regimes and the potential for reproducing social and economic inequality through 

actions taken (Bulkeley and Betsill, 2005, 2013; Checker, 2011; Cucca, 2012; Gould and 

Lewis, 2017).  

Through my ongoing engagement with theories of the ‘city’, I became aware of an emerging 

body of literature which focuses on ecological gentrification – the production of an 

‘urbanscape’ which contains ‘green’ elements which deepen social exclusion practices already 

present in the traditional city (Anguelovski et al., 2017; Bouzarovski et al., 2018; Checker, 
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2011; Curran and Hamilton, 2012; Dooling, 2009, 2012; Goossens et al., 2019; Gould and 

Lewis, 2017; Pearsall, 2012; Rérat et al., 2010; Rice et al., 2019; Sandberg, 2014). Whilst this 

literature is important and will be discussed in greater detail throughout the thesis, there appears 

to be a gap surrounding the processes by which ecology, and in particular, ‘apocalyptic’ climate 

change becomes enrolled in the justification for these projects (Harper, 2020). 

As a personal aside, my interest in ecological gentrification, and the major contribution of this 

thesis came as a result of a misunderstanding in a conversation between Swyngedouw and I. 

When he suggested that the topic of ecological gentrification might interest me, I began to read 

the literature with some interest. Through my Masters study, I was familiar with the arguments 

developed by Latour (2004) and Smith (2010) that ‘Nature’, under a capitalist mode of 

organisation, had become synonymous with ‘truth’. In Latour’s work, this leads him to argue, 

departing from Plato’s Allegory of The Cave, that Nature, as with Truth, must be viewed as 

subjectively constructed and therefore essentially non-existent as a unified, simple and 

incontestable concept. Smith, taking this argument into Marxist political economy argues that 

the conflation of the two terms allows capital to perform a trick: by making reference to a 

natural ‘need’ or ‘imperative’ an action, agent, commodity or concept becomes incontestable. 

Naturally, I assumed that ‘ecological gentrification’ must refer to a socially constructed truth 

being conflated with nature to make it incontestable: gentrification becomes justified – i.e. 

naturalised – by ecology. 

When reading the literature, however, all of the papers seemed to describe the ways in which 

gentrification occurs after an ‘eco-friendly’ or ‘sustainable’ development has been completed 

(e.g., Checker, 2011; Cucca, 2012; Dooling, 2012). These papers, whilst important and exciting 

for developing my research proposal, continually seemed to make the argument that ecological 

sustainability was simply a predecessor of gentrification, not a driver of it. It seemed the 

assumption being made was that the developers were acting benevolently, providing housing 

for the future, but with the ostensibly unintended consequence of gentrifying neighbourhoods 

in the process. It was not as I had assumed it would be: gentrification was not becoming 

justified through reference to climate change, it was just that the two appeared to work in 

tandem. After revisiting the literature which had led me to my original thoughts, I resolved to 

study the issue in greater detail through this thesis. 

To my surprise, no work of this type existed. I took it upon myself to write the first study which 

explored apocalyptic naturalisations of urban gentrification. In many ways, mistakes like these 

were encouraged at The University of Manchester whilst I was writing my proposal, with the 
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discovery of a cheap way to isolate Graphene being made by Andre Geim and Konstantin 

Novoselov while messing around with pencils and Sellotape, leading to them being jointly 

awarded the Nobel Prize in Physics whilst at the University. Throughout this thesis, I have 

been proud to carry on this tradition, albeit at the University of Bristol, my new academic home, 

and many mistakes have been made, but just as with a piece of Sellotape in the hands of the 

right physicist, I hope that great things have emerged from those mistakes. 

1.1.1 The Role of Film in the Apocalypse 

Alongside my interest in the urban politics of climate change, I became fascinated with the 

ways in which climate change and, in more general terms, the apocalypse, as a popular 

narrative, has been produced and consumed. The most interesting way for me personally, and 

the most widely consumed, is the Hollywood Blockbuster film. Since cinema was developed 

as an industry, films have depicted a number of ways in which the world could end: the 

destruction of capitalist inequality in Metropolis (1927), the zombie apocalypse of The Omega 

Man (1971) and the climate change induced catastrophe of The Day After Tomorrow (2004). 

These depictions reveal something important about the society which produces them, as well 

as the desires and anxieties of the society which consumes them (Lebeau, 2001), and are useful 

in a number of ways for studying collective geographical imaginaries. Through film, then, a 

productive avenue of inquiry is opened for studying fears and fantasies about the potential for 

a future impacted by climate change. 

As I approached the end of writing this thesis, a global movement erupted: Extinction 

Rebellion. This movement, which can be traced back to 2016 but began properly in November 

2018 with the blockading of five bridges across the River Thames in London, uses the language 

and signification of apocalypse to call on governments across the world to act on climate 

change and biodiversity loss. Whilst the message that Extinction Rebellion transmits is, 

perhaps, in total keeping with the urgency of the issue, their continual use of language 

describing extinction, destruction and collapse is simply not observable on a day-to-day basis, 

opening them up for easy critique and dismissal by, to borrow a term from Eagleton (2007, p. 

3), the “person-on-the-street”. The global popularity of this movement comes partly from its 

articulation of the urgency and immediacy felt by so many within the climate movement, but 

this communication may be its own undoing as world leaders are able to present possible 

solutions which continue the current ideology. Indeed, the movement has even been criticised 

for its own lack of self-awareness, reproducing racial inequality and failing to tackle the fact 

that the ability to be arrested without physical or emotional abuse from the police is one of the 
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privileges that mostly white, male and European people possess (Fiennes, 2019). The eruption 

of this movement and the associated apocalyptic discourses it brings, then, makes this study a 

timely and important one. 

The abject panic and urgency with which these movements act is symptomatic of the current 

era. Film and social anxieties often go hand-in-hand (Buell, 2004; Cornell, 2011; Jameson, 

2007), with films about alien invasion peaking around the cold-war era and fears of the other 

intruding into the American way of life (Sherman, 2011), followed by the resurgence of the 

genre when Bush’s politics led to an ideological tension between the USA and the Middle East 

(Hantke, 2010). The prevalence of zombie apocalypse films during an era of unbridled, yet 

conspicuously uneventful, neoliberalism during the early 2000s (Hall, 2011; Platts, 2013). 

Even the joyous, utopian visions of 1950s sci-fi, depicting a world of flying cars, picket fences 

and full employment in America, reflected the booming capitalist economy of the time and the 

promises of the New Deal (Christensen and Haas, 2005). However, as Kaplan (2016, p. 8) 

reminds us: 

Utopian Discourses have given way to dystopian imaginaries on a scale 

rarely seen in earlier aesthetic periods. Indeed, the dystopian/utopian 

oscillation is fundamental to the pretrauma genre addressed here. Films 

reflect pretrauma operating in culture and discourse along with the twin 

processes of fear and hope. 

Pre-trauma, according to Kaplan, functions in much the same way as Post-Traumatic Stress 

Disorder (Post-TSD), creating subjects who are unable to make rational choices about events 

because of a future trauma. For Kaplan, her personal experiences of being trapped in a stairwell 

in New York during the blackouts caused by Hurricane Sandy created a sense of anxiety and 

fear about the future, leading her to have difficulty existing in the present. This experience led 

to her conceptualisation of the term Pre-Trauma, or Pre-TSD, which she believes manifests 

itself through film and the cli-fi genre of fiction more generally.  

Importantly, to understand the significance of Kaplan’s claim that pre-trauma is evident in film 

and cli-fi, a psychoanalytic approach to film should be taken. Lebeau (2001) and Metz (1982) 

both put forward the argument that film, as an artefact which sits somewhere between the 

Lacanian Symbolic and Imaginary, represents an ‘imaginary signifier’ allowing the 

psychoanalyst to ‘read’ the film as an analyst might read an analysand’s dream, enabling them 

to explore the desires, repressions and anxieties of the subject. In the case of film, however, 

the Imaginary which is signified is that of the society which produces and consumes it. This 

recognition allows the analyst to read the collective dreaming of society, and, if Kaplan’s claim 
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is correct, then pre-trauma is not only functioning within film, but also in the societal 

Imaginaries of Western cultures. If pre-trauma can be said to be at work at a societal scale, then 

this has profound implications for the decisions those societies make about how best to mitigate 

and adapt to climate change, and how those projects are marketed, consumed and produced.  

This thesis takes a psychoanalytic approach and, more specifically, draws on the concepts and 

thinking of Jacques Lacan, to demonstrate a link between the built urbanscape and collective 

anxieties surrounding climate change. Due to the complexity of Lacan’s theories and his 

clinical background, the work draws less directly on his writing, except Ecrits and Seminar 

XIV, and instead utilises theories which have been developed using his thought (Fink, 1995; 

Gunder and Hillier, 2009; Lacan, 2006; Pohl, 2019; Žižek, 1991, 2007). This enables Lacan’s 

theories to act as a sort of ‘thinking machine’ through which to frame ideas and concepts and 

explore their workings. The key to Lacan’s inclusion here is his theorisation of subject identity 

formation, or what he termed ‘The Mirror Stage’ (Lacan, 2006) and the Real, Symbolic and 

Imaginary psychic orders. The latter are explored extensively by various other scholars (Dean, 

2006; Lebeau, 2001; Žižek, 1991, 1999, 2005, 2008c) and by Lacan himself in his exploration 

of desire in Seminar XIV: The Logic of Desire (Pohl, 2019; Žižek, 2008b). 

The thesis, therefore, takes the shape of a critical examination of the interaction between the 

depoliticising effects of climate change, with a specific focus on the processes and justification 

of ecological gentrification in contemporary, Western cities. This material is closely related to 

recent theoretical work published by Erik Swyngedouw and Henrik Ernstson (Swyngedouw, 

2010a, 2013a, 2013b, 2018; Swyngedouw and Ernstson, 2018, 2019), however, the work 

presented in this thesis differs in two key ways: one conceptual and one empirical. The 

conceptual work done by Swyngedouw and Ernstson focuses on the philosophical debates 

around the relationship between climate change, sustainability and post-politics; this thesis will 

use these conceptual framings and relate them to ecological gentrification in cities and, further, 

to the production of an immuno-political moment. My approach enables the empirical 

difference: providing a clear identification of case studies through which to confirm or 

challenge the theories generated through the literature review. The thesis therefore includes six 

case studies which are presented in varying levels of detail: Elephant & Castle and Trinity 

Buoy Wharf (London, UK), HafenCity (Hamburg, Germany) and N.D.S.M. Werf, 

Schoonschip & De Ceuvel (Amsterdam, The Netherlands). 

These fieldsites are included for reasons which will be discussed more thoroughly in the 

methodology section, but mainly because each contains important signification of a 
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relationship to the apocalypse. For example, N.D.S.M. Werf, as will be shown, is composed of 

a post-industrial landscape which has been described as “post-apocalyptic” (Lonely Planet, 

2017). This is contrasted with Elephant & Castle which, whilst clearly an example of large-

scale gentrification (Dean, 2015; Hill, 2013; Thorpe, 2015) uses strong indicators and signifiers 

of urgency driven sustainability to justify its presence in the urbanscape. 

Through the examination of these fieldsites, the thesis argues that there is an empirical basis 

for understanding ecological gentrification as both the use of greenspace to exclude certain 

social groups and the mobilisation of climate change and impending apocalyptic futures as the 

justification for the continued gentrification of the contemporary urbanscape. The result of this 

process, I argue, is that an immunopolitical relationship is formed, in which political decisions 

are made about the forms of life to be destroyed in order that others may survive. Whilst the 

decisions about negative impacts to the excluded populations have very real implications and 

results, the notion of protection for some is potentially a fantasy, of course, because climate 

change is likely to have impacts on every living organism on the planet, regardless of whether 

immunopolitics purports to save them. Further, the production of an immunopolitical fantasy 

produces relationships between humans and their environment which may actually serve to 

deepen the ecological crisis which is already underway. 

1.2 The Journey to the End 

The thesis begins by giving an account, taken from my fieldwork notebooks, of the fieldsites. 

This account is necessary due to the way in which the research was conducted. In order to 

ensure that the literature being reviewed for the work was relevant to the case studies chosen, 

a continuous literature review took place before, during and after fieldwork was completed. 

The result of this choice is that some of the conceptual moves made and the dialogue between 

the theory and empirics, only make sense with a contextualisation rooted in the case studies. 

Politically this is also important, as it allows the urbanscapes studied to lead the discussion, 

thus giving more balanced weighting between empirics and theory, whilst maintaining a largely 

theoretical argument. As will become clear in the methodology chapter, this is in keeping with 

the spirit of the constructivist grounded theory methodology employed in the research. The 

choice to frontload the empirical study gives the reader a better sense of why certain theories 

have been used and why others have been given less attention. It is important to remember, 

when reading the chapter which follows this introduction, therefore, that it is largely descriptive 

with only limited analysis due to the non-standard format of the thesis. The literature review 

then performs two functions: first, to provide a review of the existing state of the theory; and, 
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second, to theorise the empirical work which was undertaken. In some ways, it is useful to 

consider the literature review and discussion chapter together as an extended discussion 

chapter. 

The literature review proceeds by making a number of conceptual moves in order to identify 

and explore the gaps in the literature. The first of these moves is to present a discussion of 

current thought in urban studies. The reason for this is due to the number of contested and 

sometimes contradictory theories which make up what we refer to as ‘urban theory’. Within 

urban theory, the city has historically been theorised as a physical object with clear defining 

characteristics such as population size, a physical centre for political agencies and commerce 

(Burgess, 1929; Mumford, 1937 [2011]; Park et al., 1925), as a cultural space, where the 

circulation and metabolism of things, people and ideas produces an incessant sense of motion 

and turbulence (Brenner et al., 2011; Brenner and Theodore, 2005; Kaika, 2005; Simone, 

2011), and, as a deeply symbolic and interpretive space which exists as much in the mind as it 

does in the environment (Andreotti and Lahiji, 2017; Barthes, 1986; Collie, 2011; Eco, 1986a; 

Gottdiener, 1986; Highmore, 2005; Marotta and Cummings, 2019; Rapoport, 2014).  

By acknowledging the problems of conceptualising the city in favour of understanding a city, 

the signifier for processes associated with the city will, therefore, be the ‘urban’, following 

from Short (2014). However, the concept of the ‘urban’ – as much contested as the concept of 

the ‘city’ – will rest heavily upon Urban Political Ecology (UPE) literature (Heynen et al., 

2006; Loftus, 2012; Smith, 2010) which holds the city to be a particular moment in the 

urbanisation of Nature(s). This understanding of the city enables the study of a city without 

any claim of generalisability or replicability and underlines the importance of an intrinsic case 

study methodology (Stake, 1978, 1995, 2000), discussed in more detail later in the thesis. The 

use of UPE to explain the way in which urbanisation metabolises nature into cities enables a 

link between the visual culture of cities, following from Benjamin’s (1972 [2002]) Arcades 

Project, and the visuality of both capitalism and apocalyptic discourse.  

Bringing in a discussion of the production of nature is the next move made. The importance of 

the arguments from Latour (2004) and Smith (2010) is that they provide a way of understanding 

claims made on behalf of nature as potentially problematic. By deconstructing the ancient, 

western ontology that holds science as the pursuit of truth via the study of nature, Latour offers 

a way of understanding that science and society are in a co-productive relationship. As Forsyth 

(2003) reminds us, scientists often unknowingly produce work which ‘fits’ with the pre-

conceptions of the society within which they exist. This is achieved not only through crude 
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measures like funding regimes making certain types of scientific inquiry viable, but also 

because the scientist enters the world with a schema of how to produce knowledge and what 

kinds of knowledge are important and will, therefore recognise these forms of knowledge in 

their data. This, in turn, shapes the way in which that society conducts research and makes truth 

claims, leading to the recognition that “knowledge is power”, as Sir Francis Bacon is purported 

to have said. Perhaps more accurately, knowledge is political. Smith (2010) argues that, when 

dealing with claims which make reference to nature or truth in order to argue their own 

incontestability, the motive for the claim should be treated with suspicion. Smith’s argument, 

that actors and agents can ‘borrow’ some incontestability from nature is essentially a semiotic 

argument, the denotive signifier of ‘nature’ or ‘science’, here standing in for ‘truth’, transfers 

meaning to the actor who invokes it, suggesting that what they say is also incontestable. This 

concept, which I will refer to in the thesis as ‘naturalisation’, is returned to throughout the 

work. 

The third move incorporates Marxian theories of value into the discussion. The reasons for this 

inclusion are simple. Primarily, the Marxist Labour Theory of Value, while much contested, is 

of use in determining the mechanisms by which commodities gain their importance and value 

in contemporary society. The commodity, as the fundamental unit of Capitalism (Marx, 1867), 

reveals a great deal about how value is created and how it is consumed. Secondarily, a 

discussion of the Labour Theory of Value is necessary before moving into Debord’s (1967) 

exploration of, what he calls, the ‘Society of the Spectacle’. Through Spectacle Theory, the 

materiality of Capitalism in the post-modern era is queered and augmented with an account of 

the visuality of capitalist circulation. This leads to the theoretical and conceptual underpinnings 

of using a visual methodology, returned to later in the thesis. Additionally, the employment of 

a dialectical materialist ontology (Lefebvre, 2009; Swyngedouw, 2009) closely matches my 

own ontological approach. The ontological alliance between myself and Marxian thought 

means that an in-depth analysis of the theories and case studies can be achieved without 

wrestling ideas while standing in an unfamiliar and precarious standpoint. 

Fourthly, then, is a review of the influence of apocalyptic narratives, both on the Lacanian 

Subject and on popular culture. This review leads to important arguments on the way in which 

climate change becomes enrolled in an apocalyptic discourse, having a profound effect on the 

ability of the Lacanian Subject to understand their role in the political moment, as theorised by 

Rancière (1999, 2015). These arguments build on the theories of Žižek (1999, 2011) and 

Swyngedouw (2010a) who, whilst disagreeing somewhat on the direction apocalyptic 
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discourses direct the Subject, both agree that they link strongly with Subjective understanding 

of politics and social injustices. This disagreement will be discussed in greater detail in the 

literature review which follows this chapter. 

The final move is to begin to relate these theories to the emerging literature on ecological 

gentrification (Anguelovski et al., 2018; Anguelovski et al., 2017; Bouzarovski et al., 2018; 

Checker, 2011; Cucca, 2012; Curran and Hamilton, 2012; Dooling, 2009, 2012; Goossens et 

al., 2019; Gould and Lewis, 2017; Harper, 2020; Milman, 2018; Pearsall, 2012; Rice et al., 

2019; Sandberg, 2014; Shokry et al., 2020). This literature, which explores how social and 

economic inequalities often go together with sustainable urban developments, goes part of the 

way to explaining some of the relationships which are witnessed in the contemporary 

urbanscape, especially around sustainable projects. However, it neglects to examine the way 

in which sustainability discourses become enrolled in the justification of continuing 

gentrification as the projects studied in the literature are assumed to have sustainability 

focussed objectives but result in gentrification. This omission from the literature forms the 

basis of the questions that this research seeks to address. In doing so, the thesis not only 

provides insights into this process, but also identifies a link between the process and the 

theories of immunological biopolitical fantasies (Esposito, 2011, 2013; Kaika, 2017; Mutsaers, 

2016; Neyrat, 2010; Swyngedouw and Ernstson, 2018). 

1.3 Arguments of the Thesis 

The thesis responds to three current trends in social sciences: first, an emerging field of 

literature which examines ecological gentrification in the contemporary urbanscape; second, a 

new theoretical literature on immunopolitics, which will be explored in more detail later, in 

relation to political ecology; and, third, the ‘visual/sensory turn’ in social science 

methodologies. Whilst each of these bodies of literature are mature and reasonably well 

understood on their own, there is little material available which relates these three areas 

together, thus creating a gap with fertile ground for exploration. By bringing these literatures 

into conversation with each other, a critical examination of ecological gentrification is built.  

Theories of ecological gentrification show an overwhelming tendency to relate the existence 

of greenspace in the urbanscape to the reproduction of socio-economic inequality within 

communities (e.g.: Checker, 2011; Cucca, 2012; Dooling, 2009, 2012; Quastel, 2009, among 

others). This presents the first of the gaps this thesis aims to examine. To adequately frame the 

gap in the literature, and to provide a starting question, a continued assertion by Swyngedouw 

(2010a, 2013a, 2018) based upon the statement by Badiou (2008, p. 139) that Nature is “a 
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contemporary form of the opium of the people” is useful here. The gap, then, exists around 

whether ecology is used not only as a control mechanism for populations in gentrifying 

neighbourhoods, but also as a justification regime for gentrifying neighbourhoods.  

The second gap exists empirically but has been discussed conceptually in recent years. This 

concerns the relationship between immunopolitics and ecological gentrification. Hodson and 

Marvin (2009, 2010) provide some of the conceptual terrain for understanding the importance 

of relating these two literatures to one another. In their examination of urban responses to 

ecological crises, they find a tendency for urban imaginaries articulated around self-

sufficiency, localised food and energy production and isolation. They term this trend ‘Premium 

Ecological Enclaves’, which look very much like an immuno-politics. Hodson and Marvin also 

ask, importantly, who is left out when these Premium Ecological Enclaves are established? If, 

as Marx (1867) argues, money is the universal equivalent commodity, then the possession of 

more money guarantees more rights to access the means of reproduction – nature of various 

kinds – then those without abundant money, both conceptually and empirically are inevitably 

excluded from the safety these projects afford. Whilst the term ‘Premium Ecological Enclaves’ 

is not used in this thesis, Hodson and Marvin provide a useful insight into the commodification 

of urban ecological security which informs the debates in the discussion chapter of the thesis. 

The original contribution of this thesis comes from the combination of previously unrelated 

literature, alongside an original application of an existing methodology. The thesis therefore 

offers a new approach to understanding ecological gentrification through materiality and visual 

culture rather than traditional ethnographic approaches. To illustrate this point, the body of 

literature on ecological, climate, low-carbon, green or environmental gentrification 

(Anguelovski et al., 2018; Anguelovski et al., 2017; Bouzarovski et al., 2018; Checker, 2011; 

Cucca, 2012; Curran and Hamilton, 2012; Dooling, 2009, 2012; Gould and Lewis, 2017; 

Milman, 2018; Pearsall, 2012; Rice et al., 2019; Sandberg, 2014) currently explores the issue 

through the techniques familiar to anthropology, geography and sociology, namely interviews, 

focus groups and ethnographies. This thesis offers a way of understanding ecological 

gentrification visually, through a semiotic and psychoanalytic analysis of the representational 

urbanscape which enables links to be drawn between the appearance of the urbanscape under 

specific modes and ideologies of planning, and the formation of subjective Symbolic Orders, 

thus shaping the political acting of those subjects. The everyday encounters with the visual and 

material urbanscape, I argue, therefore shapes and responds to the anxieties and imaginaries of 

the contemporary subject. Second, the pre-existing literature examines these processes in 
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isolation, which is to say, as a geographically or temporally bounded process happening 

without much outside influence.  

The lack of connection between the observed processes and the wider socio-economic and 

political context is, perhaps, why many of these studies conclude that, when environmentally 

friendly architecture is built, the result is gentrification caused by the desirability of the area to 

new, more affluent residents, which then leads to a change in dominant businesses, policing 

strategies and city investment. Examining ecological gentrification in relation to the wider 

culture of fear (Glassner, 2010) and the more specific ecologies of fear (Davis, 1999), a more 

complete and somewhat sinister process emerges, conceptually at least. By using the idea that 

climate change and sustainability together function as a spectacular apocalypse and saviour, 

respectively (Swyngedouw, 2010a, 2013a), an avenue is opened for asking whether climate 

change and the environmental apocalypse we find ourselves in is integrated into contemporary 

urban planning regimes to give justification for continued gentrification? 

The thesis, therefore, is original in a few key respects. First, the research question of whether 

climate change and sustainability are enrolled in the urban environment to provide justification 

for gentrification has not been asked apart from a self-authored paper (Harper, 2020), which 

provided part of the formative groundwork for this dissertation. Second, the gentrifying 

urbanscape is yet to be studied by a direct application of visual methodologies. Studies which 

examine the urban imaginary through artistic and computer renderings as well as sensory 

experience of walking the urbanscape do exist (Degen et al., 2015; Degen and Rose, 2012; 

Rose et al., 2010), but do not yet relate this to ecological gentrification or sustainability 

discourses. A third aspect is the use of film as theory to interrogate ecological gentrification. 

Taking a cue from psychoanalysis (Lebeau, 2001; Metz, 1982), film is read as a form of 

collective dreaming, allowing the research to analyse the fears and anxieties of the societies 

which consume and produce them. My research examines film as collective dreaming as itself 

a form of collective theorisation, theorisation primarily about how an ideologically produced 

‘human’ or ‘anthropos’ is likely to respond to emerging or sudden environmental catastrophe. 

1.4 Research Questions 

The dissertation is driven by the following research questions: 

1. How are sustainability and ecological imperatives used to naturalise urban 

gentrification and immunopolitical development? 

The primary question then leads to discussion and analysis centred on the following questions: 
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2. How has gentrification become a primary driver of sustainable urban development? 

 

3. Are ostensibly climate-conscious developments spectacular, and, if so, does this mean 

they more closely respond to real or imagined future impacts of climate change? 

 

4. How are nature and space produced in order to shape subjective understandings of the 

goals and objectives of sustainable urban developments? And what forms of political 

acting, if any, are made possible through these productions of space and nature? 

 

1.4.1 Structure 

The thesis begins with a short reflection on methodology and being in the fieldsites. This is 

necessary because of the constructivist grounded theory approach employed throughout the 

work which, as Bryant and Charmaz (2007, p. 1) note, “is designed to encourage researchers’ 

persistent interaction with their data, while remaining constantly involved with their emerging 

analyses.” Therefore, to enable the reader to experience the same knowledge construction 

processes as I went through in the preparation of the thesis, Chapter 2 gives an overview of the 

methods and basic experiences of the fieldsites. 

Chapter 3 begins the substantive literature review. It begins by exploring theories of the urban, 

before moving on to the production of space and nature. These arguments give way to a fuller 

discussion on the commodification process and how value is derived through Marx and 

Debord’s work, from the basic use-value of a commodity through to the symbolic properties 

of the Society of the Spectacle respectively. This move allows the thesis to explore the 

representations of nature in contemporary, western society by utilising psychoanalytic theories 

of film production and consumption, thus revealing important anxieties at work in the 

contemporary Imaginary. Because of these insights, the thesis begins to question the political 

ecology of ecological gentrification by highlighting that the literature ignores the possibility 

that apocalyptic anxiety, combined with a production of nature which holds scientific 

knowledge to be incontestable, works to justify immunopolitical developments. 

Chapter 4 explores in more detail the methodological approach taken in the research in greater 

depth than Chapter 2. The chapter explores the theoretical basis for utilising a visual research 

methodology to examine how meaning is produced in the contemporary urbanscape. It does so 

through psychoanalysis – integrating the theories of subject identity formation, film, and the 
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Lacanian Symbolic and Imaginary – and critical visual semiotics. The chapter then moves into 

a detailed discussion of methods, ethics, sampling and data handling. 

Chapter 5 then discusses the data alongside the literature review findings in order to question 

what forms of nature, gentrification and socio-ecological inequalities are at work in the 

fieldsites. This chapter offers a brief discussion of the emergent theories on immunological 

biopolitics before suggesting a theoretical explanation for what has been witnessed in the 

fieldwork of the thesis. Finally, the thesis ends with the conclusions presented in Chapter 6, 

which not only summarises the argument, but offers some implications of the research and 

suggestions for further research. 
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Chapter 2 - Being There and a Word on Methodology 
This chapter is intended to give the reader a sense of being present within the fieldsites selected 

for this research and how they were viewed through a methodological lens. For the arguments 

made throughout the thesis to be fully understood, it is necessary to understand the fieldsites 

in some broad detail before exploring the literature with me, mirroring my own research 

process where much of the literature review was completed during and after field site visits to 

help me make sense of what I had seen. This chapter is, therefore, largely descriptive of both 

methods and fieldwork, and is somewhat scarce on references to the academic literature. Where 

possible, the literature is included here to make explicit links between the fieldsites and the 

theories I read before and alongside visiting the sites. The result of this organisation is that, 

when reading the theory generation section of thesis, I hope readers will be able to see with 

ease the connections and conclusions I have drawn, through the specific methodology and 

having knowledge of my experiences of the fieldsites.  

So, to begin, a word on methodology. During the research for this thesis, I followed the spirit 

of a Constructivist Grounded Theory Approach (Bryant and Charmaz, 2007; Charmaz, 2003, 

2011, 2014) in which the strict boundaries between theory and data are dissolved in order to 

allow the researcher to engage theoretically with empirics and empirically with theory. By 

keeping an open dialogue between the fieldsites and the literature, my analysis of the sites 

became more detailed and my theorisations from the literature more rigorous. The strict tenets 

of Constructivist Grounded Theory were not adhered to in the thesis, but what follows this 

chapter will only make sense with this information in mind. Elements of the data which make 

sense without the theorisations are included in the next section of this chapter, whilst elements 

which work in conversation are included in the literature review and discussion chapters.  

The methodology employed in the exploration of the fieldsites is a Critical Visual Semiotic 

approach, after Rose (2012, 2016) and builds upon foundations laid by methodologists (Banks, 

2001; Banks and Zeitlyn, 2015; Emmison et al., 2012; Ledin and Machin, 2018; van Leeuwen 

and Jewitt, 2001; Marion and Crowder, 2013; Mitchell, 2011; Pink, 2007) as well as by 

scholars arguing for semiotic interpretation of the city and urbanscape (Barthes, 1986; Choay, 

1969, 1986; Eco, 1973, 1986a; Gottdiener, 1982, 1983, 1986; Jencks, 1969). The work also 

draws for its analysis upon the theories of Lacanian and Freudian psychoanalysis, which will 

be eluded to as the description progresses. 
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As the reader will see as the thesis progresses, the combination of theories and methodologies 

led me to enter the urbanscape with an understanding that the environment is an intensely 

meaning-laden site. Whilst Rose (2016) highlights the importance of four sites of meaning 

production (the subject, the image, circulation and the audience), all of which play an important 

role in producing meaning for themselves and each other, my interpretation as researcher: a 

knowledgeable audience, bringing knowledges to bear (Banks and Zeitlyn, 2015) to decode 

meaning and interpret the urbanscape is used. This positionality puts me in an interesting 

relationship to Rose’s four sites of meaning production, as my specialist knowledge and intent 

of purpose when visiting the sites gives me a critical distance as a researcher whilst also 

attempting to act as a member of the audience of the space. The latter position was assisted by 

visiting sites I had never visited before, giving me a position as audience of the spectacle on 

the first few visits, transitioning to the position of researcher with critical knowledge as time 

went by.  

The meaning produced will, of course, be influenced by my own cultural background, the 

personal, political and academic knowledge I already possess, and the purpose of my visits to 

the sites. These factors, as long as they are recognised as influences, do not negate the 

conclusions I draw because, as Banks and Zeitlyn (2015) argue, the role of the researcher is to 

bring knowledges to bear upon the image, but not to claim objectivity and assume their 

meaning is the only meaning possible, there is therefore, a recognition that interpretation is 

personal and contextually  and temporally situated. The reflexivity of the approach, combined 

with the recognition that the urbanscape contains innumerable signs, symbols, signifiers and 

semiotic meaning production regimes, makes this a Critical Visual Semiotic study (Rose, 

2016). To choose the fieldsites, a purposive sampling method was employed (Arber, 2001; 

Charmaz, 2011; Mason, 2002), this is, in part because these methods enable a richer analysis 

of fieldsites which are chosen precisely because they reveal something interesting about the 

research question and that some elements of the theory can easily be seen at work, inviting 

further exploration. Rose (2012, 2016) also highlights this sampling method, when critiquing 

Williamson (1978) and Lutz and Collins (1993) for having no clear sampling methods in their 

work, because when working with visual artefacts as neatly (and sometimes not-so-neatly) 

packaged pieces of ideology, random sampling or systematic sampling is not necessary as no 

single artefact is any more or less representative of that ideology than any of the others. For 

this reason, and to ensure that potentially theoretically inconvenient sites were included in this 
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study (Mason, 2002), purposive sampling was combined with convenience sampling to use 

sites which were easy to access but that would also enable me to explore the theory in depth. 

This study is an unusual one in terms of ethical considerations too: when studying gentrification 

we are, of course, dealing with potentially vulnerable communities going through 

displacement, legal battles, loss of livelihoods and a whole host of other processes which leave 

emotions raw, tempers high and suspicions everywhere (Shokry et al., 2020; Watt and Minton, 

2016), so researcher ethics are of paramount importance. However, this research project does 

not necessarily have the ‘standard’ set of ethical concerns: it has no human participants, does 

not need access to identifying data, and anonymisation of place and time is impossible as the 

communities, and the periods in which I study them, are important for the overall research 

conclusions. This makes the ethics of the project different from other projects, but no more or 

less important. It must be remembered that, in all social science research, there are no hard and 

fast rules about what is and is not ethical and that all research must confront this question from 

its own specific context (Clark, 2012; Denzin, 2010). To these ends, and as Rose (2016) 

suggests, the six key principles suggested by the Economic and Social Research Council 

(ESRC) are useful in guiding discussions of ethics. Whilst a full discussion of this is given in 

the methodology chapter, and given that since Rose’s work was published, the principles she 

quotes (p. 358) have changed with the amalgamation of the ESRC into United Kingdom 

Research and Innovation (UKRI), the three principles which guide this research are that: the 

research benefits should outweigh any harm which might be caused; the research should be 

designed with transparency and accountability to ensure high quality and integrity; and that 

conflicts of interest and impartiality are declared where impossible to avoid (ESRC, 2019).  

In the next section, I will present the fieldsites in an order which makes sense for the narrative 

of this work, rather than the order they were visited. For example, Elephant & Castle was the 

first fieldsite visited, with my first visit dating to October 2015, when I was only a few weeks 

into my study. I visited Elephant & Castle a further six times. The visits were of varying lengths 

and intensity and were spread out over a period of roughly 36 months, until July 2019. Most 

visits lasted a few hours, were spent wandering around the site recording photographs and 

thinking through the theories whilst existing within the space. A couple of visits were spent 

sitting in one location for several hours, attempting to clear my mind of all theorisations and 

simply observing the space. Elephant & Castle reveals more about the results of apocalyptic 

narratives in urban planning due to its relatively contemporary conception and construction 

and so will be included as one of the last fieldsites in this discussion.  
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De Ceuvel and N.D.S.M. Werf were visited comparatively recently, with visits starting whilst 

I undertook my visiting researcher post in The Netherlands from February to July 2019. The 

visits to this site, therefore, were frequent but short, taking place over a period of five months. 

The short engagements with the space, lasting only a couple of hours at a time mimicked in 

some ways the interactions that the majority of people I saw traversing the space had. The 

space was typified by people walking quickly from one spot (usually the ferry from 

‘Amsterdam Centraal’) to another (to reach the bar, their place of work, or a friend waiting to 

meet them). I tried, therefore, to pass through this space, moving quickly from one spot to 

another to record observations, whilst on one occasion I spent time still, watching the 

movement around me and the forms of public engagement with the space. Both approaches 

yielded interesting results and the approaches will be fully explored later in the thesis. These 

sites also revealed important engagements by urbanites with the concepts of apocalypse and 

dystopia and so will be included first to explore how these narratives interact with existing 

urbanscapes and urban practices. 

The visit to HafenCity proved the most challenging methodologically. My time as a visiting 

research fellow at Wageningen University enabled me to travel to Hamburg to study the site, 

completing three days of fieldwork in May 2019. Interestingly, the methods I had used to study 

the other sites did not work as effectively in HafenCity, and therefore the discussion of being 

present in the site will also explore the constraints of the methodology. 

2.1 Entering the Field 

Walking to the fieldsite generated a sense of excitement, intrigue, mystery and trepidation. 

What would I find? Would the site be useful? How would I navigate the complex urban space 

which presented itself to me? Would the people be suspicious, welcoming, indifferent or hostile 

to my presence? Am I safe walking around with this camera? Where are the boundaries 

between public realm and private property, and therefore fair study and intrusion? Each of 

these questions surrounded me, swirling around and dropping off one by one as I began to find 

answers in each of the fieldsites.  

The more familiar with each site I became, the more I came to understand the interaction of 

the people, weather, events and changing landscapes. The interactions, whilst not what I was 

originally looking for, proved useful in discerning the narratives and imaginaries people held 

about the space, and so they became more important in the study. I paid special attention to the 

kinds of emotions the patrons of the cafes displayed, the size of the groups of people sitting in 

or walking through the space, the specific spots where most people took photographs, whether 
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the photographs were a quick snap on a phone camera, or a long, drawn-out framing with a 

digital SLR. I became interested in how people moved through the space, in some sites they 

arrived through one location predominantly (at N.D.S.M. Werf, the vast majority of people 

arrived by ferry or bicycle) whereas in some sites, such as Elephant & Castle, it was impossible 

to tell where people arrived at the site until I happened to be at the National Rail train station 

at just the right moment when a flood of people rushed through the shopping centre and then 

dissipated into the streets and passageways. 

The weather on the day affected how I felt in the space. Trinity Buoy Wharf was visited during 

the infamous ‘Beast from the East’, shrouding the site in fresh snow and compacted ice (Figure 

2.1). Elephant & Castle was nearly always cold, but it never rained. N.D.S.M. Werf changed 

moods hourly (compare Figure 2.2 with Figure 2.3). The first time I visited was in early March, 

during a Dutch rain storm , just as I headed back to Amsterdam Centraal station, my clothes 

heavy and my shoes squelching with water, the sun came out and the umbrellas of the people 

went away. I bought a new outfit to stay warm, rushed back across the IJ river and the sun gave 

way to yet more rain. I would return later in the year. The sunshine in HafenCity in June gave 

the site an almost glistening feel, the glass buildings, surrounded by vibrant green trees and 

shimmering river water heightened the sensation that I was walking into an artistic rendering 

of space, not the centre of an urban life lived on the ruins of the industrial port of Hamburg 

(Figure 2.4). Of course, the weather also affected how other people interacted with the spaces, 

changing their patterns of movement and their willingness to linger. I had to remind myself 

often that my understanding of the environment was also shaped by the understanding that 

those around me had. 
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Figure 2.1 - Trinity Buoy Wharf during the 'Beast from the East' (Author's own photograph, March, 2018) 
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Figure 2.2 - N.D.S.M. Werf's Transit Van in the Rain encouraged a post-apocalyptic reflection on the safety of the city across 

the water. (Author's own photograph, March 2019) 
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Figure 2.3 - N.D.S.M. Werf's Transit Van in the sun. The sun changed the perspective to focus on the van itself as an object 

of appreciation. (Author's own photograph, April 2019) 
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Figure 2.4 - Hamburg's HafenCity Shopping Quarter mixing industrial warehouses with modern architecture. Also note the 

cruise ship at the end of the passage adding to the leisure aesthetic. (Author's own photograph, May 2019) 
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The spaces are visually rich, everywhere people are taking photographs (at least, on the less 

rainy days, when camera equipment can safely be taken out of its bag). Colours of buildings 

reflect in the glass windows and waterways, pavement cafes roll out canopies and, on the colder 

days, patio heaters to ensure the patrons are kept warm and dry all year round. Even on the 

rainiest of days, the sound of people talking fills the air, and the city traffic noises beyond 

provide a white noise infiltrating the spaces to varying degrees. Some sites are the polar 

opposites of each other. The crowded harbourside of Hamburg’s HafenCity, with tour boats, 

bratwurst stands, bars and pubs spilling out onto the promenade as tour guides shout in 

precisely the right language to each passer-by which offers they have that day (the same as 

every other day) for a sail around the port (Figure 2.5). HafenCity’s residential blocks bathe in 

the sun, as do their tenants and owners sitting on their balconies or in the private gardens, while 

the cafes on the promenade below bustle with staff rushing to deliver and clear what must have 

amounted to thousands of plates daily. While walking around N.D.S.M. Werf in the rain, I 

encountered perhaps five other people, two were out for an urban hike, dressed in all-weather 

clothing and boots, while the rest were rushing to work, bike panniers and satchels held over 

their heads to shield them from the rain. The ground was grey concrete, the glass buildings 

reflected the grey sky, while the water, grey, bashed against the grey, rocky shores. Even the 

brightly painted cable spools which had been dotted around the landscape looked dull and 

unimpressive, while the trees, still leaf-less from the winter, gently swayed and creaked in the 

wind (Figure 2.6). The desolate dry-docks standing as grey, concrete monuments of the 

industrial shipyard that once stood on the site. The colourful graffiti around the site, given a 

gloss coating by the constant water trickling down the shrubby concrete walls, provided the 

only brightness to an otherwise dull, grey scene.  
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Figure 2.5 - Hamburg's Harbour Flood Defences reimagined as a boardwalk with cruises, showboats, escape rooms and floating 

hotels. Photo taken approx. 0900 CET, hence the low footfall. Seen from Baumwall U-Bahn Station (Author's own photograph, 

May 2019) 
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Figure 2.6 - N.D.S.M. Werf in the desolate rain. (Author's own photograph, March 2019) 
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Admittedly, these two accounts were taken in very different sites in very different conditions, 

however, the similarities between the two are interesting to draw out. In sunshine, both sites 

became uncannily similar, with cultural attractions based around water, panoramic views, post-

industrial heritage and consumption of food and beverages in the open air. Both have similar 

sorts of cafes, rustic in design, meant to mimic surf-shacks and beachside bars. The N.D.S.M. 

Werf cafes were a little more playful and aesthetically post-apocalyptic (Figure 2.7), but both 

had a sense of ‘getting back to basics’ where community and friendship were the point, not the 

elegance and fancy of a ‘posh’ restaurant. The conversation over food being the main focus 

reminded me strongly of Žižek’s (2009) discussions of cultural capitalism, where the 

experience, not the consumptive behaviour, is the commodity. For instance, for Žižek, 

Starbucks is successful not because they have the best coffee (which is arguable) but because 

they sell the notion of belonging, community, comfort and ethical consumption. Free wi-fi 

connects you to the world, whilst your Fairtrade and Rainforest Alliance coffee allows you to 

‘do good’, undoing the damage that the consumption creates in the first place. The idea of 

cultural capitalism also related well to Elephant & Castle. 
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Figure 2.7 - The Pllek Cafe Bar in N.D.S.M. Werf with Tibetan Prayer Flags and recycled shipping container construction. 

The benches are on a veranda overlooking an artificial beach at the water's edge. There are murals of Hindu gods, fire pits and 

inside industrial heaters and slow turning fans add to the post-apocalyptic aesthetic. (Author’s own photograph, April 2019) 
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Turning to London and The Artworks, a small stack of brightly coloured shipping containers 

built to temporarily house the Southwark Library whilst Elephant & Castle was regenerated, 

also housed a number of cultural spaces (Figure 2.8). A function room which was bookable by 

the community, a yoga studio upstairs, a tattoo parlour, African, Greek, South American and 

Middle Eastern food vendors, a pub serving local and micro-brewed beers, ‘Elephantastic Pizza 

Bar’, all focussed around a small courtyard of green and red metal tables and chairs. Space 

heaters point in every direction from every post and pillar, a giant metal sculpture of a dragonfly 

pinned to the wall, with a sign telling you that for just £250, it could be yours. I visited the site 

during the FA World Cup, the flags of the world had been suspended from the balcony railings, 

large TV screens wheeled into the courtyard and the chairs replaced with long benches. At 

other times of the year, the businesses competed to appear more homely and simple with signs 

that declared they serve “The Best Jerk Chicken in London”, a quote apparently from their 

mother. The experience of the space is phantasmagoric, creating a feeling of playfulness, 

creativity, communal living and child-like past-times. Whilst these observations told me a great 

deal about the forms of conspicuous consumption taking place in the sites, and the aesthetic 

mediation of social and economic relations, I was here to study the relationship to climate 

change and nature more generally.  
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Figure 2.8 - The Artworks Elephant view from across the (now pedestrianised) street with detail of colourful shipping 

containers and Football World Cup flags on display. (Author's own photograph, June 2018) 
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The shipping containers of The Artworks were also joined by shipping containers in HafenCity 

(Figure 2.9), Trinity Buoy Wharf (Figure 2.10) and N.D.S.M. Werf (Figure 2.11). At Trinity 

Buoy Wharf and N.D.S.M. Werf, these containers had been converted into a mixture of housing 

and office space, presumably offering cheaper accommodation in comparatively expensive 

cities. In HafenCity and Elephant & Castle, they had been placed as temporary commercial 

units, allowing a business to operate without formal, permanent premises. The shipping 

container became an ubiquitous object, appearing throughout the fieldsites, and the figures 

below only show a small number of the overall number of containers I encountered. The 

standardised, mobile and make-shift housing they provide gave the sites a sense of constant 

flux. Standing at the base of a tower of containers, I felt unsure as to whether they would still 

be there next time I visited each site, even though they were plumbed, glazed and sat on 

concrete foundations. Had I had more time to explore this aspect of the sites, I would have 

done. These lumbering symbols of global capital and long-distance, high CO2 transport now 

coming to rest on the very sites which purport to be tackling climate change and reconnecting 

community felt like an odd juxtaposition. 
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Figure 2.9 – Shipping containers in use at HafenCity for the International Musicfest. (Author’s own photograph, May 2019) 



 34 

 

 
Figure 2.10 – Shipping containers form the ‘Container City’ development at Trinity Buoy Wharf. (Author’s own photograph, 

March 2018) 
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Figure 2.11 – One of N.D.S.M. Werf's Shipping Container housing projects. (Author's own photograph, May 2019) 
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When I first visited Elephant & Castle, the project was still shrouded in construction hoardings, 

making it difficult to see the actual concrete relationships to nature, but impossible to miss their 

imagined, speculative relationship. The hoardings showed various greenspaces foregrounded 

(Figure 2.12), the glass buildings simply acting as a backdrop to the fantastic new parks, trees, 

play areas and fountains which would adorn the landscape. Happy people of mostly Caucasian 

or mixed ethnicity played frisbee, got married, sat in cafes and shopped at the organic market 

in the pictures. The reflective windows of the buildings showing mirror images of life on the 

streets. Some of the hoardings had messages such as “We’re committed to Cleaner Air”, 

“Healthier Living”, “Be a part of it” and “We’re committed to Protecting Our Trees” (Figure 

2.13) – incidentally each and every hoarding also proudly showed the FSC logo, further 

cementing its sustainability credentials. As the site matured, the green selling points were lost 

to claims of cheap living in London’s Zone 1 with just a 5% deposit (Figure 2.14), the transport 

links were highlighted and the parks became less of a focus for the site – they were still built, 

but hidden in amongst the dense, large brick and glass structures. Many of the implied public 

realm aspects of the site were sealed behind key fob entry, steel gates, provided solely for the 

enjoyment of the residents (Figure 2.15). Gradually, the site become buildings with incidental 

parks, rather than “London’s New Green Heart” as the hoardings had promised (Figure 2.16). 
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Figure 2.12 - Construction hoardings on 'West Grove' Development showing the outside in order to sell the inside. 

Foregrounding greenspace and community. (Author's own photograph, June 2018) 
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Figure 2.13 - Construction hoardings from early in the 'Elephant Park construction'. The hoardings read "We're committed 

to...protecting our trees" and "We're committed to...creating green spaces". Both also have the motto: "The Life. The Heart. 

The Elephant” (Author’s own photograph, September 2015) 
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Figure 2.14 - Newer construction hoarding on Walworth Road showing the new economic focus of the marketing: "Live in 

Zone 1 with just 5% deposit". (Author's own photograph, June 2018) 
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Figure 2.15 - Private vs Public realm in Elephant Park. The security fences erected around parks which were implied to be 

public in the renderings displayed on the hoardings. (Author's own photograph, June 2018) 
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Figure 2.16 - The hoarding promising "London's new green heart" and "A vibrant, established neighbourhood where everyone 

belongs." (Author's own photograph, June 2018) 
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A similar process occurred in HafenCity. The project’s website proudly tells of how sustainable 

the area is, a new way of regenerating historic docklands into the future of urban living. 

However, upon arrival, the site seemed almost totally devoid of obvious greenspace. The only 

obvious interactions with nature I was able to see were the 6-foot tall flood defence barriers 

which encircled each building. For reasons which will be discussed in more detail in the 

methodology section of this thesis, this site presented me with great difficulty. I was unsure 

constantly of whether the interpretation I had of this site was valid, or whether I was reading 

what I wanted to see into the site, partly because it had no obvious links with sustainability 

discourses or whether the practices that were visible to me, were a function of me being an 

observer from a different culture. The site was beautiful, yes, and contained elements which 

Heinonen and Minkkinen (2016, p. 163) might have described as “deliciously metaphorical 

and symbolic” in that the buildings and infrastructure obviously communicated something, I 

just was not sure what exactly that communication would mean to a native Hamburger. This 

issue highlighted a potential limitation of the methodology for the project and raised the 

question of why I did not include human participants in the research to enable me to ask a 

Hamburger what their understanding of the fieldsite might have been. This question is 

addressed more fully in the methodology chapter, of course, but a brief justification for this 

decision is also useful here.  

As I am interested in the meaning production regimes of the built urbanscape, I needed to 

employ a methodology which allowed me to explore the sites’ meaning directly. Current 

thought on research with human participants posits the interviewer-interviewee (and here we 

could read researcher-participant) relationship as one of knowledge co-construction (Kvale and 

Brinkman, 2009; May, 2001; Schostak, 2006). This presents a problem because, as Banks and 

Zeitlyn (2015) argue, visual research is a case of bringing knowledges to bear upon the 

artefacts. This leads to the risk that either the participant does not have any relevant knowledge 

for me to gain insight into the processes at work, or that my knowledge in the process will 

change the meaning which is produced. Whilst asking a Hamburger may well be useful in some 

respects, it would have added an additional and unpredictable layer of meaning to the fieldwork 

and so this lack of ability to engage semiotically with Hamburg’s urbanscape is identified as a 

weakness, but not necessarily a failure of the methodology. 

Returning to the fieldsites, a unifying feature was managed decline. Of course here I am not 

referring to the managed decline advocated by Lord Geoffrey Howe to manage the aftermath 

of the 1981 Toxteth Riots (Parkinson and Wilks, 1983), but the placement of objects and 
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signifiers which appear old, yet are managed in a contemporary setting, such as rusted sculpture 

work, decaying iron remains of industrial machinery or weathered wood panelling. The decay 

was curated, placed in prominent positions and made a feature of in many of the sites. Old tyres 

cut into hanging plant pots adorned the fences of The Artworks in London, hulks of industrial 

machinery such as winch spools and crane trusses were strewn along the water’s edge at 

N.D.S.M. Werf, sculptures of rusted steel and decaying wood sat rotting around the car park 

and shipping container homes at Trinity Buoy Wharf, and in HafenCity, the viewing platform 

was nestled in amongst seemingly abandoned warehouses and shipping berths (Figure 2.17). 

The curated and managed decay of the sites lent them a sense of temporality, suggesting that 

even if the world does fall apart, we can at least enjoy its beauty as it does so. In N.D.S.M. 

Werf, the decay reminded me of so many sustainability projects I had visited in the past, the 

rusting sculptures reminiscent of the Eden Project in Cornwall, using found and recycled 

materials to help construct something futuristic and eco-friendly. Yet, N.D.S.M. Wharf has no 

discernible sustainability policy nor any obvious practices. Beyond being the site of the new 

Greenpeace Headquarters and having buildings created to the Dutch average of sustainable 

habitation (higher standards than most of Europe, but not very special nationally), the site was 

sustainable and eco-friendly, if only in appearance. 

The connection between the decaying ruins of N.D.S.M. Werf and the shining glass and gold 

tower blocks of Elephant & Castle, whilst not immediately obvious, is a powerful one. Here 

we have two spaces, both in capital cities of former colonial superpowers, which look almost 

the polar opposite of one-another, yet both feel sustainable and futuristic. The dystopia of 

N.D.S.M. Werf and the utopia1 of Elephant & Castle seem worlds apart, yet they both attract  

young, urban, professionals. In many parts of N.D.S.M. Werf, the shining glass tower blocks 

being erected around the perimeter of the old dockyards is telling of this link. The ‘global 

architectural style’, similar to the buildings in HafenCity in Hamburg, is encroaching, 

beginning the process of place-making. To borrow a term from Disney’s theme parks around 

the world, the sites have begun to ‘Imagineer’ their own process of world-building (Gottdiener, 

1982). 

 

 
1 The use of ‘dystopia’ to describe N.D.S.M. Werf and ‘utopia’ to describe Elephant & Castle is something which 

will become more problematic throughout the thesis, however, the terms are used uncritically and without too 

much weight placed on them here. 
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Figure 2.17 - Panel showing managed decay in four of the fieldsites: The Artworks, Trinity Buoy Wharf, HafenCity and 

N.D.S.M. Werf (Author's own photographs, various dates) 
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Figure 2.18 - Example of 'global architectural style' now prevalent in northern Europe. Eschewing traditional architectural 

styles, but not yet parametricism or post-modern style. Photo taken in HafenCity (Author's own photograph, May 2019) 
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 Whilst the majority of N.D.S.M. Werf is old warehouses and slips, the similarity between 

Elephant & Castle and N.D.S.M. Werf lies in the provision of new housing developments at 

each site, with almost identical architectural styles to those seen in HafenCity and surrounding 

Trinity Buoy Wharf. The style lies somewhere between the avant-garde parametricism of Zaha 

Hadid Architecture (Schumacher, 2009) and the safer, more geometric styles of contemporary 

architecture seen in the Euro-Ameri-Australasian world (Figure 2.18). The appearance of this 

style of architecture in these three sites (N.D.S.M. Werf, Elephant & Castle and HafenCity) - 

chosen because they have some form of relationship to sustainability or urban futures - worries 

me. The distinctiveness that comes with geographical distance was being lost in favour of an 

apparently uniform European, sustainable aesthetic. Searching the internet reveals that this 

style appears in countless other projects across the globe and leads me to the question: why 

does sustainable urban construction seemingly have to look this way? I conducted this 

fieldwork with an understanding of the city as an intensely symbolic environment, with 

meaning being produced from every surface, interaction, sign and building.  

The carefully curated decay, glass and metal panelled buildings reaching skywards, the tall 

grasses and water features with perfect water clarity and pond life, the grey granite walkways 

and the rusted steel sculptures. The monolithic permanence of the buildings combined with the 

transient unruliness of the plant and animal life that is presumably encouraged to take up 

cohabitation. If a world is being ‘Imagineered’ in the same way as a Disney theme park, what 

imaginings are possible, encouraged or disavowed? What do the interruptions to these spaces 

– for example, three of the sites contained shipping containers converted into homes or shops, 

two contain decommissioned lighthouse ships, three have industrial pasts – do to the ability of 

the subjects who inhabit and consume them now to live with the knowledge that our climate is 

changing and that they are, perhaps, at least partially, to blame for the changes to come? What 

modes of behaviour are made (im-)possible by the Imagineers? Whose (human or otherwise) 

narratives are in-/ex-cluded from the imaginaries and what does this do to our relations to other 

urban cohabitants? 
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Figure 2.19 - Screenshot of a Google image search for 'Sustainable Architecture' completed on the 25th December 2019. 

Notice the overwhelming influence of greenery and parametric, contemporary design. Out of the 25 images shown, 6 appear 

to show a single development, the Bosco Verticale in Milan by Stefano Boeri. (Author’s screenshot, December 2019)



 48 

Chapter 3 - Literature Review 
To begin the review of the literature, the question of what exactly a city is and how it functions 

must be asked first. The reason for this, as will become clear, is that the definition and 

conceptualisation of both ‘the city’ and ‘the urban’ are highly contested and difficult to codify 

simply. Once a working definition of the city has been developed, the argument progresses to 

understand the ways in which Nature is integrated into our understanding of the city. This leads 

to a discussion of the Urban Political Ecology (UPE) of gentrification which opens an avenue 

for exploring the relatively understudied phenomenon of ecological gentrification (variously 

termed ‘eco’, ‘low-carbon’, ‘climate’, ‘green’ and ‘ecological’ gentrification). 

3.1.1 Overview 

I begin my discussion of the literature by outlining a range of theories of ‘the city’, this 

discussion is necessary because of the many diverse conceptualisations of cities and urban 

processes, each of which could shape the unfolding of the rest of my theoretical discussion. 

Firstly, historical understandings of the city as an object (Maunier, 1910; Mumford, 1937 

[2011]; Park et al., 1925) are discussed, followed by theories which posit space, place and the 

city as relational and object-oriented (Guattari and Deleuze, 1991), the city is then discussed 

as an entity ‘produced’ by subjective knowledges and interactions (Lefebvre, 1996, 2000, 2003, 

2009; Smith, 2010), building a dialectical materialist framing of the urban before finally, 

political ecological conceptualisations are turned to in an attempt to show the ways in which 

the city becomes a particular moment in the urbanisation of nature (Castán Broto and Bulkeley, 

2013; Kaika and Swyngedouw, 2013; Loftus, 2012; Quastel, 2009; Swyngedouw, 2006, 2018). 

These steps are important for defining how the city comes to be thought of as ‘urban’ and for 

exploring the potential for each of the ways of thinking of contributing to the overall discussion.  

Once an argument for viewing the city as a complex, ever-changing produced landscape of 

relationships has been made, I explore the relationship between the city and Marx’s (1867, 

1885, 1894)  Labour Theory of Value. The jump from urban theory to commodity theory is not 

as large as might first be thought due to the importance of the circulation of commodities in 

forming the urban environment (Swyngedouw, 2006). This then leads to a discussion of how 

the ever-closer entanglement of bodies, things and environments leads to a spectacular 

relationship to both society and nature (Debord, 1967) in which visual mediation of social 

relationships becomes the mode of organisation of society. I then advance the argument by 
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exploring how cities are often viewed as the primary site of climate change impacts and 

mitigation (Bulkeley, 2013; Bulkeley and Betsill, 2013; Castán Broto and Bulkeley, 2013). 

The discussion then outlines the basis for understanding climate change through apocalyptic 

discourse. Visual artefacts are found to be important in making this link, in part due to the 

prevalence of artistic renderings and film depicting the end of the world (Dixon, 2003; Lam, 

2013; Thompson, 2007) and the ubiquity of visual material globally in general, including 

material which mediates everyday social interaction (Banks, 2001; Debord, 1967; Harper, 

2014; O’Neill and Smith, 2014; Pineda and Sowards, 2007; Pojani and Stead, 2015). The 

effects of the prevalence of visual imagery which shows climate change as an apocalyptic event 

is then discussed through psychoanalytic theory, taking insight from Fink (1995), Lacan 

(2006), Lebeau (2001) and Žižek (1999, 2009, 2011). Through psychoanalysis, the argument 

follows that the visual imagery of a society can be read as a form of ‘collective dreamstate’, 

allowing the researcher to view the anxieties, enjoyment and repressed desires of the society 

which produced it. Importantly, the inclusion of psychoanalysis as a key theory enables the 

argument to develop that the built urbanscape, through its visuality, shapes inhabitants and 

passers-by by influencing and forming their Symbolic Order.  

Whilst Lacan typically referred to language as the defining feature of a Subject’s Symbolic 

Order, Choay (1969), Jencks (1969) and Eco (1973, 1977) have provided a bridge between 

language and the urbanscape through their discussions of urban semiotics, the semiotics of 

architecture and, the ‘in-need-of-revival’, Archistics. The practice of exploring urban 

environments using the toolkit of the linguist appears to be revived in the work of Heinonen 

and Minkkinen (2016). By understanding the urbanscape in this way, the shaping of the 

Subject’s Symbolic Order is made clear and ripe for analysis. Once this link, between the 

visuality of urban space and the way in which a Subject comes to understand the world, is 

made, the discussion turns to Marx and theories of value in order to understand what exactly 

is being commodified in sustainability discourse and commerce.  

Utilising the earlier discussion of Marx’s (1867) Labour Theory of Value, it is revealed that, 

whilst labour costs and the cost of raw material is explained by this Theory of Value, the use 

of ‘sustainability’ or ‘eco-friendly’ presents a challenge to the calculation of use-value and 

therefore the way in which exchange-value is calculated and ultimately why a person would 

choose to live in a sustainable housing project over a more traditional urban planning unit. To 

go some way to explaining this, Laclau (2006), Brown (2016), Gunder (2006), Gunder and 

Hillier (2009) and Davidson (2010) are turned to. Through their analysis of the ubiquity but 
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almost complete incoherence of the signifier ‘Sustainability’, particularly in the urban planning 

realm, it is suggested that Sustainability has become an empty signifier. However, as Laclau 

(2006) argues, the empty signifier gains its value not from being a signifier of something, but 

as a signifier of the complete failure of the signification regime to incorporate the concept. In 

other words, if a concept lacks signification, an empty signifier can stand in its place, not quite 

meaning what it is supposed to, but being used until something better comes along. This will 

be discussed in more detail as the thesis progresses, but put simply, sustainability stands for 

nothing except as an antonym for its opposite – total unsustainability, the catastrophe – and 

thereby as a placeholder to be filled with meaning. 

The use of ‘sustainability’ to describe the types of urban projects studied, then, fits well with 

Esposito’s (2010, 2011, 2013) conceptualisation of immunity (immunitas) and community 

(communitas). In these two concepts, Esposito communicates how, in the etymology of the 

word ‘community’ (Latin: cummunus – cum ‘with’, ‘together’ and munus ‘duty’, ‘gift’) an 

obligation to the Other is implied which means a giving over of oneself to the will of the 

community. Neyrat (2010) discusses how this giving over creates a fear of losing oneself to 

the will of the community, a fear which drives the Subject to immunise themselves against 

losing their own identity. This drive pushes the Subject to reject that which we all fall under, 

distancing themselves from the need to give over their identity to collective will.  

Esposito’s (2010) argument that, in contrast to community, immunity is a position which 

allows the Subject to receive without duty or obligation, opens the discussion for the birth of a 

thanato-politics. That is, a politics of life and death distinct from bio-politics (which refers to 

the management of living) in that death is as valid an outcome as life. To use an example often 

cited by Erik Swyngedouw in his public talks, whilst we should undoubtedly work to eradicate 

and eliminate the Human Immunodeficiency Virus (HIV) from the human population, doing 

so through immunisation contradicts our commitment to also preserving biodiversity. The HIV 

is an organism (of sorts), with a distinct ecological niche within which it survives. To remove 

the niche by making the human body inhospitable to the virus would be akin to destroying 

rainforests, thus making an inhospitable environment for Orangutans. However, our concepts 

of the value of one life necessitates the destruction of another. Immuno-politics is, necessarily, 

a thanato-political project. 

Following from this discussion, I explore how ecological gentrification is typically theorised 

in the context of already existing ‘green’ (a term which will become more empty as the 

arguments in this review progress) infrastructure causes gentrification by attracting affluent, 
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ecologically minded residents to the area (Anguelovski et al., 2018). I argue that this definition, 

when considering the potential for immuno-politics, only goes part of the way to explaining 

the phenomenon. In establishing these projects, it would seem, an increasing number of 

planners and architects refer to the sustainable (another empty signifier) credentials of the 

project in order to provide justification for gentrification. This argument is advanced through 

the discussion of data, which will take place following the methodology chapter, but the 

foundations will be laid towards the end of this literature review by presenting a theoretical 

framework for exposing the relationship between immuno-political discourses and ecological 

gentrification. 

3.2 Theories of the Urban 

One of the key challenges with including the word ‘urban’ in the title of a piece of research is 

that there are multiple, sometimes conflicting definitions of both ‘city’ and the ‘urban’. It is 

therefore necessary to explore what ‘urban’ means in the context of this research. A short note 

of warning before commencing along this pathway, however: whilst there is very little in the 

way of a coherent ‘urban theory’ in academia, the collection of theories which attend to urban 

things will be described as ‘urban theory’ for the sake of brevity. This is in no way an attempt 

to collapse the diverse and vast array of theoretical perspectives into a homogenous and 

coherent set of principles. 

Short (2014) attempts, in the first chapter of his book, Urban Theory, to explore what ‘urban 

theory’ means. In his attempt to pin down the defining characteristic of urban theory, he 

reminds us that the word ‘urban’ has been used since the seventeenth century as an adjective 

which means “pertaining to or characteristic of a city or town” (Short, 2014, p. 2). He rightly 

asks the question that, if the urban is defined as relating to a city or town, what is a city? This 

question can be dealt with in a number of ways and will be returned to shortly. However, 

perhaps more interestingly, Short’s tracing of the etymology of the word ‘theory’ reveals a 

closer alliance between the origins of theoretical thought and the visual turn in the social 

sciences than was first apparent when I began this research. According to Short, ‘theory’, in its 

original Greek form, meant ‘to look’, ‘to behold’ or ‘spectacle’.  

From the broad description of ‘urban theory’ provided by Short, the epistemologies and 

ontologies of urban theorists (if such a term is accurate) is still unclear. The history of different 

ways of describing the city is interesting and, given sufficient space, would be included in this 

thesis. However, tracing the history of thought on the urban is beyond the scope of this work 

and so only a brief account of historically relevant ways of understanding the city is presented. 
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Early work on defining the city suggested it may be recognisable by some statistical signifier, 

such as a lower birth rate or a higher population density, whilst others argued for the presence 

of a fortification as a defining characteristic of what a city is (Maunier, 1910). Mumford (1937 

[2011]) argued that cities should perform, or at least facilitate, social function, enabling life to 

happen in the streets and buildings that make it form. Some of the earliest urban theory 

represented the city as a series of  zones, either constructed in concentric circles (the ‘Burgess 

Model’) or as a seemingly random, yet well-structured, agglomeration, with each zone having 

distinct characteristics which are complimentary to the others (i.e. a central business district, 

residential zone, recreational zone, industrial zone – the ‘Hoyt Model’) (Burgess, 1929; Hoyt, 

1939; Park et al., 1925).   

Another conceptualisation of the urban comes from AbdouMaliq Simone (2011) who describes 

the urban as a site of “intensities of association” (p.357),  where “various actors, ways of seeing, 

walks of life, infrastructures and sentiments are viewed as an assemblage – existing in 

relationships of both autonomy and interdependence” (p.357). The incessant and intense 

everyday practices, discourses and relationships, for Simone, are what define the urban. Urban 

Political Ecologists position the urban as the metabolization of  nature (Heynen et al., 2006; 

Kaika, 2005; Wolman, 1965), with cities being a particular spatio-temporal manifestation of 

the urbanisation of nature (Peet et al., 2011). Some critical urban scholars even contend that 

the traditional distinction between the ‘city’ and the ‘countryside’ or ‘hinterlands’ is no longer 

useful as increasingly large swathes of land and resources are used to serve the city, in a process 

of planetary urbanisation, usually associated with Lefebvre (2003) or Brenner et al. (2011) and 

Actor Network and Assemblage theories. Each of these concepts will now be discussed in turn. 

A common theme throughout most of these models and discussions, however, is that the city 

is a site of political activity (Merrifield, 2014) and potentially depoliticising activity too 

(Swyngedouw, 2011, 2018). To examine this common theme, I divide this historical evolution 

of thought into four categories: Object, Relational, Produced and Political Ecological, before 

returning to the key element of Political. 

3.2.1 Urban as Object 

The first category I would like to attend to is perhaps the oldest. The city viewed as a collection 

of objects and the urban having to do with a certain materiality of those objects has been much 

explored (Hall et al., 2008; Maunier, 1910; Mumford, 1937 [2011]; Park et al., 1925; Short, 

2014), however, a brief discussion is necessary to frame the rest of the arguments made in 

subsequent sections. This view of the city and the urban, according to Merrifield (2014), has 
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its roots in Greek philosophy, from both antiquity and the contemporary era. For the ancient 

Greeks, the city, or polis, was the fundamental realm of political thought, assembly and 

progress. One of the first city planners, Hippodamus, explicitly created room through the 

provision of an agora for political and philosophical assembly to occur (Merrifield, 2014). 

Whilst this conception of the city may seem more suited to the last of our categories – the urban 

as political – this idea is still very much based on the physical form of the city, with layout and 

infrastructure providing the necessary spaces and places for political assembly. 

Historically, this form of urban planning is common to societies developing religious and 

spiritual beliefs. For example, as Eco (1973) highlights, the layout of many original settlements 

and proto-cities laid the structure and infrastructure out in such a way as to encourage 

communion with deities, placing temples and religious structures centrally with peripheries 

conducive to ritual and procession. Eco describes this as the ‘semiotics of architecture’, using 

the material signifiers of the urbanscape to shape and manoeuvre inhabitants through the spaces 

they inhabit. This is a point which was developed from Choay (1969) and Jencks (1969) who 

describe the ways in which the urbanscape places objects and subjects in a relationship of 

meaning production through the physical form that architecture and the spaces in between take. 

In this way, they argue, the city and the urban more generally can be analysed as a form of 

linguistic interaction between architecture and inhabitants. They term this new study 

‘Archistics’ and attempt to use the toolkits of linguists to understand the language of the city. 

In a more contemporary paper, Heinonen and Minkkinen (2016) take up the mantel of this, 

otherwise seemingly forgotten, approach to study futuristic buildings as metaphor. This in part 

comes from their recognition that a ‘futuristic’ building which has already been constructed 

cannot, by definition, be ‘futuristic’ as it exists presently and therefore must be a metaphor for 

something else. Collie (2011), for example, argues that futuristic architecture can become a 

metaphor for a prefigurative politics, exhibiting elements of a future not-yet-realised in the 

present: the building of a future world in the shell of the old (Berman, 1988). She reflects on 

this futurism through Sci-Fi films, arguing that films such as Blade Runner (Scott, 1982) allow 

us glimpses into a distorted and unfamiliar city in which all the problems of the present, familiar 

city can be played out, giving space for reflection and reconfiguration of urban norms and 

practices. 

Whilst these objects and signs present in the urbanscape are undoubtedly important for shaping 

the way in which cities form and the urban functions, the production of meaning and the 

creation of communities around that meaning, requires an audience. For this reason, an ‘urban 
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as object’ is insufficient to explain the urban environment. The recognition that the urbanscape 

is the result of the interaction of multiple objects makes it inevitable that the urban is an 

environment of relations between meaning producers and the objects they interact with. To 

move this argument forward, therefore, a discussion of relational approaches to the city must 

be had.  

3.2.2 Urban as Relational 

The relationship between places, the objects which exist within them and the humans and non-

humans that either reside in or pass through these spaces is important to consider, as is the 

relationship between these aspects and the invisible flows of capital, energy and meaning. The 

idea of viewing a space as relational comes, in part, from Guattari and Deleuze (1991) who 

explore the ways in which affect changes our relation to place and things. They argue for the 

existence of an invisible field which connects all ‘things’ within small distance to one-another. 

Importantly, for understanding this theory, Guattari and Deleuze break down the traditional 

distinction between subject and object and see the world as a series of objects which, through 

their relationships, exert influence over each other. This relationship of influence is termed 

‘affect’ and forms a field which traverses space to connect the objects together.  

Through the object-object ontology, people and buildings, birds and water, smells and posters 

become actors, capable of changing each other and influencing behaviour. An obvious example 

of this might be the bars of white paint placed across a road surface which influence humans 

into crossing the road there instead of where the paint is absent. Another example could be how 

the smell of freshly baked bread is likely to encourage humans to congregate, much more so 

than the smell of sewage running through a street. In their attempt to question the 

anthropocentric view that only humans can have influence over the world, Guattari and 

Deleuze (1991), I would argue, make some important headway, but in the same movement, 

throw the proverbial baby out with the bathwater. They succeed in demonstrating theoretically 

and anecdotally that, for example, a loud bang caused by a car backfiring can have enormous 

influence over a public gathering, the ripples of emotion that move through the crowd with 

each person influencing the people directly around them. This loud bang, caused by a 

momentary reconfiguration of airflow through a long metallic pipe, may have a much larger 

effect on the atmosphere of the crowd than the speaker standing on stage in front of them, thus 

dissolving the subject-object dichotomy and making every entity simultaneously an object and 

a subject (Massumi, 2002).  
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However, when using affect and a relational ontology to explain the creation of an emotional 

and influential field in urban space, the agency of the individual is diminished. Taken to a 

logical extreme, affect suggests that the objects within its field act as one, each influenced by 

the other. People and the objects they interact with become the relationships which make the 

affective field they exist within, able to influence it and others, but ultimately influenced by it 

more. I would argue that the loud bang in a crowded place only yields a reaction because of 

the signification regimes of the people in that crowd, telling them that loud bangs normally 

mean danger in the form of explosion, rock falls or gunfire. Whilst these innovative ways of 

viewing the relation between objects are of value in turning the subject-object dichotomy on 

its head, they leave out the importance of individual histories in reacting to events and 

influences.  

Massumi (2002), for example, takes a football field as a prime example of how affect functions. 

The players form one set of objects, the ball another object, the goal posts as field manipulators. 

The players and the ball act within the field, some players attracted to one goal post, whilst 

another set attracted to a different goal post, similarly to iron filings in a magnetic field which 

orient themselves according to polarity. The ball forms another attractor, ‘dragging’ the players 

between the two poles. Massumi argues that, because of the speed at which Football is played, 

the action between objects on the field occurs at a level more basic than cognition. The athletes 

and the ball work together to move around the field, sometimes the ball influences the players 

and vice versa. This may be true, but this would be to suggest that any person, given good 

enough physical health, could become a world-class footballer as they simply act out the 

relations which are, at best encouraged, and at most, made inevitable, by the affective field. It 

could, conversely, be argued that only through the repeated learning and practice of tactics and 

observing other players, a competitive advantage can be gained. This requires a cognate 

process, joined with the physical and practical prowess which athletes possess in a praxis 

relationship. This argument then necessitates the individual specificities and talents of 

individual subjects and reorients the argument towards understanding subjective behaviours 

within space and place. Another implication of recognising the individual decision making and 

learning process which a subject-object oriented ontology values, is that it makes possible the 

individual actions and decisions of the subject required for neoliberalism to function.  

Another example of how urban space may be viewed by affective theories comes from Thrift 

(2008) who describes driving as an experiential practice. The practice of driving a car exists 

not quite in instinct (one has to learn to drive a car, and be able to codify the practices that 
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make a good driver in a test environment, thus requiring cognition and communication), but 

not quite cognitive either (once driving has been mastered, the patterns and practices which 

enable driving are no longer thought about by many drivers). For Thrift (2008, p. 24), driving 

becomes an excellent way of explaining ‘bare life’, “that small space of time between action 

and cognition” – the act of driving as a pre-cognitive practice augments human ability and 

therefore changes the background against which we experience urban life. Cities become 

smaller, distances become shorter and our worlds become larger and richer. Therefore, for 

Thrift, the city is defined and shaped by the assemblages between technology and (non-)human 

bodies making the defining characteristic of the city experiential. Whilst this does make sense, 

and matches with the production of space thesis (Lefebvre, 2000) and the concept of an urban 

fabric, proposed by Lefebvre (1996, 2003), both of which will be discussed in the following 

section, the pre-cognitive aspect of Non-Representational Theory makes it unsuitable for 

studying the semantic production of an urban landscape. The experiential focus, whilst close 

to a semiotic focus, also creates problems for writing the city. As reflective, narrative 

experience is the ultimate subjective data, requiring common frames of reference and therefore 

similar experiences between the author and reader, accurate communication of data becomes 

difficult, if not impossible. Whilst the problems of codifying visual data would make an 

important discussion, and indeed a discussion appears in the Methodology chapter of this 

thesis, this is not the appropriate place to have that discussion. 

Hillier (2008) attempts to formulate a theory of spatial and urban planning based on Deleuzean 

principles of multi-planar space. In praise of this attempt, which “examines how style, affect 

and politics intersect in improvised practices of performances” (Hillier, 2008, p. 26), Marotta 

and Cummings (2019, p. 193) highlight that Hillier “lets go of what meanings a world might 

have in favour of thinking through how worlds work”. The explicit method, then, of including 

affect and Deleuzean interpretations of space in planning involves removing the ways in which 

we make sense of the world around us in favour of a more mechanistic and objectivist 

conception of space. 

This ultimately might be understood to reduce the human to an emotionally reactive being with 

no agency to produce interpretations or make decisions beyond those for which the affective 

field allows. Anecdotally, however, this appeared untrue when, during the course of my 

fieldsite visits, I walked around the site with a friend and colleague. We both had strong 

reactions to the site, feeling different things about it, recognising different elements and 

interpreting them according to our respective intellectual interests. If semanticity is less 
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significant for spatial planning then, hypothetically, every occupant of space would have the 

same (or at least very similar) emotional and affective response to that space, regardless of 

background or pre-existing mood. This also, arguably, has the consequence of geographically 

bonding experience to specific places. Once an individual moves from an affective field and 

transitions to another, they would experience the new location in whichever way the 

assemblage of objects requires and affects them.  

While it is true that this new space will influence the individual who enters it in specific and 

(sometimes) predictable ways, this is, I would argue, more the result of the interaction of the 

signs and signifiers within a space and the Subject’s Symbolic Order, which is constructed as 

the sum-total of all interactions had to that date. Whilst an affective theorisation of space may 

work for single locations taken in isolation, it does not offer a way to relate different locations 

together or individuals moving through multiple locations. 

As a post-structuralist theorisation, affect also has little regard for the historical processes 

which may shape the city as it currently appears. This makes the study of gentrification and 

dispossession very difficult, as these theories can only directly deal with what is present and 

immanent within a landscape. In its arguably most extreme form, affect becomes Non-

Representational Theory, pioneered by scholars such as Thrift (2008), which holds that the 

infinitesimally small moments of interaction, pre-language and pre-cognition reveal important 

insights into our being and politics. Whilst this may be useful in exploring experiences of wider 

societal issues and politics, it is less useful in this study and is incompatible with the use of 

symbolic analysis and semiotics, as in the psycho-analytic work of Lacan. Affect might even 

entail an attempt to explore the Real, something Lacan argues is impossible and painful to even 

try (Fink, 1995; Lacan, 2006). 

Guattari and Deleuze (1991) and Massumi (2002) argue that objects which are placed in such 

proximity that they begin to interact are always in a process of becoming together, influencing 

each other through an Affective relationship. The buildings in the urbanscape influence the 

people and, in turn, the people change and influence the buildings, shaping their futures 

concomitantly. The assemblage of objects which, through their relationships, become the 

urbanscape provides the foundation for the next section, understanding the urban as processual. 

The usefulness of understanding the urban as relational is that, without people, a building is 

just a collection of atoms arranged in a particular way, and has no function or, importantly for 

this study, meaning in and of itself. The building can only be understood by its effect on those 

who live in, observe or construct it. To understand how the urban environment is produced 
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through these relationships, a relational ontology which takes account of meaning production 

must be turned to. The next section, therefore, begins to unpack Henri Lefebvre’s (1996, 2000, 

2003) Production of Space. 

3.2.3 Urban as Produced 

Lefebvre’s The Production of Space is a different approach to explaining how space functions 

in relationship to people and subjects. The key to the success of this theory is a clear 

understanding of the terms ‘space’ and ‘place’, which, in Deleuze & Guattari’s and Massumi’s 

work are used in the reverse order to Lefebvre’s writings. For Lefebvre, place was the 

fundamental geographic location of some ‘thing’. Place exists as both a set of cartesian 

coordinates and a dimension, defining not only the location of the place, but the boundaries of 

it as well. So, for example, a plaza in a city may have the physical location of ‘the geometric 

centre of the city’ or ‘775m East South East of the Blackfriar’s Bridge across the River Irwell’ 

in the case of Manchester’s Piccadilly Gardens. However, the fact that Piccadilly Gardens is a 

flat, landscaped piece of land with a surface area of roughly 29,000 square metres does not tell 

us much about what it means to the people of Manchester and visitors. The place of the gardens 

is important as it provides the geographical context of the thing, enabling us to relate it to the 

neighbouring places, the distant places and to physically locate it should we wish to visit. The 

materiality of the place is also important. For example, is Manchester’s Piccadilly Gardens a 

desolate, abandoned zone of warehouses? Or perhaps a moorland scout with peat bogs? Or a 

glass skyscraper? If someone were to ask where to go for the best experience of Mancunian 

life, or whether there were shops they would find interesting, the place tells us very little. 

Lefebvre (2000) adds to the concept of place, the concept of space. Space is produced by the 

inhabitants of a place. In a way, place is an empty signifier waiting to be filled with meaning – 

a concept which will be returned to later in this work. Piccadilly Gardens is no longer a 29,000 

square metre area of grass and concrete 775m ESE of a bridge, it is now the place where African 

diaspora meet on sunny days as Jali, a man from Ghana plays the Kora while others drum and 

dance, a place where the bus drops you off on the way to work, making the crowds an 

unwelcome hurdle on the way to a job you wish you could quit, a place where the 

Wetherspoons’ bartender knows your name as you walk in to meet your friends to have the 

same meal you’ve had every Saturday since 2005. For some, Piccadilly Gardens is synonymous 

with Manchester, for others somewhere different forms their own little piece of the city. The 

Gardens are a destination for one family, a transient space for another family. The point of 

defining space in this way is to recognise that not only do emotional attachments connect us to 
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place, thus producing space, but that our cumulative experiences of that place build up and 

produce that space based on place-attached meaning.  

The idea of a produced space is important also because it allows places to change over time 

whilst still retaining some of their original meaning, so long as the story of the place is kept 

alive and prominent. To stay with Manchester, in part because I am very familiar with the city, 

but also because it illustrates my point well, the place is the same, a large city built on the 

confluence of 7 rivers in the north west of England. However, the rapid processes of urban 

regeneration in the city centre, and in the neighbouring city of Salford have meant that for 

many returning to the city after 5 years or more away, the city does not ‘feel’ like ‘their’ 

Manchester anymore. The spaces they had produced when living there have since been 

modified to the point where the meaning of the place haunts the landscape, creating a sense of 

unease as memories and experiences become displaced and homeless. In essence, these 

returning Mancunians have produced a space, but lost its place. The place then takes on a new 

meaning, producing a space of non-belonging, exclusion and loss. For others, who are just 

moving to the city, the place is a blank canvas with little or no meaning attached to it, allowing 

them to produce spaces which suit their own experiences and lively habits. This new space 

often interacts with the spaces of the old inhabitants, taking the remnants of that old space and 

mixing it with the new in a form of kitsch nostalgia. As Marx, referring to Hegel, noted, “all 

great world-historic facts and personages appear, so to speak, twice. [Hegel] forgot to add: the 

first time as tragedy, the second time as farce” (Marx, 1852 [2000], p. 329). 

The production of space, then, forms the basis of our lived experience within places –  memory, 

meaning and emotion form complex imbroglios which go on to shape our future experience of 

the place as well (Lefebvre, 2000). The distinction between place and space, for Lefebvre, 

comes in part from his ontological commitment to Dialectical Materialism, in which form and 

logic are inseparable (Lefebvre, 2009). Within this ontology, place essentially takes the shape 

of the form, the materiality, location and structure of the object being studied, whilst space 

takes the shape of logic, the emotion, experience and meaning which becomes attached to a 

place. Whilst dialectical materialism, which will be discussed in more detail later, positions 

logic and form as two, distinct entities, the analysis of one without the other makes little sense 

as they are co-constitutive and mutually reinforcing.  

The explicit inclusion of meaning within the framework for understanding space is important 

because, as Short (2014, p. 4) reminds us, “the analysis of cities is not a search for laws but an 

interpretative search for meaning.” So, if we are to interpret the produced city as a complex set 
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of relationships, memories, meanings and experiences, what impact does this have on the rural? 

If the city, once constructed as an object of bricks, mortar, pipes and glass, is produced, does 

this mean that the rural is ‘un-produced’, pristine, pre-human? To answer this question, 

Lefebvre offers an interesting standpoint. According to Merrifield (2006), Lefebvre’s life was 

spent paying close attention to the everyday lives of French peasantry; his fascination with the 

city and the urban coming in part from his distaste for it. The rapid commodification of space, 

which Lefebvre believed defined the city, led to the change of everyday lives for urbanites. 

This belief was taken up by the Situationist International movement in 1957 when, as 

Merrifield (2006, pp. 30-31) recounts:  

They’d banded together in a remote Italian village in July 1957, “in a 

state of semi-drunkenness,” to establish the so-called Situationist 

International (SI), an amalgam of hitherto disparate avant-garde 

organizations. The SI, which endured until 1972, was highly politicized 

in its intent to renew art – or, better, to “abolish” art, much as Marx 

sought to abolish philosophy – and to renew the action of art on life 

(and life on art). They were bored with art, bored with politicians, bored 

with the city, bored in the city. The city had become banal; art had 

become banal; politics had become banal – it still is. Everything needed 

changing: life needed changing, time and space needed changing, cities 

needed changing. Everybody was hypnotized by production and 

conveniences, by sewage systems, elevators, bathrooms, and washing 

machines. Presented with the choice between love and a garbage 

disposal unit, Debord once jeered, young people opted for a garbage 

disposal unit. 

The passionate feelings of betrayal of everyday life by the city led Lefebvre to pen works such 

as The Urban Revolution (2003) and Writings on Cities (1996) in which he explored how the 

capitalist mode of production had produced spaces in which the domination of everyday life 

by the commodity form had de-politicised the population as well as desensitizing them to the 

rich lived experiences that non-urban life, in his opinion, afforded the peasantry he had spent 

his earlier years studying, analysing and recording (Lefebvre, 2014; Merrifield, 2006). The 

urban fabric, as he termed the mediation of relationships, did not have a geographical boundary, 

the urban and the rural were becoming one and the same. 

This work also fitted well with Benjamin’s (1972 [2002]) work on The Arcades Project in 

which, through examining the glass shopping arcades of 19th Century Paris, Benjamin theorised 

that the cleanliness and sparkling dazzle of these spaces was only made possible through the 

labour and toil of the unrecognised workers. This phenomenon, by which the relationships 

which produced the space become obscured in order to allow enjoyment by the elites, he termed 

‘phantasmagoria’, similar to Marxian fetishism which will be discussed later in this chapter. 
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For Benjamin, spaces such as the Arcades were specifically designed to change the subjective 

experience, diverting attention away from the relationships which went into producing it and 

towards the materiality of the space. In essence, the wonderment felt when experiencing these 

highly capitalist spaces allowed the processes of commodity fetishism to function unimpeded. 

For Lefebvre (2003, p. 3), the city makes itself felt throughout space through the “urban fabric”. 

This term was used by Lefebvre to describe the countless ways in which the functioning of the 

city began to infiltrate the country. Beyond the strict definitions of the city as an object, in true 

Marxian style, Lefebvre conceptualised the city as a social relationship. In The Urban 

Revolution, it becomes clear within the first few pages that Lefebvre views urban modernity as 

a society which results from the relations brought about by industrial capitalism. Logically, 

this stands up to scrutiny as, historically, modern cities emerge as the dense and population 

rich territories they are today when factories begin to take over from cottage industry. Marx 

and Engels (1848, p. 8) note this trend: “the bourgeoisie has subjected the country to the rule 

of the towns. It has created enormous cities, has greatly increased the urban population as 

compared with the rural, and has thus rescued a considerable part of the population from the 

idiocy of rural life.” When they refer to the “idiocy of rural life”, it is assumed that they are not 

literally calling those who live in rural environments stupid, but instead using the root of the 

word which, in Greek, (idiōtēs) meant a private individual not enrolled or interested in the 

politics of the society in which they live, essentially acting only in self-interest. For the Marxist 

scholar, then, the city’s ever further reaching influence throughout the development of 

capitalism is also the extended reach of the polis, the governance of society through the urban 

fabric. 

However, this says nothing of the actual form of the urban, offering the researcher no easy way 

to identify when something ‘urban’ is being looked at. On this matter, Lefebvre argues that: 

The urban is, therefore, pure form: a place of encounter, assembly, 

simultaneity. This form has no specific content, but is a center of 

attraction and life. It is an abstraction, but unlike a metaphysical entity, 

the urban is a concrete abstraction, associated with practice. Living 

creatures, the products of industry, technology and wealth, works of 

culture, ways of living, situations, the modulations and ruptures of the 

everyday – the urban accumulates all content. But it is more than and 

different from accumulation. Its contents (things, objects, people, 

situations) are mutually exclusive because they are diverse, but 

inclusive because they are brought together and imply their mutual 

presence. The urban is both form and receptacle, void and plenitude, 

super-object and non-object, supra-consciousness and the totality of 

consciousness. It is associated with the logic of form and with the 
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dialectic of content (with the differences and contradictions of content). 

It is associated with mathematical form (in the urban, everything is 

calculable, quantifiable, programmable; everything, that is, except the 

drama that results from the co-presence and re-presentation of the 

elements calculated, quantified and programmed), with a geometrical 

form (gridded, circular), and therefore with symmetry and recurrence 

(paths are reversible, in spite of the irreversibility of time, and, 

consequently, legible urban simultaneity being analogous with 

literature, with the rational order of coexisting elements). And yet, in 

spite of its socio-logic, the urban does not constitute a system.  

(2003, pp. 118-119, italics in original) 

Essentially, Lefebvre calls for an understanding of the urban as a ‘thing’ which is 

simultaneously form and relationship. Whilst the space is produced, it requires a place within 

which to produce it. As a dialectical materialist, Lefebvre’s understanding of space and place, 

and therefore the city, is that the logics, ideas and relationships of the city cannot and must not 

be separated from its physical and material form. To have one without the other runs the risk 

of oversimplification – for example, one could argue that great Roman temples are built of 

marble because that is the best material, which ignores the social status granted to an individual 

who can acquire a material which is incredibly hard to mine, heavy to transport and difficult to 

shape, thus requiring experts and time in the construction of marble temples. Elephant & Castle 

was once a network of concrete, mid-rise social housing erected in the 1960s with walkways, 

underpasses and poorly thought out road systems. Each block of flats was given a name in the 

hope of fostering community, which to some extent worked, providing identity forming foci 

for residents to build networks of solidarity and community. Therefore, the concrete estates 

and underpasses were not simply ‘bad infrastructure’ but were intertwined with complex 

relationships and experiences which made them ‘home’ for many. Since razed, the concrete 

infrastructure of the estates has given way to  glass and steel  inserted conspicuously into the 

existing relationships, changing and reshaping them around new material functions – the 

‘home’ which so many residents of the Heygate Estate experienced and lived through their 

relationships with the material urbanscape is literally demolished, forcing them to either 

reconfigure their relationship with the new structures, or never really feel at ‘home’ in the place 

again.  

The violence of urban regeneration, then, is not the forced displacement (although, this is, of 

course an important form of violence in its own right), but the loss of a produced space, situated 

in a location which, through material, social and economic relationships, is ‘home’. This 

conceptualisation of the urban as produced also fits well with contemporary understandings 
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over the nature of displacement. As Goossens et al. (2019) remind us, building on the work of 

Agnew (1987), Davidson (2009) and Elliot-Cooper et al. (2019), the process of displacement 

in gentrification is only partially defined by the spatial relocation of residents. For many, the 

changing urbanscape, bringing with it new faces, eateries, architectural styles and modes of 

transport begins to unsettle the long-standing residents, and dis-places them, literally 

reproducing the space so that they feel they have no place within it anymore. The view of the 

city as a geographical location of dense water, gas, electricity, transport and social 

infrastructure allows the process of urban regeneration to appear ‘friendly’, simply replacing 

bad, poorly thought infrastructure with new, sustainable and better adapted infrastructure. 

However, the produced spaces or ‘sense of place’ as many scholars term it is lost when this 

happens. The material structures produce new social relationships, changing the way that 

interaction happens and the forms of political and social acting which are possible in the space. 

3.2.4 Urban as Political Ecological 

However we choose to define ‘urban’ and ‘cities’, the common strand which runs through the 

competing concepts is that the urban is political. This begins with the ancient Greek agora 

being the site of philosophical contemplation and political acting (Merrifield, 2014; Short, 

2014) and continues through to the modern contested spaces of capital circulation (Harvey, 

2006) and social interaction and inequality (Smith, 1986, 1996). At its most basic level, this 

makes logical sense: since the proximity of people to one-another increases in cities, building 

and mediation of relationships between people becomes necessary. The allocation and 

management of resources also becomes a necessary function of whatever governance regime 

is present, and thus, the city becomes both political and ecological. The management and 

exclusion of particular forms of life is termed ‘biopolitics’ by Foucault (1998) and informs 

much of the discussions which will take place later in the thesis in relation to immunological 

biopolitics; however, the important concept here is that through the densification of urban 

populations, the management of life becomes more important and more political. 

Recognising that space is produced is also to recognise that multiple truths about that space 

can and will be held simultaneously and are likely to change over time as well. The existence 

of multiple truths, and therefore the production of space, is, according to Smith (2010, p. 7) 

derived from one of the principle concepts of political ecology – nature is produced as well. 

The production of space, in fact, is premised on a more basic 

production process, one which sounds even more quixotic and which 

jars our traditional acceptance of what had hitherto seemed self-

evident. The production of nature not only provides a rather 
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philosophical foundation for discussing the uneven development of 

capitalism, but it is a very real result of the development of this mode 

of production. What jars us so much about this idea of the production 

of nature is that it defies the conventional, sacrosanct separation of 

nature and society, and it does so with such abandon and without 

shame. We are used to conceiving of nature as external to society, 

pristine and pre-human, or else as a grand universal in which human 

beings are but small and simple cogs. But here again our concepts have 

not caught up with reality. It is capitalism which ardently defies the 

inherited separation of nature and society, and with pride rather than 

shame. 

Whilst the production of nature is discussed in more detail in the next sections, the concept has 

relevance here and so deserves a brief explanation. For Latour (2004), the development of the 

production of nature thesis comes from a fundamental critique of a scientific, positivist 

understanding of nature, with its origins in Plato’s Allegory of the Cave, which, in simple 

terms, posits nature and society as opposites. Society, inside the cave, exists in a murky realm 

of myths, lies and ignorance, whilst nature, outside of the cave, represents truth, existing in a 

pristine state. Transgressors of the boundary of the cave entrance (the scientists) gather 

information about the outside world – nature – and bring it back to the cave in order to liberate 

society from its ignorance. However, as Latour notes, society, which has always been able to 

see the shadows of nature cast on the back wall of the cave, is only able to perceive the scientific 

‘truths’ through similar means. Latour positions the scientists as standing at the entrance of the 

cave, amongst the elites who have always controlled access in and out of the cave, manipulating 

the shadows. Many of the scientists may be doing this with the best interests of society in mind, 

yet manipulations of the shadows are all they can offer.  

Forsyth (2003) adds to this by arguing that the game, so-to-speak, is rigged from the start. This 

argument stems from the recognition that control over who can transgress the boundary of the 

cave has always been the purview of the elites. Today this now includes media, 

communications, and any actor who claims an authority to represent reality. From ‘good’ 

education, to funding research, the ability of a scientist to succeed in conducting research is 

always already predicated on their ability to produce knowledge in ways that society values. 

This almost inevitably means that scientists produce new knowledge which conforms to the 

knowledge and values of their society, essentially creating an inbuilt confirmation bias. This 

leads to the conclusion that the signifier of ‘nature’ has no universal truth behind it, with every 

society and individual within that society interpreting it differently. For example, if I use the 

phrase “the beauty of nature”, almost every reader of this phrase will have a different image 

conjured depending on what they consider nature to be: stately gardens, huge waterfalls, arctic 



 65 

sea ice floating through a grey sea, mountains, rivers, the ocean, even activities only made 

possible through what might be thought of as human interference, such as paragliding or the 

view from an aircraft window across a sea of clouds. In this sense, the city becomes defined by 

its political ecology as competing ideas about which forms of nature should be included are 

thrust together. There are also those who argue the city is the opposite of nature (Smith, 2010), 

but when we consider that the enlightenment era and modernity placed all products of human 

imagination and labour as ‘special’ and precisely what separated us from animals, this 

information is unsurprising. When we consider, however, that the city is built from materials 

which originate in nature, and that humans themselves are not separable from the natural world, 

the picture becomes less clear. 

When Harvey (1993, p. 28) declared that “there is nothing unnatural about New York” he was, 

of course, critiquing the traditional distinction between society/culture and Nature which has 

been produced as a result of the positivist enlightenment period (Descola, 2013). How, then, 

are we to incorporate a concept of the city into the present work if the urban fabric exists on a 

planetary scale and there is nothing unnatural about a city? Swyngedouw (2006) and Peet et 

al. (2011) offer us a way forward by suggesting that the urban is a metabolic process, constantly 

changing, reshaping and remaking ‘nature’. If we consider the city to be a particular moment 

in the urbanisation of nature, and that moment being, as Lefebvre (1996, 2000, 2003) argues, 

the commodification of nature at its most complete, then the city appears as a social relationship 

to nature mediated by capital, but one which can and must be changed if capitalism and the 

social, racial and economic inequalities that system brings are to be abolished. 

In this way we can incorporate a theory of the city which argues that it is both natural 

(composed of materials which exist independently of the human cosmology) and as social 

(existing because of the dominant modes of organisation which mediate the relationships to 

nature and each other that humans perform). This dialectical understanding of the city places 

the form, logic, relationships and mediating factors of the city into conversation with one 

another in a way which is both powerful and logically internally consistent. If we take the city 

and human actions as purely natural, responsibility for those actions is impossible to assign 

unless we also assign responsibility to Rhododendron bushes for the decline of British 

indigenous plant species, or bees for the decreasing pollination of fruits and vegetables which 

accompanies their decline. In assigning responsibility for environmental actions, argues Malm 

(2018) and Marx (1867, p. 284), a little bit of dichotomy is worth it, after all “what distinguishes 
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the worst architect from the best of bees is that the architect builds the cell in his [sic] mind 

before he [sic] constructs it in wax”. 

In an era of increasing urbanisation and environmental problems, then, it is no surprise that the 

political ecology of cities leads us to apocalyptic imaginaries. Short (2014, p. 27) argues that: 

The undercurrent of environmental apocalypse that shadows modern 

life, exemplified in all those movies of zombies, alien invaders and 

deadly virus outbreaks, is reflected in the urban theorization of the 

decline and fall of earlier urban empires. 

The challenge faced by the city, then, is to integrate nature without revealing the metabolic 

interaction which underpins them. The fear and anxiety felt by many urbanites that the 

environment around them is collapsing, and with it civilisation (Davis, 1999; Kaplan, 2016; 

Malm, 2018), reveals the intuitive understanding, echoed by Latour (1993), that our lives, far 

from the modernist goal of the domination of nature, are in fact predicated upon the existence 

of a stable nature, a nature which is either under threat or has already ceased to exist. The decay 

of cities in times of austerity reflects the decay of the environment in periods of unchecked 

capitalist circulation and reveals the increasingly shaky foundation upon which our 

contemporary way of life is built (Pohl, 2019). I argue that the integration of nature into 

urbanscapes, including green walls, water features, guerrilla gardens and energy micro-

generation schemes can, far from making urbanites feel the problem is being dealt with, make 

the contemporary subject acutely aware of the precarity of contemporary life. 

3.3 The Production of Nature(s) 

To explore what ‘nature’ means in relation to the research questions of this thesis, the basics 

of theories already discussed in brief detail must be revisited. As the arguments surrounding 

the production of nature are essential for the remainder of the thesis, their foundations must be 

laid systematically and rigorously. This is, in part, due to the fact that the deconstruction of the 

concept of nature presents numerous problems for communication. As I exist in the symbolic 

structures of a society which has, for perhaps 3,000 years, held that nature and society are 

opposites to one-another, this thesis will at times make the very mistakes it critiques society 

for doing. By demonstrating the emptiness of the ‘nature’ signifier later in this section, I leave 

myself with a vocabularic nightmare – the thesis discusses how ‘nature’ is integrated into 

planning policies, whilst simultaneously arguing that ‘nature’ does not exist.  

Along with the production of space arguments advanced by Lefebvre (2000), the literature 

highlights an older debate over the nature of Nature itself. To explore this argument, Latour 
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(2004) reminds us of Plato’s Allegory of The Cave as a way of explaining what is meant by 

the ‘production’ of Nature. For Plato, the nature-society dualism was illustrated with reference 

to a cave: the inside of the cave representing society, a collection of myths, legends and 

falsehoods while the outside represented Nature, something pristine and truth-bearing. The 

distinction drawn between society and nature meant that society could only witness nature by 

the shadows it cast on the wall of the cave, being immersed in social reality rather than natural 

reality, the inhabitants of the cave begin to produce mythologies about the shadows, further 

deepening their ignorance of ‘the way things really are’. Plato argued that those who can 

transgress the boundary between the inside and outside world are knowledge producers, able 

to bring the pristine truth back to The Cave and liberate society from its ignorance. These 

people are what we might now think of as positivist natural scientists. 

For Latour (2004), the foundations of a produced nature emerge when considering the 

structural processes which allow a person to become a transgressor of The Cave. In Plato’s 

time, the scientists were usually born of an elite class, given patronage by those in power and 

then their ideas of the world used to justify the existing political regimes. Latour argues that 

the positionality of the scientist as an elite (both in terms of privilege and funding) member of 

society meant that they would inevitably produce knowledge which would allow them to 

maintain their position. This allowed the elites, to return to Plato’s Allegory, to cast whichever 

shadows they wished on the wall of The Cave, thus allowing the substitution of a social reality 

with an ostensibly natural one, which was, in fact, another social reality. Latour argues that this 

use of Nature to justify and ground an ideology in incontestable truth is problematic for a 

number of reasons, but chiefly among them because the process perverts and distorts our 

concept of what is natural and what is artificial.  

This relationship between ‘nature’, ‘science’ and ‘society’ is what lead Žižek (1991, p. 34) to 

argue that “Nature does not exist”. Žižek, here, is of course not insisting that there is no such 

thing as (what we might call) natural objects – spontaneously occurring without human 

instigation, such as cats, dogs, water, atomic fusion or photons – but that that our understanding 

of Nature is so deeply enmeshed with our ideological predilections, that the concept of Nature 

has no or very little relationship to the actually existing world (Swyngedouw, 2010b). The 

Allegory of The Cave does not stop at pre-modern forms of science and, according to Forsyth 

(2003), continues to influence the way knowledge is produced in the contemporary era. Whilst 

scientists are perhaps no longer the elite transgressors of the boundary between Nature and 

Society, Forsyth argues that they do enter their field of study with culturally specific 
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ideological and ontological baggage which then informs and shapes the science they are able 

to do. As scientists, products of their cultural upbringing, enter the world they produce 

knowledge which can be reconciled with how they already understand the world. This 

knowledge is then used to inform the culture in which the scientist exists, further reinforcing 

the culturally bound knowledge that they can produce in the future.  

In many ways this echoes Lacan’s Symbolic Order, which places the individual and society in 

direct relationship through language and symbolism: society shapes what the individual can 

perceive by structuring their language around ideology, whilst the individual, through 

experimentation and innovation of language opens new avenues for structuring the societal 

Symbolic Order (Fink, 1995; Lacan, 2006). These new forms of expression and knowledge 

which are produced through the interaction are, of course, mutually reinforcing as the ideas 

which emerge are pre-determined by the ideas which already exist and therefore define what it 

is possible to innovate. 

The Production of Nature thesis, therefore, challenges the dichotomy of society and nature 

which is so often replicated in scientific research. If our understanding of Nature is so deeply 

entrenched in ideology and symbolism, how can we truly know anything about the ‘natural’ 

world? What does the word ‘natural’ mean anymore, and can we put it in opposition to the 

word ‘artificial’? Harvey’s (1993, p. 28) declaration that “there is […] nothing unnatural about 

New York City”, the result of a debate about what is natural and what is not, led in his analysis, 

to the argument that, as New York City is produced by humans, a natural species on a natural 

planet, and is built from silica, steel, rubber, copper and granite among other materials, using 

a strict definition of nature, the city is entirely natural. This argument, of course, seems 

preposterous – of course New York is unnatural; without human intervention, it would not 

exist. The question then arises, what makes human intervention privileged? If, as ecologists 

have been arguing for almost two centuries, humans do not occupy a privileged position in the 

Earth’s global ecosystems, and a structure which exists because of species intervention is an 

artificial one, then what about beaver dams? Rainforests created by trees? Termite mounds? 

Are these structures artificial or natural? To avoid slipping into the realm of a world where 

truth becomes impossible and knowing becomes undesirable, a semiotic argument can be 

developed. 

3.3.1 From Nature to Nature(s) 

If the dichotomy between Nature and Society begins to melt away when examined under close 

scrutiny, a problem emerges: how do we, as humans, take responsibility for our actions against 
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the non-human world? Even though a termite may destroy a soil ecology in an area in order to 

build a mound, we do not deem it responsible for the destruction it causes. Beavers cut down 

trees and re-route water courses with dams, yet we do not deem them ecological vandals except 

in specific circumstances. Humans mine gigantic quantities of minerals and fossil fuels, 

reshape their environment into cities and roads and parks and release compound chemicals into 

rivers, the atmosphere and the land – what makes this different from other species? If we are 

truly to make ourselves part of Nature, then this is simply a part of the natural way of things 

and should be allowed. If we are to accept that Nature is a social construct, then this means it 

is, in some way, ours to do with what we will. 

A way out of this conundrum is to recognise that, perhaps, Nature is not as simple and unified 

as we may like it to appear. Returning to Plato’s Allegory of The Cave, the single, immutable 

truth of Nature, produced by the transgressors of the boundary of the cave should, instead be 

separated into two categories, according to Smith (2010), thus allowing us to distinguish 

between Nature which is ostensibly pristine (First Nature) and Nature which is shaped by 

human activity (Second Nature). He also argues that first nature can be thought of as external 

nature, the stuff of the world which we experience in wilderness (if such a space can be said to 

exist) and internal nature, the stuff which we encounter through human mediation by way of 

artistry, urbanisation and cooking, for example. Importantly for Smith’s argument, the two 

concepts of Nature should both be understood as produced, similarly to the production of space 

argued for earlier. What this means, in essence, is that even the nature which we, as humans, 

tend to view as ‘untouched’ or ‘wilderness’ is, in fact, produced by dominant ideologies as 

being so. The ‘untouched beauty’ of a national park such as Yosemite in the United States or 

the Lake District in the United Kingdom is viewed as precious precisely because the 

environment contains specific elements which are valuable to the ideologies of the cultures 

which produced them. The English idyll of rolling mountains, shepherding, babbling brooks 

and tall trees may be what is commonly known as ‘natural’ and yet, these specific elements are 

protected as natural because they connect the urban inhabitant to a history of Britain idealised 

by Jane Austin or Emily and Charlotte Brontë. For Smith (2010), the ostensibly ‘pristine’ 

nature is just as ideological as ‘human’ nature, just serving different purposes. 

In centring the human in the production of two distinct forms of nature(s), Smith perhaps puts 

forward a deeply anthropocentric view of the natural world, relating everything to human 

ideology. However, Smith’s (2010) contribution is to recognise that not all Nature forms our 

basis of truth and that the Nature which does, is Nature which has been produced. This concept, 
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whilst an important step, risks reproducing the sort of arrangements present in The Cave. The 

reason for this is that the First and Second Nature which Smith proposes are both ideologically 

produced, yet apparently totalising, and thus the only Nature we can possibly be aware of in 

any real sense, creating a mystical truth out of any nature we are yet unaware of which has to 

be imagined using our currently available conceptual frameworks. 

To resolve this, attempts are made by the field of ecosemiotics with Kull (1998) offering some 

conceptual ground for exploration. By exploring how humans might symbolise different forms 

of Nature through language and signs, Kull (1998) suggests the further dividing of Nature into 

four Natures: zero, first, second, and third Nature. Recognising that all four of these 

categorisations interact in the same way as reality and sign do, Kull offers these four Natures 

in order to provide a way to explain the different levels of interaction. ‘Zero Nature’ is all that 

Nature which is pristine, free from human recognition or interference and is composed of all 

matter in the universe which is not already part of one of the other three forms. ‘First Nature’ 

is that Nature which has been recognised by humans but is awaiting interaction with humans. 

This Nature is ready and waiting to be transformed through aesthetic appreciation, extraction 

or consumption and is, to borrow a phrase from the former US Secretary of State, Donald 

Rumsfeld, a “known unknown” – objects we know about but are yet to categorise, understand 

or utilise. ‘Second Nature’ is any Nature which has already undergone the process of physical 

transformation by humans. Examples could include dammed rivers, genetically modified 

crops, the clay particles in bricks or the products of fission in a nuclear reactor. ‘Third Nature’ 

is the collection of virtual Natures which are purely intellectual or simulated by humans – 

paintings, computer models of the global climate, memories of trees, and so on.  

A good example of the transitioning between different forms of nature could the Higgs Boson, 

the particle which gives everything in the universe mass. Speaking contemporarily, the Higgs 

Boson, before 2012 when the scientific community at CERN in Switzerland created it in the 

Large Hadron Collider (LHC), had only theoretically existed, making it Third Nature. At the 

point of creation in the LHC, the particle was briefly Zero Nature before decaying and ceasing 

to exist again, never having been directly observed. Once the data had been processed and the 

existence of the Boson confirmed, it became Second Nature, known to exist and created by 

human action but not interfered with. However, this also confirmed that at one point in the 

universe’s history, almost 15 billion years ago, the Boson had existed for short periods of time, 

creating a situation where the Boson briefly existed as Zero Nature, unknown to exist, then, 

after 14.7 billion years became Third Nature, existing only in theory. Another 30 or so years 
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pass, and the particle becomes Second Nature, created by human action, but simultaneously 

unknown to exist, therefore Zero and Second Nature, before being confirmed as having existed 

as First and Second Nature at different points in time. Finally, the particle’s short length of 

existence means it once again resides in a purely virtual state, making it Third Nature once 

again. 

Clearly, the existence of multiple natures, able to transition between different states depending 

on their own existence and human interaction is useful in dissolving and decentring the human 

influence over nature. However, problems do emerge, as can be seen in the example above. In 

an attempt to rethink the society-nature dichotomy and therefore recognise the degree to which 

humans are part of their natural habitat, further distinctions and dichotomies are generated, not 

all of which are useful in day-to-day discussions about nature. Therefore, it is sufficient to 

recognise the complexity of ‘nature’ as a concept, whilst also recognising the importance of 

some degree of externality in moving forward with discussions of environmental disaster and 

apocalypse.  

For Smith (2010, p. 11), the complexity of the concept of nature is a direct result of the 

historical processes which are driven by a capitalist mode of production: 

Much as a tree in growth adds a new ring each year, the social concept 

of nature has accumulated innumerable layers of meaning in the course 

of history. Just as felling the tree exposes these rings – before the timber 

is sent to the sawmill for fashioning into a human artefact – industrial 

capitalism has cut into the accumulated meanings of nature so that they 

can be shaped and fashioned into concepts of nature appropriate for the 

present era. Old concepts of nature are less vanquished than co-opted 

to the present purpose. […] Thus, despite the common grounding in the 

experience of nature, the concept of nature is extremely complex and 

often contradictory. Nature is material and it is spiritual, it is given and 

made, pure and undefiled; nature is order and it is disorder, sublime 

and secular, dominated and victorious; it is a totality and a series of 

parts, woman and object, organism and machine. Nature is the gift of 

God and it is a product of its own evolution; it is a universal outside 

history and also the product of history, accidental and designed, 

wilderness and garden. In our range of conceptions of nature, all of 

these meanings survive today, but even in their complexity they are 

organized into an essential dualism that dominates the conception of 

nature. 

This suggests that the current trend in reconceptualising nature as plural, contested and 

produced could, if taken uncritically, actually serve the aims of a new form of capitalism, one 

which requires multiplicity. One possible reason for this is the current proclivity towards 

identity politics, allowing a multitude of people to experience their own concepts of nature as 
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valid and true. As Žižek (2016) argues, the LGBT+ movement has, in creating a multiplicity 

of gender and sexual identities, produced a constitutive lack. He argues that the continuing 

division of peoples (and here we could read ‘natures’) into multiple identities always 

necessarily means losing some part of what that person or nature is. This could, of course, 

become the subject of an entire thesis, which is not the purpose of raising the issue here. Rather, 

the principle Žižek refers to can be related to contemporary sustainability concerns. For 

example, Žižek, not unsurprisingly, invokes the trash bin as his example, demonstrating how 

the division of waste into Paper, Plastic, Wood, Metal, etc. has created anxiety over what to do 

with the paper bag which has plastic handles, or the hard-bound book with a plastic spine. 

Whilst the majority of the thing conforms to one identity, there is always a small component 

which evades categorisation, necessitating the creation of a ‘General Waste’ bin for those 

things which do not fit into one category or another. For Žižek, this reveals a potential problem 

with identity politics where the reality of being ‘trans’ or ‘non-binary’ negates the very 

categorisation that the LGBT+ movement prides itself on.  

This resultant lack of complete identity creates problems for uniting against global challenges 

such as climate change and capitalism due to the amount of energy spent on deciding which 

categorisation one belongs to. For example, there are positive benefits of climate change, such 

as the opening up of faster shipping routes across the Arctic Sea (Ho, 2010) and increased 

primary productivity of vegetation in northern Europe (Bindi and Olesen, 2010), requiring 

decisions to be made on whether these impacts should be fought as well. Marx and Engels 

(1848) and Marx (1867) famously argued that the basic structure of oppression in capitalist 

society comes from the exploitation of the proletariat by the bourgeoisie, with the petit 

bourgeoisie simply playing a facilitative role, and yet we now witness minute sub-groups 

oppressing other minute sub-groups, creating divisions and hierarchies of oppression which 

may only serve to distract us. The success of the Occupy! movement was arguably due to its 

return to the simple dichotomy of the 1% vs the 99%, providing a universalising movement 

against the structures of oppression which made themselves visible in the immediate aftermath 

of the 2009 financial crisis (Earl, 2014, 2018).  

From a Lacanian perspective, argues Žižek (2016), the only way to prevent the loss of part of 

an identity, such as nature, is to remove the categorisation entirely, to recognise the inherent 

diversity and complexity of the concept and also that something will always inevitably lack 

inclusion within the concept. This fits well with the earlier notion of the end of nature, as only 

by dissolving the concept of nature as a unified, consistent and truth-bearing entity, and instead 
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talking openly about the forms of nature we wish to invoke, can the complexity, benefits and 

problems of specific forms of nature be recognised. Maybe the form of nature we wish to save 

exists only within the loss that communication and codification produces, but acknowledging 

that loss and beginning to examine the fantasy we construct to deal with the loss (Fink, 1995; 

Lacan, 2006) gives us a conceptual and practical way forward. 

Further, and as will be discussed in the following section, the extreme categorisation of Natures 

may not be helpful for solving issues like climate change. For Malm (2018), the Nature-Society 

dichotomy is a useful way of re-introducing responsibility for human actions to the human 

species. There is a danger in accepting this dichotomy, though, as it allows the obfuscation of 

social realities by appealing to the concept of a ‘natural law’. If nature, as external to and free 

from human interference, is truth, then any concept which can be said to be natural becomes a 

powerful force for justifying certain forms of actions, as Smith (2010, p. 29) reminds us: 

The overriding function of the universal conception [of nature] today 

is to invest certain social behaviors with the status of natural events by 

which it is meant that these behaviors and characteristics are normal, 

God-given, unchangeable. Competition, profit, wars, private property, 

sexism, heterosexism, racism, the existence of haves and have nots or 

of “chiefs and Indians” – the list is endless – all are deemed natural. 

Nature, not human history, is made responsible; capitalism is treated 

not as historically contingent but as an inevitable and universal product 

of nature which, while it may be in full bloom today, can be found in 

ancient Rome or among bands of marauding monkeys where survival 

of the fittest is the rule. Capitalism is natural; to fight it is to fight 

human nature.  

So, the implications for the present study become clear: whilst decentring human dominance 

over nature is a noble goal, historically the problem has been the dominance of natural truth 

over ideologically informed realities, such as capitalism, sexism or racism. Therefore, it is 

important to trace which way the power flows in urban environments to examine what 

justification regimes are at work and explore whether decisions in urban planning are 

recognised as ideological or not. The a priori assumption that any decision which refers to 

nature in order to justify its basis must be the correct choice should be challenged – the 

complexity of nature and irrepresentability makes it impossible to base a decision entirely on 

a natural principle. To integrate a concept of nature as separate from humans, yet mutually co-

constitutive, Smith (2010) suggests the term ‘differentiated unity’, recognising the differences 

between the human species and their environment yet also recognising that the two are, 

essentially, inseparable. The differentiated unity between humans and their environment also 

allows for a metabolic conception, each side dependent on the other whilst also shaping and 
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remaking it to ensure their survival. As with all metabolic relationships, though, imbalance is 

always a risk, and the current moment reveals what can happen when a metabolic imbalance is 

struck between the human and non-human world, also revealing the challenge of the era – how 

do we correct the balance to ensure both sides of the relationship survive and are enhanced by 

their interaction with the other?  

3.3.2 Categorisations and Absolutism 

Another potentially problematic consequence of the production of Nature argument is that it 

can very easily lead to categorisations of the natural world. For example, the evolutionary tree 

which is commonly used to explore common ancestry of different species and groups of species 

ultimately divides the natural world into categories and subcategories: a whale, however, is not 

intrinsically a mammal, nor a member of the Animal Kingdom, it simply is what it is. Scientific 

epistemologies classify and categorise various forms of Nature into ‘good’ or ‘bad’. An 

example  is the Human Immunodeficiency Virus (HIV), which, in contrast to other species and 

organisms is deemed as a high priority for eradication. I do not wish to be misunderstood here 

as an advocate for the continued survival of a virus which has caused untold suffering, but the 

call to “Save Nature” must surely also include a complex and well-adapted organism such as 

the virus? The most common example of this categorisation is the label of ‘weeds’ for plants 

which grow in unwanted locations, versus ‘wildflowers’ for plants which grow in land 

designated as ecologically important. Is it not the case that in both locations a seed which 

germinates into a plant suited to that location grows? 

To relate this to the main argument this thesis explores, these categorisations extend to the 

labels of ‘sustainable’, ‘eco-friendly’ or ‘green’. It is entirely reasonable to argue that by 

allocating one of these signifiers to a brand or an item, a consumer encountering the item is 

more likely to assume the product is as good as it needs to be and they can therefore enjoy the 

thing free of guilt. This relates closely to Žižek’s (2009) arguments around cultural capitalism, 

where the labelling of a commodity so as to provide the experience of ostensibly socio-

ecologically benign consumption is a technique used by many of the large, global brands today. 

This sort of greenwashing recently made headlines when, after research was conducted into the 

relative emissions of various airlines, first Ryanair (Chesshyre, 2007) and then EasyJet 

(Harrabin, 2019) were able to argue that they were the ‘greenest’ airlines and therefore an eco-

friendly choice for travellers. Whilst it is true that some reduction in environmental impact is 

better than none at all, it is also somewhat misleading to suggest that international aviation is 

an eco-friendly mode of transport. 
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3.4 Turning to Marx 

Whilst not immediately an obvious choice for understanding urban responses to apocalyptic 

narratives of climate change, the works of Karl Marx are illuminating in exploring the origins 

of value within a capitalist mode of production. As Smith (2010, p. 10) also reminds us: 

More than any other identifiable experience, the emergence of 

industrial capitalism is responsible for setting contemporary views and 

visions of nature. 

As the urban is an increasingly important site of the circulation of capital, Marx’s theories on 

the commodity form and the ways in which people interact with and produce the value of the 

commodity is important to include here. 

The core of Marx’s collected works is formed of three questions: first, where exactly does 

value come from in the capitalist mode of production? Second, how is profit maintained 

through the management of desire? Third, what relationships create the conditions necessary 

for capitalist value production to continue? Taken in their most abstract form it becomes clear 

that these questions, beyond purely economic parameters, become questions of how to manage 

the city and space in general. For this reason, each of these questions is attended to in turn to 

explore the arguments advanced by Marx, relating each one to the city as the section advances. 

Due to the complexity and specificity of Marx’s terminology when discussing his theories, the 

following sub-sections will, at times, use terminology which needs unpacking. Where possible, 

this will be done in the text so as to provide the reader with a full understanding of the concepts 

being employed. However, where multiple definitions are needed in quick succession, the flow 

of the prose is likely to be disturbed by providing these definitions in line, and so footnotes 

will be used to aid the reader’s understanding2.  

3.4.1 Labour Theory of Value 

The Labour Theory of Value is, arguably, Marx’s greatest contribution to both academic and 

public understanding of capitalist commodity production. At least, it would have been Marx’s 

greatest contribution, had Adam Smith and David Ricardo not already laid the foundations 

earlier in the 18th Century (Whitaker, 1904). Nonetheless, Marx is often credited with the most 

complete and thorough exposition of the theory and so his work is turned to here. Importantly 

for this theory, Marx draws a distinction between three different aspects of the commodity: 

 
2 As this section focusses on the collected works of Karl Marx (1844, 1848, 1867, 1885, 1894, 1939), to keep the 

following sections readable, only his name will be used when referring to concepts which appear in several of his 

works or appear as themes of his overall research and writing. When more specific concepts and principles are 

discussed, a citation to the relevant work will be provided. 
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use-value, exchange-value and price. The three aspects are related to one another yet can also 

be said to function independently of one another.  

The use-value of the thing is that quality which fulfils a need or desire. For example, the use-

value of a pair of shoes is that it enables walking over rough terrain without injury. Importantly 

for Marx, however, the use-value can arise from either a physical need or an intellectual desire 

– a camera may have a higher use-value because its images have a greater number of pixels 

than images from another, but also because that higher resolution allows expression in specific 

ways by the photographer. In this way, as will be discussed in the section examining Guy 

Debord’s (1967) work on spectacle, commodities can gain their use-value from their ability to 

signify social status, or membership of a sub-culture. 

The exchange-value of a commodity is determined by its ability to be exchanged for an 

‘equivalent’ amount of another commodity. The ratio between these two quantities is, 

according to the Labour Theory of Value, decided by the quantity of socially necessary labour 

time3 which is embodied in the commodity. If two commodities both require two hours of 

socially necessary labour time, they can be exchanged at a 1:1 ratio, meaning that, for example, 

1 coat would have an exchange value of 1 shoe. If, however, a shoe takes twice as long to 

produce as a coat, given the same level of skill and technology, then they would be exchanged 

at a 2:1 ratio, so two coats would have an exchange value of one shoe. According to Marx, the 

ability to calculate the exchange value of one commodity expressed as a quantity of a second 

commodity allows a third commodity to enter the equation. Marx (1867, p. 180) terms this 

commodity the “universal equivalent” whereby the two commodities to be exchanged are 

expressed as a quantity of the third commodity, making the quantities of socially necessary 

labour time embodied by in all three of the commodities equal, thus giving rise to ‘money’. 

This also solves the problem of exchange where various commodity sellers possess 

commodities which, to them, have no use-value and require exchange for commodities which 

do have use-value. The problem comes when the seller of commodities cannot trade their own 

commodity with somebody who possesses commodities which are required, as that person does 

not require the original seller’s commodities. The universal equivalent allows the original seller 

to obtain a signification of the labour-power they exchanged (in the form of the commodity 

they sold) with the consumer, thereby being able to take the value exchanged in one social 

interaction and enter it into another to acquire commodities which are actually of use. 

 
3 Socially necessary labour time describes the quantity (expressed in units of time) of labour that would be required 

to produce a commodity given an average skill level and average technological support. 
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Marx describes the choice of gold or silver as the universal equivalent as purely by chance. 

The properties of these metals means that they are unlikely to degrade or tarnish over time, 

which would change their weight and therefore the assessment of how much socially necessary 

labour time had been required to produce them. Additionally they were not in common use in 

non-exchange interactions and were easily verifiable as pure and so would make a good choice 

as a form of currency. In addition, the relatively large volume of socially necessary labour 

power required to extract a small quantity of these materials, meant that a small volume (i.e., a 

coin) could be carried easily to represent high value in an exchange. 

Importantly, even though Marx explores the emergence of money as a method of exchange 

early in Capital, he does not develop a theory of price until later in the work. This is partly 

because price depends on competitive advantage and so Marx details how the capitalist can 

seek to expand the gap between exchange value and price by innovating technologically and 

organisationally to lower the amount of socially necessary labour time required to produce a 

given commodity. In doing so, either through time efficiency or economies of scale, the 

capitalist can trade their (cheaper to produce) commodity for slightly lower prices than their 

competitors, creating a demand for their goods which can be met by the increased output made 

possible through the change. Their price may be lower than that of the competitor, but the fact 

that they can produce more of the commodity in a given timeframe and for less investment in 

labour power means that their profit4 could be larger.  

Due to the coercive law of competition, discussed by Marx in Volume 1 of Capital, gradually 

as capitalists develop new technologies their competitors begin to catch up, lowering the price 

of the commodity overall, dissolving the competitive advantage that their rivals may have had. 

This drives economies of scale, as capitalists build larger and more efficient factories in order 

to overcome the influence of technology. However, at a certain point, nothing more can be 

done to improve competitive advantage, necessitating another solution. There are two possible 

avenues open to the capitalist now: enclose some other commonly held commodity, or use 

geographical advantage (Smith, 2010). The first of these processes was described by Marx 

(1867) as ‘primitive accumulation’. Primitive accumulation takes a natural object (‘Zero’ 

nature) not already commodified and makes it into a resource and then commodity (‘First’ and 

 
4 ‘Profit’ for Marx was the extra value a worker produced once they had produced enough value to pay for their 

own means of reproduction minus the cost of the machinery and other fixed capital purchased by the capitalist to 

produce the commodity. Exploitation – or surplus value – for Marx, was the basis of profit and is what the 

communist movement seeks to eliminate through ownership of the means of production. Workers would receive 

the full value they produce.  
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‘Second’ natures respectively). This is usually achieved through legal instruments setting out 

property rights with respect to the object and is usually accompanied by bloody and violent 

removal of people’s rights to the resource (Holloway, 2010), whether it be land, water, animals 

or minerals. Due to Marx’s impassioned but still quite conservative use of the term ‘primitive 

accumulation’, Harvey (2006) updates the terminology to ‘accumulation by dispossession’, to 

recognise that the forms of violence which Marx described as inherent in the process of 

primitive accumulation continue to be felt today and are, in fact, the defining feature of the 

process.  

The second solution, using geographical advantage, whilst never completely formulated by 

Marx (1867, 1885, 1894) was the theory of combined and uneven development, put forward 

by Smith (2010). Smith’s recognition that, in tandem with capitalism’s development in Europe 

in the later 18th century, labour laws began to impact on the ability of the bourgeoisie to exploit 

the proletariat for long hours or in unsafe conditions in order to maximise profits, leads to a 

geographical fix. Instead of innovating in technology, and because lower wages, younger 

workers, dangerous conditions and longer hours had become infeasible, the capitalist could 

look to countries or regions where the restrictions placed upon them by European governments 

did not yet exist. This had a secondary impact of countries seeking to lower employment 

standards in order to attract capital investment. Now, the commodities could be produced more 

cheaply than rival capitalists could achieve, enabling the sale price to be lower and competitive 

advantage to be regained. In the extreme case, the cost of labour could be reduced to zero with 

slavery rampant in many countries at the time and continuing today in fewer countries, enabling 

the capitalist to only factor in fixed capital costs such as tools into their exchange price. This 

uneven development of economies enables continued capitalist circulation because as well as 

maintaining lower costs, the lower prices ensured there was still a market for the commodity 

to be sold in Europe, thus enabling a lower price for the reproductive labour of European 

workers, further lowering the cost of producing commodities that could, at the time, only be 

produced in Europe.  

Thus, the uneven development of national economies also ties them together more closely with 

other national economies. The ability to exploit slave labour in the United States of America 

kept the cost of cotton growing cheap, which meant that workers producing new steam engines 

in the machine factories of Manchester or Doncaster paid less for clothing, which meant that 

the factory owners could pay less for the reproduction of their labour, cheapening the cost of 

the engines they manufactured. This further drove down the cost of producing the clothing as 
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cotton mills could acquire low-cost power for their machinery. The slave owners of the United 

States could then acquire clothing for their slaves at a cheaper cost, thus maximising profit 

throughout the chain, whilst simultaneously guaranteeing higher and greater exploitation of 

human labour power. The exploitation did not stop at humans, however, with genetic 

modification making food sources cheaper and new mining technologies powering the 

circulation of commodities for less coal and thus more profit. As  Smith (2010, pp. 7-8) 

passionately argues: 

In its constant drive to accumulate larger and larger quantities of social 

wealth under its control, capital transforms the shape of the entire 

world. No God-given stone is left unturned, no original relation with 

nature unaltered, no living thing unaffected. To this extent the 

problems of nature, of space, and of uneven development are tied 

together by capital itself. Uneven development is the concrete process 

and pattern of the production of nature under capitalism. 

The story of producing commodities from the proto-capitalism of the 17th century through to 

the contemporary neoliberal era is drenched in blood and human suffering (Holloway, 2010) 

and has transformed the world to serve its own interests. As Debord (1971 [2008], pp. 81-82) 

argues (italics in original):  

A society that is ever more sick, but ever more powerful, has recreated 

the world – everywhere and in concrete form – as the environment and 

backdrop of its sickness: it has created a sick planet. A society that has 

not yet achieved homogeneity, and that is not yet self determined, but 

instead ever more determined by a part of itself positioned above itself, 

external to itself, has set in train a process of domination of Nature that 

has not yet established domination over itself. 

These assertions by Smith and Debord demonstrate how, in a capitalist mode of organisation, 

nature and the world more broadly are constantly produced in order to serve the goals of 

continued accumulation and circulation of commodities. This produces infinite multiplicities 

as each new commodity produces its own form of nature, suitable for it to be justified, utilised 

and then disposed of. The question becomes, then, why do we value the commodity if it also 

damages the world and reshapes it in ways which create precarity and, in Debord’s words, 

sickness? 

3.4.2 The Commodity 

Importantly, for Marx, the three relationships of use-value, exchange-value and price have been 

obscured for capitalist circulation to work effectively. If a worker were to become aware of the 

undervaluation of their labour, so Marx argues, there would inevitably be an uprising, 

demanding the full value of their labour power. Similarly, if a consumer were to become aware 
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of the inherent exploitation which is embedded in every commodity in circulation, it is likely 

that change would be demanded. So, and perhaps most relevant to the overall thesis being 

advanced here, in purchasing a commodity, the particular relationships and ways of working 

which make the commodity possible must also be hidden from sight. This obfuscation acts as 

a form of ‘social lubricant’ to allow the circulation of commodities in the marketplace whilst 

allowing the capitalist to extract as much surplus value and profit from the circulation as 

possible. The commodity itself, therefore, is fetishized.  

In producing a fetishized commodity, the producer must change the focus of desire from the 

consumption of the commodity’s use value, to the simple desire to possess the commodity. As 

an example, when buying shoes (and here I am not referring to sports shoes), we very rarely 

ask how many miles of walking will this shoe protect my feet for? Nor do we compare the 

quality of the cobbling of various brands of shoes. In general terms, shoes are purchased 

because of specific brand identities alongside comfort – and I include myself in this 

generalisation, of course. Specific brands of shoes may not be measurably different to other 

brands in terms of materials employed, standards of construction or even colours, yet loyalty 

to a certain identity may prevent us from crossing from one shop to another. We desire the 

purchase of that particular shoe over another because the shoe itself gives us satisfaction, not 

knowing that we can now walk another, say, 500 km without a blister, rather than 450 km with 

a shoe from the store across the road. As with the colonial roots of the term ‘fetish’, the thing 

itself takes on a special property, capturing our attention and desire and holding deep 

significance to who we are as a person. 

It is true, to return to the urban subject of study in this thesis, that we may purchase a house 

because it has the correct number of rooms, a nicer layout of kitchen, a bath tub and a shower, 

all of which serve a purpose and have utility in our everyday lives, but when choosing between 

identical units produced by a large-scale urban redeveloper, as is the case in Elephant & Castle, 

we fall back on desire and the housing unit takes on the mantel of ‘home’, regardless of the 

actual social, labour and political relations which brought it into being. If we were to consider 

the construction skill as part of the utility of the commodity, and therefore part of its price, 

would we ever accept sub-standard materials? Or would any two homes be different from one-

another – if a house serves a purely utilitarian function, then as long as it has the correct number 

of rooms, plumbing, heating and windows, surely it does not need to ‘stand out’ against the 

backdrop of its neighbours? 
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The commodity form does have limitations, however, when we begin to assess identifying 

marks such as ‘Fairtrade’, ‘eco-friendly’ or ‘sustainable’. These identifiers increase the price 

of the commodity but do so without increasing the utility of the commodity. However, 

returning to Marx’s earlier words, the use-value of a commodity can come from either a 

physical need or from an intellectual one. In the case of eco-friendly commodities, then, does 

the increased use-value come in the form of a signification of a way of thinking? Fulfilling an 

intellectual need to ‘do good’.  

3.4.3 Debord’s Society of the Spectacle 

Hinted at with Marx, but fully explored with Debord, is the concept of ‘spectacle’. Debord’s 

opening paragraph of his seminal work The Society of the Spectacle (1967, para. 1) 

immediately points to the importance of Spectacle in capitalist society: 

The whole life of those societies in which modern conditions of 

production prevail presents itself as an immense accumulation of 

spectacles. All that was once directly lived has become mere 

representation. 

Spectacle, Debord argues, is the mediation of social relations through ‘the visual’. Importantly 

for Debord, the visual manifests itself in everyday life as well as the media, the media being 

just the most vulgar expression of spectacle. Building the idea of fetishisation, Debord argues 

that beyond the desire to possess a commodity, the desire to appear to possess is now dominant. 

When Debord states that “All that was once directly lived has become mere representation”, 

he is alluding to the concept commonly known as ‘keeping up appearances’. With the rapid 

circulation of visual materials in the 1960s, and due to his involvement in the Situationist 

International, mentioned earlier in relation to Lefebvre, Debord’s theories on the Society of the 

Spectacle opened a new way of viewing the commodity, placing it within an economy of 

appearance. For example, whilst we may very well understand that eating in a Jamie Oliver 

restaurant does not mean that our food is cooked personally by Jamie Oliver himself, we feel 

as though doing so makes us appear to have that connection. Similarly, buying a counterfeit 

Gucci or Dolce & Gabbana bag does not mean that we are wealthy enough to afford a real 

Gucci bag, but in the society of the spectacle that does not matter, it simply makes us look as 

though we might be able to afford one, which is the goal. 

For Debord (1967), the production of commodities which simply become representations of 

other commodities means that it becomes harder to discern reality (if such a thing can be said 

to exist) and everything thus becomes a representation of itself. A performative example of this 

can be seen in fashion shows in which models wear outrageously flamboyant or ridiculously 
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overdesigned items of clothing. The goal of the show is not to encourage people to buy and 

wear the items of clothing, but to perform the original function of the fashion show – 

demonstrating the creativity and ingenuity of the designers and, in the process, create desire in 

the consumers to own something simply because it associates them, by appearance, with that 

designer. The very term ‘Fashion Show’ becomes something of a spectacle, when very few in 

the world are able to afford the items, it is difficult to see how the word ‘fashion’ can be applied 

to an inherently unfashionable item. 

The fact that a commodity can become a representation of itself, in Debord’s work, is also 

evident in the current trend for ‘tribal print’ fashion, or so-called ‘ethnic music’. The purpose 

of these designs and forms of art is to identify the wearer or consumer as somebody different, 

apart from the crowd. However, in making the representations of ‘difference’ popular, it 

homogenises the field reducing any difference that might be gained from partaking in the 

culture to simple representation. Importantly, here, the reduction of reality into representation 

of reality also simplifies and obfuscates relationships which go into producing it (Debord, 

1967). The over-simplification performs two functions: (i) allowing us to simply enjoy, 

uncritically, the object before us, and (ii) giving rise to ever more complicated supply and 

production chains for spectacles, which both minimises costs and enables a more complete 

obfuscation of the path the commodity has travelled. When I consider that the television in my 

living room has travelled as an idea from Germany to somewhere in south-east Asia where it 

was assembled from materials torn from the ground in Congolese and Malawian mines, to be 

loaded onto a ship registered in Panama, travelling to the Netherlands and then by lorry to the 

United Kingdom, whereupon I use it to watch media produced in the United States simply to 

be able to turn off from writing this thesis for an hour or two in the evening, I decide not to 

think about it too much and enjoy the spectacle before me. When I do think of it and realise 

that my television is much better travelled than I am, the reality is hard to bear, and I quickly 

return to enjoy the spectacle.  

The success of visual mediation is that it allows enjoyment in a society profoundly shaped and 

predicated upon exploitation of the earth and its inhabitants (Debord, 1967). Social media, the 

ultimate realisation of the society of spectacle, which Debord sadly never lived to see, enables 

us to mediate our interaction with others in carefully curated ways, particularly through apps 

such as Instagram and Flickr where images and very short captions of people’s daily existence 

are carefully uploaded to portray the sort of life and type of person we wish to embody. The 

simple act of uploading a photograph to one of these sites also obscures the more complex 
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relationship which the corporations who run the site have with the data uploaded. Machine 

learning algorithms watch the images for markers of depression (Reece and Danforth, 2017), 

political leaders use carefully crafted images to sway voters (Muñoz and Towner, 2017), and 

the ‘selfie’ becomes both a commodity and a consumption practice (Iqani and Schroeder, 

2016).    

Another aspect of  Debord’s (1967) work is the notion of counter-spectacle or ‘safe rebellion’. 

With this concept, Debord argues that the society of the spectacle includes, within its very 

functioning, the ability to host spectacles which appear to challenge the wider system, but do 

not fundamentally change the system at all. Debord argues that the presence of counter-

narrative is always already built into the system as dissatisfied subjects who become conscious 

of the system through one mechanism or another begin to form insurrectional movements. To 

combat this, and to continue the status quo, Debord argues that campaign or protest groups are 

co-opted and channelled into fighting along the lines which spectacular society can handle or 

suppress. The very idea of rebellion against the system is necessary for the system to function, 

allowing the political subject to feel they have ‘won’ a ‘battle’ against power without having 

actually changed anything fundamental. 

3.4.4 Ontology: Dialectical Materialism 

The speed and number of interactions in contemporary society makes the influence of history 

on the current urbanscape difficult to see; however, it is there. In an earlier section on the urban 

as relational (page 54) I discussed how Affect and Non-representational theory have 

complicated relationships to history and historiography, and ones which are less useful in this 

study for explaining the gentrification process.. In a sense, a difficult way of relating to history 

tallies with Debord’s (1967) assessment of the spectacle, as an object which simply appears 

the way that it is, in isolation to all other relationships. For example, if we ignore the history 

of N.D.S.M. Werf and analyse it as it is now, we find that there is no explanation for the rusting 

hulk of a submarine which marks the ferry’s landing stage, or the wooden shack now called 

Sexyland which is a small bar, or the towering cranes rusting atop concrete slabs, nor is there 

explanation for the strange looking trams sat at the base of the cranes (Figure 3.1). For history 

not to be important, these objects would have to simply be as they appear, the affective field 

giving us attachment to them through their becoming relation to us. Nostalgia dissolves and 

the future appears as the only possible way of shaping our understanding of the world and our 

relationship with it. A world entirely mediated by the visual, a spectacular state of being. 
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Figure 3.1 - Panel showing elements of the N.D.S.M. Werf aesthetic which rely on history to function properly. (Author's own 

photographs, various dates) 
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What Debord (1967) teaches us is that, however ahistorical and imminent an object may 

appear, this is only because of the speed of change within modern capitalist society. When  

Fukuyama (1989) proposed that the emergence of a global culture of Western Liberalism in 

1989 was the “end of history” as the traditional distinctions between the ideologies of the East 

and West, of Communism and Capitalism, of Liberalism and Fascism began to dissolve, he 

was wrong (Takahashi, 2014). History is important. The ostensible defeat of communism in 

1989 did not end its influence over capitalism. This much is evident in contemporary debates 

in US and UK politics, when ‘communist’ and ‘socialist’ are still ideological slurs levied at 

those who call for universal healthcare and a decent welfare state, or in the case of Jeremy 

Corbyn, question whether there is a legitimate reason for billionaires to exist. 

Whilst history is important, it is often hard to see its guiding hand at work, which makes the 

possibility of ignoring it tempting. For many, the emergence and rapid submergence of new 

relationships, ideologies and politics can appear as an ahistorical process, happening 

independently of the forces of history which Marx and other pre-1989 scholars believed to be 

so important. Swyngedouw (2006) talks of this when describing a spectacularly produced space 

such as Piccadilly Circus in London with the constant flow of resources, information, bodies, 

ideas and commodities becoming phantasmagoric, obscuring the historical and spatial relations 

which go into making it. The purpose of this thesis, however, is not to undertake a full historical 

analysis of the fieldsites, thus making a historical materialism ontology impractical and 

unnecessary. Again, Debord (1967) offers a way to take account of history whilst not clouding 

the argument with extensive historical material, thus giving more space to an analysis of 

contemporary conditions. For Debord, the generalised history of the current condition is that 

of capitalism. Since its inception – and we may argue over the date of its inception (Holloway, 

2010) – capitalism has been characterised by a number of constant features: growth, 

accumulation and profit, dispossession, (re)production of inequalities, enclosure, and 

commodification. These historical processes have shaped the development of contemporary, 

capitalist society and have created, in one way or another, the planet we live on today. This is 

not to argue that the processes only operate in one direction either, there are important forms 

of resistance to them (Gibson-Graham, 2006a, 2006b; Holloway, 2010, 2016), however, the 

acts of resistance are ultimately only made necessary by existence of capitalism’s general 

principles, therefore making many of the acts of living differently also inherently shaped by 

these general principles. 
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Taking these principles as historically generalised and contemporarily relevant allows us to 

‘shorthand’ our analysis. Whilst the history of the processes or objects is essential in 

understanding how they operate or come to be, the historically generalised principles of 

capitalism are sufficient to explain most of the things we encounter in the field. For example, 

the towering cranes in N.D.S.M. Werf mentioned earlier (Figure 2.6) are in their current 

dilapidated state due to the success of mercantile capitalism in the Netherlands, requiring larger 

ships and deeper water ports, only possible in Rotterdam and Ijmuiden further down river from 

Amsterdam, the shipbuilding yard no longer large enough to construct the behemoth ships 

closed down, the land unprofitable for housing or commerce falls into disrepair until an artist’s 

collective squats the site. Now, with Amsterdam becoming a cultural hub, the colonial past 

which built it no longer acceptable on the global stage5, the city seizes upon the opportunity to 

enclose the artistic community in capitalist relations, producing a new space of conspicuous 

consumption and capitalist enclosure north of the river. The cranes become part of the artistic 

aesthetic; those  not in a suitable condition to be converted into boutique hotels, such as the 

Hotel Crane Faralda, become commodified as part of the overall experience – the historical 

process of transforming Amsterdam from a mercantile capitalist economy to a cultural 

capitalist economy explains how the crane ends up in its current form. 

Importantly, in this process, the crane becomes a symbol of both the decline of one form of 

capitalism and the birth of another. The object which contains a duality, each side the 

contradiction of the other fits well with a dialectical materialist ontology (Lefebvre, 2009; 

Swyngedouw, 2009). Identifying these contradictions and dualities within objects and forms is 

the work of the dialectical materialist, relating the form to the logic which leads to its creation 

(Lefebvre, 2009).  

3.5 Narratives of the Apocalypse 

According to Williams (2011), it is too late to stop the apocalypse; it is already upon us. For 

Williams, the dire circumstances under which many of the world’s peoples live is evidence 

already that the world is in its death throes. Unable to sustain life in a growing number of 

places, the world as we understand it enters its last stages of existence. This view may seem a 

radical one at first, but when considering Smith’s (2010) theories on combined and uneven 

 
5 Just as important as the colonial past of Amsterdam is the coloniality of contemporary Amsterdam. For 

Maldonado-Torres (2007, p.243), the lingering effects of colonialism make themselves felt through contemporary 

colonial influences on “culture, labor, intersubjective relations, and knowledge production well beyond the strict 

limits of colonial administrations.” Whilst the coloniality of the city is not attended to in this thesis, it is 

nonetheless important to recognise that these are not necessarily solely historical processes (Quijano, 2007). 



 87 

development, discussed earlier, the prescience of the theory begins to appear. Whilst wealthier 

nations and peoples may not be experiencing the most brutal impacts of climate change yet, 

this is because, first, these nations are, in general, able to adapt to the impacts more readily, 

and second, the quirks of geography enables the impacts of climate change to be felt in other 

parts of the world whilst the wealthy enjoy relative stability. However, the fact that the 

apocalypse is already underway has evidently not escaped the wealthy imaginary 

(Swyngedouw, 2010a, 2013a). Given the usefulness of film and other fictive narratives in 

identifying collective anxieties around contemporary issues (Lebeau, 2001; Metz, 1982), film 

is illuminating in this discussion. Returning to Kaplan’s (2016, p. 8) earlier statement that 

“Utopian Discourses have given way to dystopian imaginaries on a scale rarely seen in earlier 

aesthetic periods. […] Films reflect pretrauma operating in culture and discourse along with 

the twin processes of fear and hope”, it is easy to see how the current trend for apocalyptic 

narratives on television and in cinema is reflective of a wider societal concern: the society 

which is presently constructed upon the ability to ‘export’ the negative effects of its existence 

(exploitation, climate change, suffering, etc.) may be about to experience those effects for 

itself. 

The apocalypse, then, becomes a common theme running through much of contemporary, 

Western popular culture. It appears as part of political statement (see Figure 3.2), as part of 

narrative devices in docu-drama films such as The Age of Stupid (Armstrong, 2009) and 

fictional works like After Earth (Shyamalan, 2013) and The Road (Hillcoat, 2009). But, the 

question arises, how did the apocalypse become such an integral part of contemporary culture? 

This section explores the narrative of the apocalypse in its many guises through contemporary, 

Western culture and the potential meaning for the strength of its presence.  
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Figure 3.2 - Front Cover of The New Statesman on the 9th November 2016 (New Statesman, 2016) 

In tracing the prevalence of apocalyptic narratives in popular culture, every attempt is made to 

explore them through secular examples. This is to provide continuity between the studied 

example of climate change and the exploratory groundwork of apocalypses in general. 

However, this will not always be possible as apocalyptic narratives are strongly tied to biblical 
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and religious movements. Because of the various historical and cultural meanings which have 

been ascribed to the word ‘apocalypse’, it is also necessary to trace the etymology of the term 

before deciding on a working definition for this thesis. 

The Oxford English Dictionary (2018) defines ‘apocalypse’ in two ways, one biblical, one 

secular: first as “[t]he complete and final destruction of the world, as described in the biblical 

book of Revelation”; and, second as “[a]n event involving destruction or damage on a 

catastrophic scale.” These two definitions paint two quite different scenarios. Interestingly, to 

resolve this difference, the Cambridge Dictionary (2018) draws a distinction between 

“apocalypse” and “the Apocalypse”, the former referring to “a very serious event resulting in 

great destruction and change”, and the latter as relating to “the Bible, the total destruction and 

end of the world.” From these two definitions a divide between the hard Apocalypse of the 

Bible and the soft apocalypse begins to appear. Before the book of Revelation, the apocalypse 

offered a change, not an ending, to the current world order and therefore offers some hope for 

the future. However, it is also interesting to note that both of these definitions include a 

condition of “destruction”, yet only one definition includes “destruction” and “change”. 

Žižek (2011) argues that the apocalypse, when taken back to the ancient Greek root of the word 

(‘αποκαλύπτειν [apokalýptein]’) which means ‘to unveil’, is nothing less than a laying bare of 

the relationships of inequality that already exist. He cites Hurricane Katrina in 2005 as a key 

example. For Žižek, the apocalypse of Katrina was not the destruction of property or loss of 

life caused by the devastating hurricane but was the destruction of the veil which covered the 

socio-racial inequalities that led to those deaths most heavily felt among the Black community 

of New Orleans. Because of the element of change inherent in the definition of the word, Žižek 

argues that this unveiling can, if recognised as such, be an opportunity for changing the system 

of violence perpetrated under Capitalism, Patriarchy or any one of a number of oppressive 

systems.  

Whether the effect described by Žižek (2011) is effective when the apocalyptic event is 

imagined or due to happen in the future remains unclear from his writing and is partially the 

research question of this thesis. To explore the imagined apocalypse’s common tropes and 

themes, and thus glimpse at its possible effects on political acting, a comprehensive study of 

films which fall within the ‘cli-fi’6 genre was performed by Svoboda (2016) which identified 

 
6 Cli-fi is defined by its use of climate change as a narrative device in fictional works. Climate change can appear 

either as the focus of the work, or as a backdrop upon which another, more traditional, story plays out (Tuhus-

Dubrow, 2013; Svoboda, 2016). 
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a number of concerning features of the imagined apocalypse. First, the apocalypse is often 

imagined as ‘revenge’ or ‘our actions catching up with us’. This may seem to be the case on 

the surface; however, positioning the increased likelihood of intense storms, or the destruction 

of the world by rising sea levels or droughts as an act of revenge creates a dualism between 

humans and nature, one which we have already discussed as being deeply problematic (Castree, 

2001, 2002, 2005; Castree and Braun, 2001; Latour, 2004). By positioning nature and society 

as two opposing forces, the temptation is to ‘fight back’ or, as Esposito (2010, 2011, 2013) and 

Neyrat (2010) argue, create divisions between the community of the good and the community 

of the bad, necessitating the immunisation of the good against the bad. Whilst the 

immunological biopolitics of climate change will be discussed in more detail in later sections 

of this thesis, the implications of immunisation are that the preservation of the good comes at 

the expense of the existence of the bad.  

The importance of narrative and, in particular, visual narrative is a common theme running 

through contemporary social sciences (Banks and Zeitlyn, 2015; Marion and Crowder, 2013; 

Rose, 2016) – a point which will be discussed further in the Methodology chapter. The 

proliferation of films depicting the apocalypse, whether that be via zombies (Hall, 2011; Platts, 

2013), body-snatchers (Sherman, 2011) or climate change (Svoboda, 2016) tells us something 

interesting and important about the collective anxieties and fears of the society which produces 

and consumes them. For example, the massive number of alien invasion films which were 

produced in the 1950s and 1960s in North America reflect fears over the rise of communism 

to the east in East Germany and the USSR (Sherman, 2011). Films such as 2012 (Emmerich, 

2009) (whilst ostensibly about the Mayan calendar 2012 apocalypse prophecy) reveal 

interesting anxieties about government ‘cover-ups’ in the face of disaster and the role of money 

in determining the value of human life in contemporary society. 

Lebeau (2001) reminds us that within the clinical practice of psychoanalysis, dreaming is seen 

as an avenue for deep analysis. This is, in no small part, due to Freud’s assertion that repression 

of anxieties, desires and drives is necessary for the Ego to maintain dominance over the Id and 

subordination to the Super-Ego, which is a proxy for societal expectations (Lebeau, 2001). 

Freud adds to this that whatever is repressed will return to the conscious mind; the most well-

known form of return is through so-called ‘Freudian slips’, a concept which Lacan later 

reframes. But the most important return method for the purpose of this argument is through 

dreams (Lebeau, 2001). Whilst dreams are useful in analysing an individual’s repressed 

desires, Lebeau argues that in analysing the collective desires of a society, film can also be 



 91 

‘read’ through theory by the researcher in the same way as a dream can by an analyst. This 

direct linkage between cinema and the collective dreaming of desires and anxieties by a society 

gives this thesis a clear justification for the inclusion of filmic analysis in understanding the 

ways society articulates its anxieties and desires around apocalyptic narratives. Christian Metz 

(1982), in one of the foundational texts on the relationship between cinema and psychoanalysis, 

argues, further, that cinema is a good proxy and even signifier of the collective imaginary. His 

work shows that cinema not only unveils repressed thoughts and desires, but also provides a 

window into the narratives which are constructed by both individuals and society to assist in 

the proper functioning of a Symbolic order, namely, the Imaginary. 

A second worrying component of apocalyptic cli-fi, according to Svoboda (2016), is that there 

is always some ‘return to normality’ at the end of the film, suggesting that climate change will, 

eventually, be okay. With very few exceptions, films tend to either offer a glimmer of hope 

that the biotechnical apocalypse may soon be over due to human action (as is the case in I am 

Legend7 (Lawrence, 2007)) or that the system which created the apocalypse will soon return to 

homeostasis, and preferably a homeostasis which does not require much human adaptation (as 

is the case in The Day After Tomorrow (Emmerich, 2004)). In some instances, such as the 

collection of Mad Max (Miller, 1979, 1981, 2015; Miller and Ogilvie, 1985) films, the 

apocalypse does not have any end in sight but the audience is invited to witness that humans, 

through the usual ingenuity and use of violent force, will rebuild a society, of sorts. 

Third, and finally, the presence of a hero character in much of the apocalyptic fiction in 

circulation is identified. Through the Lacanian Mirror Stage identity formation acting through 

the cinematic canvas (Lacan, 2006; Williamson, 1978), the audience is invited to become the 

hero, as will be discussed in some detail later in the thesis. However, the ‘super-wicked’ nature 

of climate change, defined as  a problem with complex solutions, high-stakes outcomes, and 

extreme uncertainty (Game et al., 2013; Levin et al., 2012) requires that solutions be thought 

of collectively, not individually. The individualisation of the solution by Hollywood through 

their portrayal of a single (usually male) human going up against the odds to save the world 

presents a challenge to the sorts of action which might be necessary in the real world.  

 
7 It should be noted, however, that in the original book by Richard Matheson, published in 1954, the storyline 

concluded with the apocalypse becoming the birthing of a new world. In both versions, a virus released changes 

the human population into zombies. In the theatrical release of I am Legend, however, humans find a sanctuary 

in which to survive and rebuild their community, whereas in the book the zombies become the dominant species, 

with the hero realising he is now the abomination, which was reflected in an alternate ending of the film, never 

shown in cinemas. 
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From Svoboda’s work and the groundwork laid by Smith (2010), it becomes reasonably clear 

that cli-fi repeats some of the mistakes which were made by modern societies: it places the 

human as the centre of the narrative; assumes that technology or science can and will save us; 

and, it positions nature as something opposite and dangerous to human survival. However, this 

says very little of the relationship between apocalypses and climate change in the ‘real’ world. 

To what extent can we imagine climate change as an apocalypse in the way that Hollywood 

does, or is this simply ‘dramatic licence’? 

3.6 Apocalypse and Climate Change 

“The ecological Armageddon is already a reality” (Swyngedouw, 2013a, p. 11). This sobering 

statement is a reminder of the stakes we are dealing with. The battle before the end of all things, 

is already upon us. Williams (2011) describes, building upon Smith (2010), how the 

contemporary ecological crisis is both spatially and temporally uneven, allowing the globally 

elite countries a continued existence relatively free from the concerns of peak oil, climate 

change, sea level rise or the sixth mass extinction event. This uneven apocalypse has been 

hinted at before by scholars such as Bachram (2004), who describes the colonialism inherent 

in carbon trading, enabling wealthy countries to buy their way out of responsibility for 

mitigating climate change. The apocalypse, however, is distributed spatio-temporally; the 

importance of this recognition is that, whilst ecology may appear to be ‘doing well’ in London, 

Amsterdam and Hamburg, the planet as a whole is already becoming inhospitable to groups of 

humans and non-humans. 

Apocalyptic narratives of climate change are not new, and have characterised many global 

environmental agreements for almost 30 years from the 1992 Rio Earth Summit (Peet et al., 

2011) through to the latest IPCC Special Report on achieving the Paris Agreement objectives 

(IPCC, 2018). The language of urgency, disaster, crisis and, ultimately, apocalypse is rife in 

the field. Whilst arguments can be had over the validity of the use of this language, with 

questions over just how soon is ‘urgent’ or what ‘dangerous’ might mean exactly (Hollin and 

Pearce, 2015; Masco, 2017; Schneider, 2001), the fact of the matter is, climate change is 

happening, its impacts will be far-reaching, and humans are to blame for it (IPCC, 2007, 2013). 

This section of the thesis explores the question of why has climate change become the 

seemingly natural bedfellow of the apocalypse? 

Climate change has seemingly always had an association with biblical tales and discourses of 

the apocalypse (Hulme, 2008), for example: the impacts of climate change, as many scientific 

papers predict, include war (Barnett, 2003; Nordås and Gleditsch, 2007), disease & pestilence 



 93 

(Patz et al., 2005; Patz et al., 1996; Reiter, 2001) and famine (Brown and Funk, 2008; 

Schmidhuber and Tubiello, 2007) – all four of the horseman of the apocalypse most commonly 

portrayed in popular culture8. The mirroring of biblical prophecy in describing the predicted 

consequences and impacts of climate change on local, regional and global scales has the, 

somewhat unsurprising, result of creating a sense that the future is apocalyptic (Swyngedouw, 

2010a, 2013a). The apocalypticism of the future is further reinforced through popular culture, 

when news media outlets produce headlines such as: WBEZ91.5 Chicago’s Podcast “Climate 

Change… the Apocalypse?” (Science Vs, 2017), WIRED’s article “The Climate Apocalypse is 

Now, and It’s Happening to You” (Rogers, 2018), Scientific American’s “Climate Change: 

We’re not literally doomed, but… …there’s space for action between “everything is fine” and 

“the apocalypse is upon us”” (Marvel, 2018). Although these are only a select few article 

headlines, they are illustrative of the close association between apocalyptic fears and climate 

science.  

The circulation of apocalyptic narratives has the effect of creating… 

…a deep-seated conviction that things are teetering on a precipice, that 

disaster is not just around the corner but that the corner has already 

been turned. Now is one of those times. The anxiety and urgency are 

palpable, and not just because movies about the dead returning to life 

and waging war on us all are making a killing at the box office. We 

stand on the nervous razor edge of bad years bound to go worse, if we 

don’t intervene, and we can’t help but feel this. 

 (Williams, 2011, p. 4) 

The reporting of climate change in such a doom-laden way is mirrored by the multiple films 

and television series which also portray climate change as a sensational, catastrophically 

destructive force. The most famous of these films, perhaps, is Roland Emmerich’s (2004) The 

Day After Tomorrow. In this (extremely well studied) film, climate change is made into a 

singular, destructive event (Svoboda, 2016), resorting to apocalyptic storylines in order to 

create a narrative for the film (Heise, 2008; Zumbansen and Fromme, 2010).  

Hulme (2009) describes the end-times and ‘climate change as weather event’ narrative as one 

of the four myths of climate change: ‘Presaging Apocalypse’ (the other three myths, as quoted 

by Svoboda (2016, p. 53) are “Lamenting Eden, Constructing Babel, and Celebrating Jubilee”).  

Using  apocalyptic discourse in the way Roland Emmerich does in The Day After Tomorrow 

 
8 It is, however, important to note that the horseman of ‘pestilence’ is a relatively new interpretation, from Jacobs, 

J. (1901-1906) The Jewish Encyclopedia: A Descriptive Record of the History, Religion, Literature, and Customs 

of the Jewish People from the Earliest Times to the Present Day. New York: Funk & Wagnalls.  The original first 

horseman, as represented in the Book of Revelation 6:1-8, stood for ‘Conquest’ or ‘Victory’.  
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to portray climate change forms the basis for much of the cli-fi genre. The trend for this form 

of portrayal is somewhat unsurprising, Svoboda (2016) reminds us, as the commercial success 

of The Day After Tomorrow has persuaded filmmakers since to follow the tropes and themes 

of the film. Interestingly, The Day After Tomorrow’s main downfall, according to Sakellari 

(2015) and Lowe et al. (2006) is that many of the audience members – whilst more motivated 

to take personal responsibility for their impact on the climate immediately after the film – felt 

that the impacts of climate change portrayed by the film were more akin to science-fiction than 

any actually probable results of a changing climate.  

Another reason for the prevalent use of apocalyptic narratives in movies about climate change 

is the speed at which climate change occurs. Tuhus-Dubrow (2013) reminds us that cli-fi novels 

and films appear either to deal with a specific weather event made more extreme by climate 

change or to use climate change to enhance the backdrop of a main, and perhaps otherwise 

mundane narrative. She reminds us that while some writers use “fiction to bring climate change 

to life, other writers use climate change to bring their fiction to life” (2013, p. 59). This is, in 

part, due to both the complexity and deep-timescale of climate change. Even with the in-depth 

format of a novel as compared to the 120-minutes of a (quite long) film, portraying small, 

incremental changes in rainfall, average temperature and sea level does not make for an 

interesting read or watch for the audience.  

Another component of the position of climate change as an apocalyptic event is the notion of 

judgement. It is hard to deny the parallels between the IPCC’s declaration that we have 12 

years to save the planet, and the 7 year rule of Christ before the end of the world foretold in the 

Book of Revelation (Albrecht, forthcoming). The similarities between the biblical ending 

brought about by human sin and the climate change ending brought about by human hubris has 

led many UK newspapers to report climate change as a punishment, and green actions as 

atonement or repentance (Woods et al., 2012). The sense of ‘divine punishment’ which climate 

change seems to instil in (some) people could be argued to be a result of the historical 

construction of nature as both external and truth bearing, almost deity like. This feeling was, 

in many ways, confirmed by Lovelock and (the uncredited) Margulis’s (1979) Gaia: A New 

Look at Life on Earth which, arguably, gave the planetary systemic responses to metabolic 

imbalances a anthropomorphised ‘intent’ by positioning the biosphere, lithosphere and 

atmosphere as parts of a super-organism which regulated itself, responding to the changes 

which humans caused in the chemical balances of each sphere. George Carlin’s (1992) stand-

up comedy routine ‘Save the Planet’ also repeats this anthropomorphism of the Earth’s self-
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correcting systems by arguing that the Earth’s temperature is raising much like a host body 

would raise its temperature to fight off infection. The prevalence of these forms of narratives 

in both the scientific and public realm suggests that humans tend to want to explain the Earth 

through reference to planning, emotion, intent and self-awareness.  

The idea that climate change may be part of a ‘plan’ by the Earth inevitably leads us to wonder 

what might happen at its conclusion? It also relinquishes control of the problem from humans, 

or at least makes the consequences not human in creation. If climate change is part of a plan, 

or was an unplanned event, then the ‘thing’ which ends climate change – in one way or another 

– must not be the fault of the human species. This is arguably why, in so many different fora, 

climate change is most comfortably thought of as apocalyptic. There is a second element to 

this – one which will be returned to shortly – which, as Jameson (2003, p. 76) reminds us, 

comes from the fact that “it is easier to imagine the end of the world than to imagine the end 

of capitalism.” As I have already shown, the capitalist mode of organisation permeates almost 

every aspect of Western society, even by definition those elements which exist in opposition 

to it, so the environmental apocalypse at the end of climate change is also the capitalist 

apocalypse at the end of climate change. If capitalism makes the world, then only an apocalypse 

can bring about the end of capitalism. In many ways, any feelings of desire for the end of the 

capitalist organisation of society can be sublimated into a desire for the apocalypse, 

remembering, of course, that desire is not always as simple as it might at first seem (Žižek, 

2008a, 2009, 2011). 

The apocalyptic production of climate change, then, also presents the human species with a 

simple project: stop climate change or die trying. The focus on the end times folds the 

complexity of the global climate system interacting with a global trade of commodities, 

externalities and exploitative practices down into a simple, almost tangible concept. Stopping 

the apocalypse seems almost do-able, yet the multiple tasks, innovations, social and political 

changes and potential sacrifices needed to change the Earth’s already warming condition when 

the outcome of each of these actions is still uncertain can seem impossible (Neyrat, 2019) and, 

yet, that is precisely what might be needed.  

3.7 Climate Change and Spectacle 

There are various elements of the planetary eco-system which are being affected and add up to 

become what is commonly known as ‘climate change’, the most well-known of which is the 

rising levels of CO2 in the atmosphere, which has been known to cause global average 

temperatures to increase since the days of Eunice Foote (1856), John Tyndall (1861) and 
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Svante Arrhenius (1896). The complexity of the Earth’s systems leads to feedback loops where 

temperature increases trigger further changes which then trigger further temperature increases, 

the long-term, slow absorption of heat by the planet’s oceans, slowing the average atmospheric 

temperature increase, aerosols which reflect solar insolation and a whole host of other known 

and unknown phenomena (IPCC, 2007, 2013). Many different human actions contribute to the 

problem, ranging from our diets requiring high intensity meat farming which produces CH4, a 

more powerful warming gas but one which is thankfully short-lived in the atmosphere, through 

to conferences which tens of thousands of delegates travel to, releasing all kinds of pollutants 

determined by whichever mode of transport they choose to utilise9. The IPCC (2013), when 

describing the important greenhouse gases which contribute to global warming, refer to the 

“basket of six” gases: CO2 (carbon dioxide), CH4 (methane), N2O (nitrous oxide), HFCs 

(hydrofluorocarbons), PFCs (perfluorocarbons) and SF6 (sulphur hexafluoride) as the most 

important gases. Given the complexity of the science and of the drivers of climate change, and 

even the term ‘climate change’, why are climate change and CO2 so commonly mobilised as 

monolithic concepts which are to be tackled, rather than complex and cumulative processes 

which add up to make a whole? 

I argue that an answer to this question is to be found in a return to Debord’s thoughts on the 

society of the spectacle. Debord (1967) argued that the spectacle over-simplifies relationships. 

This is a result of the obfuscation of the relationships and properties which a commodify 

engenders, leading the beholder to understand every ‘thing’ as a thing in its own right, isolated 

from the forms of exploitation which we know very well to exist, but are able to ignore (Žižek, 

2008c, 2009). The removal of complexity from an object’s position within the society which 

produced it is what enables commodity fetishism to take hold, giving the commodity a special 

power over the psyche of the consumer simply because it exists and is valued by virtue of it 

being given a price and thrown into circulation (Debord, 1967; Marx, 1867).  

A second component of this obfuscation is that it allows the easy communication of a complex 

problem by using connotive signifiers, which enables a larger issue to be signified through the 

use of a simple, easy to digest object. To give an example, in my own previous research 

(Harper, 2014), I have shown how the spectacularly visual campaign run by Greenpeace to 

‘#SavetheArctic’ led the polar bear, and usually a human dressed as a polar bear, to become 

 
9 One such conference, the 2019 General Assembly of the European Geophysical Union is estimated to have 

contributed 22,300 tCO2e, 86% of which came from long-haul flights according to Klöwer, M. (2019) Travel 

Carbon Footprint of the EGU General Assembly [Online]. Available from: 

https://github.com/milankl/CarbonFootprintEGU [Accessed 25th November 2019]. 
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connotive of the Arctic as an entire ecosystem, allowing the easy communication of the idea 

that Greenpeace attempted to convey. This also has the effect, as Igoe et al. (2010) note, that 

celebrity engagement with environmental concerns becomes possible. Much as Sir David 

Attenborough now is connotive of environmental objectives for many young people, Harrison 

Ford, as the face of the board of Conservation International and the literal voice of the ocean 

in one of their campaign videos10, becomes the environment itself, or himself, as the case may 

be. With Harrison Ford lending credence to the cause, and messages such as “Nature doesn’t 

need people, people need nature”, we begin to see the dichotomy of nature and society play out 

in spectacular ways (Igoe, 2010; Igoe et al., 2010; Sullivan, 2011).  

The simplification of the problem down to slogans or celebrity endorsed actions, then, turns 

climate change into a spectacular phenomenon (Debord, 1967). At both ends of the action 

spectrum, spectacle makes itself felt. When we carry a canvas tote bag rather than a plastic one, 

we appear to be part of the solution, the bag no longer serves a utility-based function, but acts 

as a signifier of our ‘eco-credentials’. When a government announces so many gigawatts of 

hydro- or wind-power, they signify to their electorate and other governments around the world 

that they take climate change seriously, and the measure of their seriousness is the number of 

dollars, pounds or euros which will be spent (Swyngedouw, 2010b, 2013b). Actions and 

objects become mere representations of themselves: wind turbines become ways of re-assuring 

a population that work is being done to avert the crisis, rather than simply a way of generating 

electricity without producing too many greenhouse gases.  

Given the vast number of ‘eco-friendly’ products on the market, it becomes difficult to 

determine what should actually be supported as making a positive difference. The very notion 

of ‘sustainability’ as defined by the Brundtland Report (WCED, 1987) as “meeting the needs 

of the present, without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs” 

is problematic, as Nebbia (2012, p. 101) argues:  

The idea of sustainability has since become both a popular myth and a 

term devoid of meaning. Although the adjective ‘‘sustainable’’ is 

attached to numerous political activities, products and services, this 

improbable idea, which a popular proverb summarizes as “you can’t 

have your cake and eat it, too,” is too rarely questioned. 

The lack of meaning for the term (which will be returned to in more detail in subsequent 

sections) creates an empty signifier, ‘sustainability’ simultaneously comes to mean nothing and 

everything (Brown, 2016; Davidson, 2010; Gunder, 2006; Nebbia, 2012). Similar to the 

 
10 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=rM6txLtoaoc  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=rM6txLtoaoc
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concept of ‘nature’, the term only comes to mean something when referred to by way of a 

secondary signifier such as ‘carbon neutral’, ‘recycled’ or ‘BPA free’. As Western societies 

have traditionally positioned scientific discourse as a discourse of enlightenment and truth, the 

metrics which enable an action, object, or person to claim they are ‘carbon neutral’ have to be 

taken on trust much of the time. This can, and has, led to the forms of capitalist exploitation 

which caused the problem in the first place, as Bachram (2004) reports on the colonialism of 

carbon trading. Even with environmental campaigns, the potential for the spectacularisation of 

messages and actions causing damage or supporting the very structures they seek to undermine 

(Loftus, 2012) can be seen in groups such as Greenpeace, when their campaigns to 

#SavetheArctic played upon slogans and narratives of simple choices and ended up visually 

arguing that individual heroics were the solution to an impossible challenge of switching away 

from fossil fuels (Harper, 2014). It is, therefore, imperative that solutions which are presented 

to us now are critically and carefully examined for their potential to displace the problem 

without actually having much positive effect on it. 

Not only do the ‘solutions’ to climate change lend themselves well to spectacular 

representation, but so do the impacts (O’Neill and Nicholson-Cole, 2009; O’Neill and Smith, 

2014). The terrifyingly impressive weather systems, huge drought-ridden plains and deluges 

of water which are so effectively mobilised by Al Gore in An Inconvenient Truth (Guggenheim, 

2006) to convey his message are at once believable and spectacular, creating a sense of awe 

and fear in the audience. Whilst the question of whether these apocalyptic messages match the 

reality of what may happen is a valid one to ask, this thesis takes the arguments presented by 

Sakellari (2015) that, in the case of The Day After Tomorrow (Emmerich, 2004), most audience 

members felt an immediate drive to act on climate change which slowly disappeared as they 

became more aware that the spectacle of huge storms freezing New York City was likely to 

never happen in reality. 

This recognition, that those who are in the mainstream audience for the abundant spectacles of 

climate change often lose their sense of responsibility over time, brings the thesis to one its 

main questions: what effect do apocalyptic narratives of climate change have on the subject’s 

ability to perceive and implement ‘good’ solutions? In essence, what forms of action are made 

possible or impossible by the continued consumption of apocalyptic narratives and spectacular 

representations of climate change? To answer this question, a theory of political action must 

be established, and for that, Rancière (1999, 2004, 2015) is turned to. Following the discussion 
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of the political effects apocalyptic representations of climate change, the role of the city will 

be returned to in generating a theory of ecological gentrification. 

3.8 Rancière’s Dissensus 

According to Rancière (1999, 2015), there exist three interconnected, but independent social 

forces: le politique (politics), la politique (the political) and la police (the police). Each of these 

forces combines to make up the forms of inclusion and exclusion from politics that can be seen 

throughout history and across the planet. Rancière’s work is, at times, confusing, and thus 

requires a more holistic reading than the specific ideas and concepts contained within one 

volume of his writing. However, this thesis does not attempt to be an exhaustive analysis of 

Rancière’s work, important as that may be, and so utilises three key texts in order to understand 

the functioning of politics, the political and the police in governance: Disagreement (1999), 

Introducing Disagreement (2004) and Dissensus (2015). The theory which follows is an 

amalgamation of all three works and is written to become a ‘thinking machine’ in order to 

understand arguments made later in the thesis. 

Throughout history there have been a group of people with the ability to govern over others. 

This right or ability, known to Rancière as the ‘arkhê’ has traditionally been granted to people 

either through birth right (Kings, Queens, Dukes and Earls, etc.), assumed divine provenance 

(Bishops, Rabbis, Imams and the Clergy more broadly defined, etc.) or by democratic election 

(Members of Parliament, Representatives and Senators, etc.). The method of designation does 

not matter too much here, beyond the recognition that those who govern do not necessarily 

require the permission of those they govern. The ones who possess the arkhê form the force of 

‘politics’. Therefore, by whichever means they are granted the right to govern, they are able to 

decide upon which matters of concern are important and what to do about them if they are. 

The guiding force of politics, therefore, is the police. Make no mistake, here we are not 

referring to the police force as might commonly be thought of, made up of law enforcement 

officers, although they can become agents of the police which Rancière discusses. The police 

in Rancière’s work functions in a similar way to Gramsci’s (1971) ‘hegemony’, or Althusser’s 

(2008) ‘Ideological State Apparatuses’, which function to make certain forms of acting and 

speaking permitted. In the case of the police, however, this is achieved by drawing the 

boundaries of the ‘distribution of the sensible’. The distribution of the sensible quite literally 

makes certain actions, forms of speech and behaviour sensible to the politics of the time. To 

give an example, during the era of the Suffragettes, the belief that women had no place in 

politics and were unable to carry the burden of decision making was entirely sensible. The 
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opinions to the contrary, held and espoused by the Suffragette movement were perceived by 

those who possessed the right to govern as entirely ridiculous, untrue and worthy of dismissal. 

This distribution of the sensible changed when suffrage for women over 30 was achieved in 

the UK in 1918. Before this moment, women’s voices were not sensible to politics, in both 

senses of the phrase ‘not sensible’, i.e., unable to be sensed and deemed as ridiculous when 

they were sensed. 

The police achieve this distribution by counting the parts of society which have an ability to 

exercise the arkhê, thereby deciding which parts of the community of society have an ability 

to influence decisions about that society’s future. For Rancière (2015, p. 44, italics in original): 

Two ways of counting the parts of the community exist. The first 

counts real parts only – actual groups defined by differences in birth, 

and by the different functions, places and interests that make up the 

social body to the exclusion of every supplement. The second, ‘in 

addition’ to this, counts a part of those without part. I call the first the 

police and the second politics.  

Women in the UK before 1918, therefore, would be described by Rancière as those without a 

part. For Rancière, those with no part in politics could trigger the third force, the political 

moment, by asserting their part. In essence, the political moment is a moment of rupture in the 

distribution of the sensible, as enforced by the police. When, as Rancière writes, “the part of 

those without a part” is asserted in politics, the result is the clash of two different distributions 

of the sensible, which can exist within a society for long periods of time before the clash begins. 

The clash centres itself around the counting of the parts of members of the community and asks 

that the distribution of the sensible which forms the politics of the day changes to incorporate 

the new ideas and actions of the part without a part.  

Importantly for the argument being made in this thesis, several outcomes of this clash are 

possible, each of which will be discussed in brief detail here. 

3.8.1 Politics 

The political moment, ideally, ends with the redistribution of the sensible to include those who 

previously had no part. For Rancière, this is what politics proper should be, the ever-constant 

renegotiation of politics through dissensus and disagreement. The political subject, then, is 

someone who, through their actions and the collective actions of other supernumerary subjects 

“call into question the counting of the community’s parts and the relations of inclusion and 

exclusion which define that count.” (Rancière, 2004, pp. 6-7) Similarly to Mouffe’s (2013) 

concept of ‘agonistics’, Rancière argues that politics proper can only be achieved through 
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constant discord. In many ways this is a resurrection of old liberalist ideas around democracy, 

in which the best solution, usually brought about through a ‘melting pot’ of ideas, is the one 

which pleases most people for the longest time (Heywood, 2017). The key difference, for 

Rancière (2015, p. 46) is that the political moment should always disrupt the police order: 

“Political demonstration makes visible that which had no reason to be seen; it places one world 

in another…” In this way, the unpermitted activity of, say, skateboarding in a shopping centre, 

makes visible the practice and action of a member of the community who is currently excluded. 

Once the skateboarder is asked to leave, a clash between the two distributions of the sensible 

has occurred. If the action of skateboarding becomes universal (i.e., every person who wished 

they could skateboard in the shopping centre then does so), and the police order is unable to 

suppress this new action and make it invisible, it is entirely possible that a political moment 

occurs which makes skateboarding in the shopping centre a sensible act. 

Of course, this action could be seen as absurd; there are very good reasons one would not want 

somebody else skating in a confined and crowded space, and I doubt the skater would enjoy 

the experience either. However, the principle stands. When a previously disallowed action 

takes on a universalising force, becoming uncontrollable by the police, it becomes part of 

politics. Another, more relevant, example could be the protest march which, while still seen as 

inconvenient and disruptive by the police when it closes large swathes of major cities, has 

become a permitted and well defined action, sanctioned by politics as a way of asserting the 

part of those with no part. Whether the protest march achieves anything or not, which is a point 

for debate in itself, the emergence of marches as a protest action caused a change in the politics 

of the day, therefore indicating a successful political moment. 

3.8.2 Post-politics 

Another possible outcome of the clash between two distributions of the sensible is ‘post-

politics’ (Wilson and Swyngedouw, 2015; Žižek, 1999). Post-politics can be seen in many 

different ways, but is usually seen as the subversion of the political moment into a form of 

techno-managerialism. This ‘trick’ of the police is to give the members of the community 

excluded from the distribution of the sensible the feeling that they are now included by way of 

consultation. A classic example of this is the case of Alexandra Park in south Manchester where 

local community members protested the revitalisation and re-landscaping of the park due to 

the city’s lack of engagement in their opinions on the proposals (Haughton et al., 2016). The 

dispute over this park then erupted into a debate over whether it was enough to simply consult 

the users over which of the pre-determined options was acceptable, or whether they should 
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have been asked whether any action should have been taken in the first place. The question, 

therefore, as far as the city council were concerned, was how the project should proceed, not 

whether it should.  

For Žižek (1999), the post-political moment arises from the evacuation of the political moment 

from the subject’s Symbolic order. To put this Lacanian interpretation of Rancière’s theories 

more simply, the subject literally is unable to imagine or perceive that a political moment is 

even possible, leading them to participate in the pre-ordained options given to them by the 

police order. A good example of this is the representative democracy of many Western 

European nations. The right to vote in the elections is fiercely protected as a symbol of the 

power and equality of the individual members of the community. However, when we consider 

that the parliamentary party, in the UK at least, has control over which candidates stand in 

which constituencies the illusion of free choice of representation begins to crumble. Žižek 

(1999) terms this ‘the art of the possible’, giving political subjects the choice of possible 

solutions, the criteria for possibility having been decided by the distribution of the sensible. 

Importantly, then, the political moment emerges when demands for the impossible are made. 

This can easily be related to sustainability, where the currently accepted definition includes the 

so-called ‘three pillars’ or ‘triple bottom-line’ approach, balancing social, economic and 

environmental sustainability together. The recognition by many that without ecological 

sustainability, economic and social sustainability will not really matter for much longer is 

criticised by many as being ‘impossible’ with the economy taking precedence over every other 

realm. This leads to anecdotes like this one, told by Žižek (2007): 

Marco Cicala, a Leftist Italian journalist, told me about his recent weird 

experience: when, in an article, he once used the word “capitalism,” the 

editor asked him if the use of this term is really necessary - could he 

not replace it by a synonymous one, like “economy”? What better proof 

of the total triumph of capitalism than the virtual disappearance of the 

very term in the last 2 or 3 decades? No one, with the exception of a 

few allegedly archaic Marxists, refers to capitalism any longer. The 

term was simply struck from the vocabulary of politicians, trade 

unionists, writers and journalists - even of social scientists... 

The complete enclosure of the collective imaginary that ‘capitalism = economy’ makes 

economic decisions influenced by the current distribution of the sensible seem like the only 

possible ones. To demand that the ‘economy’ – and what we really mean here is ‘capitalism’ 

– be sacrificed for the good of the planet is taken to be a radical, extremist view (Žižek, 1999). 
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Wilson and Swyngedouw (2015) advance the argument that all of these theorisations of post-

politics are likely to have importance at various different times and stages, but they agree on 

the general principle: in a post-political moment, the political moment proper does not happen. 

This could be due to the inability of the subject or community to perceive that they are even 

excluded from the distribution of the sensible through their participation in democratic 

procedures or it could be that they become so disenfranchised that it no longer occurs to them 

that they could confront the police order and disturb the sensible. The subversion of the political 

moment can also be achieved through the presentation of ideas which, whilst seemingly 

different from what is currently in place, do not challenge the distribution of the sensible in 

any real way, allowing the continued exclusion of those with no part. Whatever the mechanism 

for achieving the post-political, the result is the same: a complete lack of authentic, 

transformative change and the continued exclusion of those historically excluded. 

3.8.3 Archi-politics, Meta-politics, Para-politics and Ultra-politics 

The remaining forms of politics that emerge from the clashes between distributions of the 

sensible are: archi-politics, meta-politics, para-politics and ultra-politics, which, while not 

essential for the argument being advanced in this thesis and therefore not necessary to discuss 

in great detail, are nonetheless worthy of inclusion briefly here. It should be noted, as well, that 

of the six forms of outcome, only four are of Rancière’s original design: post-politics, archi-

politics, meta-politics and para-politics.  

Drawing on Plato, Rancière (1999) elaborates on archi-politics in which the social classes and 

groups which make up the polis are absolute, containing every member of that society. For 

example, the proletariat and bourgeoisie of Marx’s (1867) writing represented every member 

of society, with every subject belonging to one or the other categories. A political moment 

emerges from the state of archipolitics when the newly recognised ‘precariat’(Standing, 2015) 

assert their role in the polis after the 2009 financial crisis. This assertion, according to Standing 

(2015) challenges the existing class struggles by making visible the previously invisible class 

which is defined by not belonging to any of the existing classes within society. 

Meta-politics is perhaps the simplest, yet also most potentially relevant form of politics to be 

discussed, moving the political acting of the subject into economic acting. Drawing heavily on 

his Marxist roots, Rancière (1999, p. 83) argues that, under a meta-political state, “[t]he 

movement of production and that of the class struggle then become the true movement that 

should, through its achievement, dispel the appearances of political citizenship in favour of the 

reality of productive man”. In other words, good political citizenship and taking part in the 
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governance of society are simply replaced by being a productive member of the capitalist 

economy. Perhaps this explains why, so often, when we wish to find out more about a stranger 

we meet at a party we ask firstly “what is your name?” and secondly “what do you do for a 

living?” The question of how we participate in building a better society is subjugated to the 

person’s job title or employment status as a means of assessing the value of continued 

interaction. 

Para-politics, drawing on Aristotelian philosophy, disrupts the eruptive nature of the political 

moment by forcing it to conform with the police (Rancière, 1999). In doing so, the political 

disagreement between distributions of the sensible is reduced to a tender process, where 

competing worldviews are subjected to rules and laws which enable a decision to be made on 

which one should ‘win’. In doing so, the agonistic nature of political moments is completely 

lost, substituting radical change with liberalist reformation. This form of politics is relatively 

close to the post-political, except that the foreclosure of the political moment is not so complete, 

instead opting to channel disruptive and interruptive tendencies into an almost bureaucratic 

process. 

Ultra-politics does not come from Rancière’s work and instead has its roots in the writing of 

Carl Schmitt (1996) and is later taken up by Žižek (1999) to explain the current situation of 

politics in western Europe and the USA. Simply put, the differences between individuals and 

groups within a community which would otherwise lead to political moments are made a 

secondary concern compared to the threat (real or imagined) of the other. In this way, the 

community becomes united in the struggle against an ‘enemy’ of some sort, thus foreclosing 

potential agonistic tendencies within the group itself. If this sounds familiar, it is because it is 

the plot line of George Orwell’s 1984, where the discord and lack of harmony within the people 

of Oceania is subjugated and repressed through the fear of Eurasia and Eastasia. Importantly, 

in 1984, the reader is left uncertain as to whether Eurasia and Eastasia even exist or are a 

figment of the story told by party leaders. The threat, real or imagined, becomes part of the 

identity of the community in order to maintain stability and control (Orwell, 1949). The 

possibility for the existence of this form of politics in the contemporary urbanscape is easy to 

see, with threats such as terrorism, the refugee crisis, austerity and climate change all made 

ever present and always already about to threaten our way of life by advertisements on trains, 

buses and in taxes, news media reports and statements by governments. Whether the threat is 

real, is open to debate, but the threat is felt and shapes our contemporary society. 
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Rancière (2004) argues that, whatever the form of politics which is instated, the effect is that 

certain voices are made audible and comprehensible through their ‘staging’. If we consider the 

distribution of the sensible as a stage, the police order as the stage manager, politics as the 

judges and the performances which occur on stage as the political moment, the analogy begins 

to become clear. In this scenario, those with the power to govern can only ‘hear’ the voices of 

those who can get time on the stage, with the police order controlling their access to this stage. 

If a voice is deemed not sensible to the politics of the day, it is repressed, moved off-stage. 

Interestingly for our argument here and farther on through the thesis, the root of the word 

‘obscene’ comes from the Greek ‘ob skene’, which means ‘off-stage’. According to 

Swyngedouw and Ernstson (2018), in Greek theatre, moments in plays which were deemed too 

emotional – due to, for example, intense sexual performance, or violence – for public showing 

were still performed off-stage, with the audience still aware of the performance taking place 

yet unable to fully comprehend due to the lack of coherent speech and the presence only of 

strange noises from the wings. These obscene performances, made unintelligible by their off-

staging, parallel the part of those with no part. We may very well be aware of their off-staging, 

yet never forced to confront the precise issues head on until they are staged in front of us. Given 

the importance, as has already been discussed, of film and narrative in shaping our 

understanding of apocalyptic climate change, the term ‘off-staging’ takes on a special 

significance in the discussion section of this thesis. 

Given, then, that the political moment is fragile and possible to subvert and manipulate in so 

many ways, I return now to the question with which this section began: what forms of action 

are made possible or impossible by the continued consumption of apocalyptic narratives and 

spectacular representations of climate change? Two of the key theorists in this area are Erik 

Swyngedouw and Slavoj Žižek, and so the next section delves in some detail into their work 

to attempt to answer this question.  

3.9 Žižek and Swyngedouw 

The hypothetical effect that an apocalyptic event has on the Lacanian Subject’s ability to enter 

either into a political or post-political moment depends on which theory is used to explain that 

effect. The two key theorists I will explore here are Slavoj Žižek (1999, 2009, 2011) and Erik 

Swyngedouw (2010a, 2010b, 2013a, 2013b). Whilst both of these scholars agree on some of 

the ways in which post-political moments manifest and are created, they disagree on the role 

of the apocalypse in producing post-political moments.  
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Before a comparison between Žižek and Swyngedouw is made, an exploration of Žižek’s own 

thought on apocalypse and trauma in shaping the political moment must be made. This is, in 

part due to Žižek’s tendency to modify and contradict his earlier theories in later work. 

Unfortunately for this analysis, the Žižek of First as Tragedy, Then as Farce (2009) is not the 

same as the Žižek of Living in the End Times (2011). In his earlier work, Žižek describes trauma 

and apocalyptic event as inherently depoliticizing. Following from Naomi Klein’s (2007) work 

on the Shock Doctrine, Žižek (2009, pp. 18-19) argues that: 

trauma […] forces people into shaking off their “old habits,” turning 

them into an ideological tabula rasa, survivors of their own symbolic 

death […] far from endangering capitalism, a widespread 

environmental catastrophe may well reinvigorate it, opening up new 

and hitherto unheard-of spaces for capitalist investment. 

Here Klein clearly argues that, in general, serious negative events have the effect of allowing 

imposition and substitution of ideologies from without the Subject’s normal sphere of 

influence. This is, as Klein shows, the process which has occurred in numerous Latin American 

and African states, where military tactics of shock and awe have then enabled the installation 

of new governance regimes, usually neoliberal capitalism.  

Importantly, here, Žižek is arguing that, if a trauma is experienced by a society, such as a 

hurricane, flood or earthquake, or it could be argued, climate change, the population are far 

more able to accept a solution which is presented in those moments directly after their symbolic 

death. This creates a situation similar to the empty place of power, theorised by Claude Lefort 

and described by Newman (2004) as a locus of power which can be filled by an agent, actor or 

ideology. The key of this comparison is that, during times of symbolic trauma, the place of 

power can be left empty, open to be filled by whichever actor moves first. Under our current 

mode of organisation of society, the most common ideology to fill this empty place is 

capitalism and so the system ensures its own reproduction after the trauma, indeed, as Žižek 

(2009, p. 19) argues: 

The way the market fundamentalists react to the destructive results of 

implementing their recipes is typical of utopian “totalitarians”: they 

blame all failure on the compromises of those who realized [sic] their 

schemes (there was still too much state intervention, etc.), and demand 

nothing less than an even more radical implementation of their 

doctrines. 

So, in Žižek’s earlier work, the traumatic event is seized upon in order to ensure the 

reproduction of the future of capitalist ideology. In 2011, with the publication of Living in the 

End Times his understanding of the radical potential of traumatic and apocalyptic events had 
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changed. This was, as he discusses in his film collaboration with Sophie Fiennes (2012), partly 

due to financial crisis of 2008 and the subsequent Occupy! movement which erupted on the 

streets of European, American and Australian cities. This movement was taking the traumatic 

event of a global financial crash and attempting to fill the empty place of power (formerly 

occupied by capitalism) with a new, anarcho-syndicalist form of power through pre-figurative 

politics (Earl, 2014, 2018). In this moment, the radical potential of trauma makes itself visible: 

when the social relationships which created the apocalypse are laid bare, the empty place of 

power is also made visible. To relate this to Rancière’s (1999, 2004) theories of the political 

moment, the staging upon which politics happens is made visible, as is the opportunity for the 

part with no part to assert their place on that stage.  

After the financial crisis, Žižek (2011) re-examines the apocalyptic effects of the 2005 

Hurricane Katrina which devastated the city and population of New Orleans, USA. This 

Hurricane, which caused $108 billion worth of damage and, more importantly, over 1,200 

deaths (NOAA, n.d.) forms an important part of the North American narrative of climate 

change. Katrina was used by Al Gore in An Inconvenient Truth (Gore, 2006; Guggenheim, 

2006) to illustrate a sombre moment in climatological history. Žižek describes this event as 

apocalyptic. However, his choice of this term is not to describe the destruction (to both life, 

infrastructure and the economy) as apocalyptic, but the unveiling of the way in which that 

destruction manifested itself: unevenly distributed along racial and socio-economic lines. 

Importantly for Žižek’s argument, this racial and socio-economic injustice laid bare by a 

natural disaster is not something the New Orleans community were unaware of before Katrina 

arrived. It was precisely the apocalyptic revelation of previously disavowed knowledge which 

made Katrina such a singular moment in American recent history and gave it such emotional 

power in the collective imaginary. 

Žižek argues, therefore, that the trauma of an apocalyptic event comes not from the deaths and 

destruction but of the laying bare of pre-existing relationships of inequality which were 

previously disavowed. However, he goes on to argue that the positive aspect of this apocalyptic 

event is that it forces the Subject or population to confront these relationships, seizing upon the 

moment in which these relationships are apparent to change, dismantle and dispose of them. 

The challenge to this radical change brought about by an apocalyptic event, as will be discussed 

shortly, is the capitalist response to the event. 

To return briefly to Rancière, this recognition of the moment in which the dominant form of 

politics and those who possess the arkhê fails currently excluded members of the community, 
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is precisely what enables those excluded to enact a political moment proper. In moments such 

as these, the laying bare of relationships creates an ‘an-arkhê’, a lack of governance and 

structure – or more accurately, leadership and rule. When the rules and relationships are 

suddenly exposed for what they are, why should we care about following them anymore, 

especially if they have failed us?  

Political subjects are, thus, not representatives of parts of the 

population but processes of subjectivation which introduce a 

disagreement, a dissensus. And political dissensus is not simply a 

conflict of interests, opinions, or values. It is a conflict over the 

common itself. It is not a quarrel over which solutions to apply to a 

situation but a dispute over the situation itself, a dispute over what is 

visible as an element of a situation, over which visible elements belong 

to what is common, over the capacity of subjects to designate this 

common and argue for it. Political dissensus is the division of 

perceptible givens themselves.  

This presupposes the introduction of a dividing line in what is generally 

designated as the political sphere. Politics is not primarily the exercise 

of power or the deciding of common affairs. Every decision on 

common affairs requires the prior existence of the common, that is, a 

form of symbolising the common.  

(Rancière, 2004, p. 6) 

What is at stake in a political moment, for Rancière, then, is not ideas or concepts, but rather 

the very nature of the commons. This becomes an argument over the idea or the concept, as 

these have to exist within some form of commons. However, access to the commons dictates 

which ideas and concepts become successful. It is entirely possible, therefore, that under 

Rancière’s theories of the political moment, and considering the earlier discussion on the 

production of nature, that an apocalyptic event is required in order to expose the relationships 

for what they are. It is always, therefore, important to recognise that the commons contains 

within it certain forms of control which are not always visible until an interruptional event 

occurs. 

The alleged looting which followed the Hurricane Katrina disaster (Associated Press, 2005) 

follows the ideas that Debord (1971 [2008]) discusses in relation to the 1965 Los Angeles 

Black uprising, which, as he so eloquently argued, was not a race riot, but the taking of use 

values which capitalism had told African-Americans they wanted but which they could never 

afford. For Debord, this uprising was not about acquiring goods of value, or even a political 

statement against the racialised policing of the time, but a taking back of what capitalism had 

told them they needed but would never have. In the act of taking, however, the use-value of 
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the commodity dissolved, the commodity became just an object of desire, with no use beyond 

the signalling it would normally have afforded the owner of affluence, status and values. 

Debord argues that this is why, when looting a refrigerator or television, the looters of Los 

Angeles often ended up dumping the item in the street, turning to more destructive acts of arson 

and vandalism to satisfy the desires which the system had impressed upon them. In this 

moment, the apocalyptic revelation that taking by force what they had been told to desire would 

not remove the dissatisfaction they felt, the relationships that had already always existed (that 

African-Americans were never included in the system of capitalist values) was laid bare and 

the struggle became not about racial exclusion, but class politics. 

Swyngedouw (2010a, 2010b, 2013a, 2013b)11, however, argues that the catastrophic and 

destructive effect of events such as the Los Angeles riots of 1965, Hurricane Katrina and, more 

relevant to his and my argument, climate change creates a post-political moment. The 

simplicity of this argument lies in the general sense that, when disasters occur, the population 

experiencing them becomes more desperate for solutions which can be implemented simply, 

technically and with least personal cost. These solutions, Swyngedouw argues, form the basis 

of a technocratic decision-making process in which the onus of producing options falls upon 

the bureaucracy and technocrats, whilst the choice between options is left to the population 

affected. A great example of this, provided by Haughton et al. (2016), is the city council backed 

felling of trees in Alexandra Park, Manchester. When news broke of the city council removing 

trees in this park, an encampment was established. The protestors objected to the council’s 

plans to ‘improve’ the park having only consulted with the local users’ group, Friends of 

Alexandra Park, but not the daily users. The council began a process of attempting to 

incorporate the local wishes and demands but did so in such a technocratic way (by presenting 

pre-determined ‘better’ options) that they faced heavy criticism and the plans were eventually 

abandoned. In this instance, a post-political moment was created as the staging of Subjects in 

order to discuss the proper management of the commons was not achieved (Rancière, 2004). 

The techno-managerialism of the council created a situation where the voices of the Subjects 

were not incorporated into the politics of the commons – a truly political moment did not occur.  

Whilst this example comes from everyday politics (partly due to the explicit aim of the paper 

to respond to a dearth of literature on post-politics in the everyday (Haughton et al., 2016)), a 

parallel can be drawn between the example given here and the much more complex crisis of 

 
11 Due to the consistency of argument between these four papers, not all of them will be cited all of the time during 

this discussion. 
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climate change. When we consider that as early as 2006, UK based emissions of CO2 from 

aviation were predicted to be equal to the entire UK carbon budget by the year 2030 even 

without planned airport expansion at Heathrow (Anderson et al., 2006; Bows and Anderson, 

2007), it seems ridiculous that in 2019, the airport’s master plan was revealed, with approval 

by the UK Transport Secretary expected in 2021 (Topham et al., 2019). Despite continued 

opposition from the academic community, the community of residents surrounding the airport 

and even dissuasive attempts by the UK’s Committee on Climate Change, the plan goes ahead. 

Whilst this may be an example of the representative democracy the UK holds as its 

governmental guiding principle failing to represent the interests of citizens, it is nonetheless 

interesting to consider in relation to post-politics. Had the academic community debated the 

extent of the expansion, or the number of car parking spaces, rather than whether any expansion 

should be allowed, the result may have been different. The UK government were less interested 

in the question of whether expansion should be done, than how it should be achieved. This is 

because the voices which are currently designated as sensible make strong arguments for 

connectivity, economic growth and global status, whilst the off-staged voices make arguments 

which, to the politics of the day, seem unintelligible. The multiple competing demands of 

residents, academics, the environment and the soon-to-be-under-water communities of 

Bangladesh and Florida only gain their coherence through their opposition to the plan and, 

thus, ultrapolitics is borne from the struggle between ‘us’ and ‘them’ (Schmitt, 1996; Žižek, 

1999). 

How, then, to reclaim politics proper? To discuss the ends of the world without it becoming 

apocalyptic? To face the agony of politics head on without losing the radical potential which 

resides within the political moment? The first step, I would argue, is to explore how the 

apocalyptic narrative of the future functions in that most political of spaces, the urban. To be 

sure, this is a difficult process, to seek the possibility of the return of the political in the murky 

depths of an apocalyptic era, but one which is possible, for as Rancière (2004, p. 8) reminds 

us: 

Against thoughts of the end and catastrophe, I believe it is possible and 

necessary to oppose a thought of political precariousness. Politics is 

not some age of humanity which is to have been realised today. Politics 

is a local, precarious, contingent activity – an activity which is always 

on the point of disappearing, and thus perhaps also on the point of 

reappearing. 

To find the political in the end times, we must lay bare our relationship to the apocalypse, 

seeking to understand what it is and why it is here. The next section explores this relationship 
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by reference to two of my fieldsites, N.D.S.M. Werf and Elephant & Castle, and finds two very 

different, yet surprisingly similar relationships to apocalypse, climate change and the city. 

 

 

3.10 Apocalyptic Anxiety or Apocalyptic Desire? 

That past, about which nothing can by definition be done, is the source 

of the future storm. 

(Malm, 2018, p. 11) 

 

Within Lacanian psychoanalysis, the concepts of desire and anxiety are closely linked. The 

theory suggests that as we get closer to reaching our desire we begin to feel more anxiety, 

which often leads to us gaining more pleasure from constant desire without success (Fink, 

1995; Lacan, 2006; Žižek, 1991, 1999, 2008a). However, the two emotions also function as 

somewhat separate and oppositional feelings too. I wish to use them in the latter way to explore 

the attractiveness of the apocalypse even though it appears to reflect anxiety and fears in the 

societies which consume it. 

The popularity of N.D.S.M. Werf in Amsterdam is partly due to descriptions given to it by 

travel guides such as Lonely Planet, which describes it as a “derelict shipyard turned edgy arts 

community, 15 minutes upriver from the city centre, wafts a post-apocalyptic vibe. An old 

submarine slumps in the harbour, abandoned trams rust by the water’s edge, and street art is 

splashed around on most surfaces” (Lonely Planet, 2017). Of course, much of this is untrue, as 

will be discussed in the discussion chapter of this thesis, the trams are not abandoned and the 

street art is not as haphazardly “splashed” as Lonely Planet would have us believe. The “post-

apocalyptic vibe” tells us something interesting, however, about the way people interact with 

the space. The seeking out of post-apocalyptic spaces should and does tell us something about 

the current condition of people living in cities. The apocalyptic spaces are in essence an escape 

from the traditional city and trajectories of urbanisation. The sanitisation of many urban spaces, 

including Amsterdam south of the IJ, has had a profound effect on our aesthetic appreciation 

of ugliness, leading many to seek out spaces which are dilapidated, broken or unplanned. This 

is something which Rush-Cooper (2016) observed during his time as a tour guide in the 

Chernobyl Exclusion Zone, taking visitors around Pripyat in Ukraine. For many of his visitors, 

they sought out the desolate ruins which had shaped their imagination of the apocalypse, 

revelling in the decaying ruins of a once ‘ordinary’ town. Rush-Cooper notes the mixture of 
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joy and disappointment at their realisation that, in essence, the town of Pripyat looked the same 

as many cities, just not very well cared for. So, what could explain this desire for spaces which 

allow us to feel like the apocalypse has happened? 

In answer this question, Freud’s 1927 theories of fetishism, along with the more recent 

psychoanalytic interpretations of the fetish, can be helpful. In essence, the word ‘fetish’, as 

well as the meanings ascribed to it in earlier sections, refers to a displaced desire, giving an 

object, person or act some form of mystic power of the psyche of the subject. In the case of 

apocalyptic spaces, it could be argued that the desire to be present in spaces which represent 

the end of the world is actually a desire to be present in a space in which the signifiers of the 

existing world are absent. Life in an apocalyptic space signifies the collapse of society and with 

it, a particular mode of organisation (capitalism), politics (democracy and consensus), the 

urban (clean, shining, gentrified cities) and the social contract (constraint, civility and wage 

labour). To exist within a post-apocalyptic space is to exist without rule, government and 

capitalist relations – escape from spectacle. It is entirely possible that the desire to remove 

anxiety over alienation from labour, politics and life in general is misplaced onto a desire to 

exist in the end times. 

And yet that very escape from spectacle is profoundly influenced by spectacle itself. As was 

mentioned earlier, the careful curation of the public and private spaces of N.D.S.M. Werf are 

purely produced in order to convey a simple message: ‘the world has ended, long live the 

world.’ The obfuscation of the complex historical reasons for N.D.S.M. Werf being the way 

that it is today is made possible through phantasmagoric visual space – the graffiti serves two 

purposes: cover the grey walls and bring life to the space, and make aesthetically different the 

(literal) concrete structures which tell the story of the life that once existed. In this way, 

N.D.S.M. Werf is a classic example of gentrification as ‘dis-placement’ (Elliot-Cooper et al., 

2019) where the space that was once produced for one purpose is removed through visual, 

cultural and social intervention until the home of the past is completely destroyed, dis-placing 

people.  

If the popularity of the space comes not only from its visual attractiveness but also its appeal 

to a world in which the systems and principles of contemporary society are suspended, then 

this space symbolises a dissatisfaction with capitalist urbanisation and the constant 

urbanisation of nature which accompanies it. According to Pohl (2019), whilst ruins such as 

N.D.S.M. Werf are traditionally thought to stimulate fantasy in their audiences about what life 

was like, rather than showing what life actually was like, these ruins may actually serve to 
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eliminate any space for fantasy. In the case of N.D.S.M. Werf, the apocalyptic playground 

narrative is no longer about creating new worlds through creativity, but about enjoying the 

death of the existing one. Using a close reading of Lacan and Žižek, amongst other 

psychoanalytic theories, Pohl (2019) argues that the ruin and our gazing upon is a result of our 

loss at childhood of the secure and caring love of the mother. To explain this, he explores how, 

when ruin porn12 displays the naked materiality of a ruin, it really displays what we have lost 

since the time when ‘things were alright’, giving us a sense of our own inability to completely 

symbolise our loss (Pohl, 2019). The ostensible ruins of N.D.S.M. Werf, complete with fire 

pits, music stages and glasshouse restaurants allow us to experience a space in which life could 

be alright again. Of course, as Pohl (2019) also reminds us, this is usually what Galster (2012, 

p. 267) terms a “hyper-” or “meta-nostalgia”, a harking back to an imagined period of things 

being okay which may never have truly existed. 

But is what we gaze at north of the IJ river really ruins? N.D.S.M. Werf is not an abandoned 

space anymore and is characterised by a vibrant and thriving cultural scene. The constant flux 

of the space, with concrete blocks being moved, shipping containers re-arranged and stacked 

to form corridors and squares, and festival marquees being erected and demolished in time for 

the next festival to begin all gently remind the community that the space is not only abandoned 

but vibrant and ever-changing. Workshops are held at regular intervals; product launches and 

sporting events call the Werf their base of operations. This is a far cry from the space of 

Michigan Central Station which Pohl (2019) bases his theorisation upon. The gaze is similar –

awe at the remnants of the old world forming a new one – but this is where the similarity begins 

to dissolve. The gaze, however, is the point; remnants of the old constructing the new. But, 

where is the present in this space? 

N.D.S.M. Werf is apocalyptic in this sense, existing at the interstices between the old and new, 

but in popular culture, the apocalyptic is always only ever past or future, we talk of pre-

apocalyptic spaces and post-apocalyptic, yet very rarely speak of the peri-apocalyptic. This is 

interesting, especially when considering Williams’ (2011) argument, brilliantly summarised by 

Swyngedouw (2013a, p. 11) that “Armageddon is already a reality”. If we also consider the 

potential for the existence of pre-trauma in contemporary society (Kaplan, 2016), brought 

about by the knowledge that our current system of doing things could well bring about the 

 
12 “Ruin porn” as a term is described by Gansky (2014, p. 121) as coming about after a 2009 Vice magazine article 

in which Thomas Morton argued that photographers who had no interest in the city had come to “exploit its 

position for personal gain”. 
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apocalypse, then the only safe time for us to seek peace in is the post-apocalyptic. N.D.S.M. 

Werf allows those of us who know very well that the current way of organising our lives, 

economies and cities is undermining our ability to live a habitable future to seek refuge in the 

post-apocalypse. This is especially true of post-apocalyptic spaces which clearly signify the 

destruction of the currently past world, the world which created the mess. By negating the 

present, a short circuit is achieved, allowing us to experience pleasure in the knowledge that 

the apocalypse brought about by capitalism will soon afterwards be replaced by a pleasant post-

apocalyptic space of Tibetan prayer flags, firepits, music festivals and capitalist architecture 

turned to serve our creative desires and needs.  

We are only in the very early stages, but already our daily life, our 

psychic experience, our cultural responses, even our politics show 

signs of being sucked back by planetary forces into the hole of time, 

the present dissolving into past and future alike. Postmodernity seems 

to be visited by its antithesis: a condition of time and nature conquering 

ever more space. Call it the warming condition.  

(Malm, 2018, p. 11) 

In a sense, then, the space of N.D.S.M. Werf illustrates the idea that, in a society which senses 

its own endings, but has little understanding of the way out, the end itself becomes a way out. 

I would term this feeling ‘future nostalgia’, a longing for a future in which everything will be 

alright, even if that future never will truly exist. This could be a response to pre-trauma, seeking 

a time when the healing process of the trauma can begin, or a response to solastalgia, which is 

defined by Albrecht et al. (2007, p. S95) as “opposed to nostalgia – the melancholia or 

homesickness experienced by individuals when separated from a loved home – solastalgia is 

the distress that is produced by environmental change impacting on people while they are 

directly connected to their home environment”. Future nostalgia, then, creates a desire to live 

in a future free from climate change, or at the very least, where climate change has happened 

and the real impacts of it can begin to be dealt with. 

But what of Elephant & Castle, the seeming antithesis of N.D.S.M. Werf with shining buildings 

and manicured parks? Surely this space cannot be thought of in the same way, as ruin, as 

signifier of the new, built out of the remnants of the old? How might the concepts of pre-

trauma, solastalgia and future nostalgia function in this fieldsite? 

The answer to this is difficult to figure, but is there nonetheless. If we return to the concepts of 

Benjamin (1972 [2002]), Lefebvre (1987, 2000, 2003), and Debord (1967, 1971 [2008]), the 

hidden relationships which are obscured by phantasmagoria and spectacle are what gives the 
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capitalist urbanscape its character and therefore its form. A telling indication that similar 

concepts may be at work in the environment of Elephant & Castle is the inclusion of the 

temporary shopping centre, The Artworks Elephant, which while entirely unnecessary from a 

utility point of view, being located under the railway bridge from the existing shopping centre, 

served an important role in enculturing the area to its new purpose: protection from 

responsibility for the apocalypse. 

To explain this spectacular site of phantasmatic circulation, the work of  Bernardini (2013) is 

illuminating. In this paper, he explains how the rapid expansion of capitalism and postmodern 

ideals such as social mobility has effectively removed the importance of Althusserian 

Interpellation (Althusser, 2008, p. 48) in which subjects are called upon or ‘hailed’ to perform 

specific roles. For Bernardini, the loss of ‘family trades’ where the father and son, mother and 

daughter would perform the same roles, or the fragmentation of society from the proletariat 

and bourgeoisie into (at the latest estimate13) 8 classes and 2 sub-classes in the UK (ONS, n.d.), 

creates a sense of anxiety within the contemporary adult that if things go wrong, one can no 

longer blame society for the role it assigned to you not being suitable. Problems become, with 

the birth of social mobility, the responsibility of the individual. In Bernardini’s argument, the 

postmodern adult then seeks out experiences and spaces which allow them to enjoy total 

absence of responsibility – the space of childhood, fantasy and play.  

According to Bernardini (2013), “[t]he contemporary adult follows a sort of thoughtful 

immaturity, a conscious escape from the responsibilities of an anachronistic model of life.” 

Here, Bernardini is worth quoting at length: 

Newscasts give more and more space to broadcast news of color and 

crime; the language of politics has been simplified, depleted, and 

dogmatized and has lost the complexity of a typically adult morality; 

and video games and role playing games are becoming increasingly 

popular among adults. Each year, the most successful movies are 

cartoons or childish comedies and the same thing can be said for books 

(think of the Harry Potter or Twilight phenomena); and the clothing of 

adults has become a photocopy of clothing styled for the young. The 

adult uniform no longer exists: now, it is ordinary to encounter middle-

aged individuals in blue jeans, an untucked shirt and sunglasses. Then 

there are the fields of aesthetic surgery and beauty products, gradually 

grown over the past decades even in the recent period of economic 

recession. The increasing use of rejuvenating creams, Botox injections, 

and sexual enhancement drugs represent further evidence of a 

conscious and widespread escape from one's biological age. The actor-

 
13 As of 28th November 2019 
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consumer of this system tends to childishness without pleasure, to 

indolence without innocence, dresses without formality, has sex 

without reproducing, works without discipline, plays without 

spontaneity, buys without a purpose, lives without responsibility, 

wisdom or humility. 

(Bernardini, 2013, italics in original) 

The colourful shipping containers, canvas sails which provide shelter from the sun and rain, 

giant metal sculptures, ‘young’ music, yoga studios, tattoo parlours, craft ale bars and entire 

shops dedicated to cupcakes tells an important story. The second component to this infantilising 

space is Freud’s Pleasure Principle which, according to Bernardini, functions to keep us in the 

present moment so as to avoid the nightmarish prospects of the past and future. Here we have 

an inversion of the case of N.D.S.M. Werf, and with it, an inversion of the architectural tropes 

which form the field site: now the present is the only moment which is sought, and the 

architecture reflects the very height of contemporary urban landscape and spatial planning.  

A secondary element of Elephant & Castle which is similar to that of N.D.S.M. Werf is the 

provision of social space, for meeting, eating, drinking and socialising in other ways such as 

gaming (Figure 3.3). These spaces provide for another of the concepts discussed in Freud’s 

early work, the origins of sociality (Lebeau, 2001). For Freud, the human desire to be social 

made little sense until we consider the infantile relationship with the mother figure. Freud 

argued that, when faced with a challenge that an infant is unable to overcome by themselves, 

they cry out for some other agent who is able to tackle the problem on their behalf. In the case 

of most infants, this challenge could be as simple as hunger, boredom or a soiled nappy, yet 

the most obvious cry for help which carries on through childhood is the cry in the face of fear 

and anxiety. In these circumstances, the original ‘other’ which enters the scene to fix the 

problem is the mother14, but as the child becomes older different agents move in to take the 

place of the mother. This forms the basis for our understanding that social interaction is 

necessary in the face of problems we feel defenceless or impotent to tackle, such as climate 

change. If we consider Freud’s argument here in tandem with Bernadini’s assertion that the 

postmodern adult seeks out spaces and situations of infantilisation, it becomes a powerful 

argument for why these spaces may evolve in response to climatic anxiety. So, whilst Elephant 

& Castle may tend to encourage inhabitants to live in the moment, allowing them escape from 

knowledge of the coming apocalypse, and N.D.S.M. Werf allows subjects an experience of the 

 
14 In psychoanalytic theory, the mother plays such an important role in infant identity development that she takes 

on the signifier of the (M)other, a portmanteau of ‘mother’ and ‘other’. 
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post-apocalypse, the social aspects of both spaces is likely due to the same reason, 

defencelessness in the face of apocalyptic anxiety.  
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Figure 3.3 - Sandwich board at The Artworks for Gameboxx “The Arcade for Big Kids”, a bar with VR Gaming headsets, 

crazy golf, pool tables, cinema and food & drink. The playfulness was matched by it being housed in double-stacked, red 

painted shipping containers and the astroturf lawn. (Author’s own photograph, August 2018) 
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Of course, this also creates a problem for the argument being advanced by this thesis. How can 

a focus on the present also be related to an apocalypse yet to happen? The answer to this 

question lies in the biopolitics of the site, which can only be given full attention after a 

discussion of the various definitions of ecological gentrification, given in the next section. 

3.11 Ecological Gentrification 

Of course, when exploring any process with ‘gentrification’ in the title, it is first wise to ensure 

that the term is explored briefly before adding nuance to the specific forms of gentrification 

that the thesis attends to. The literature on gentrification is mature and reasonably well 

understood, so little space is devoted to explaining its basics in favour of going forward with 

the ecological gentrification debates quicker. The term itself emerges in Ruth Glass’ (1964) 

seminal text London: Aspects of Change and was used to describe the process by which low-

grade housing for working class communities was purchased, upgraded and renovated and then 

occupied by middle- and upper-class residents. In Smith’s (1987, 2010) work the term develops 

along Marxian lines, with a theory of the political economy of gentrification being brought into 

existence, exploring how capital is poured into areas of low-value in order to valorise them, 

creating the necessity for zero-tolerance policing and the dispossession of the extant 

population, thus widening the gap between the purchase price of buildings and land, and the 

rental value of those properties after investment has taken place and the properties surrounding 

them which are yet to be gentrified (Lees et al., 2016): the rent gap theory. Since then, 

numerous studies have been conducted on the violent processes of disinvestment, policing and 

reinvestment in neighbourhoods (Brenner and Theodore, 2005; Jones and Evans, 2013; Smith, 

1986, 1996), the effects on the economic and emotional stability of those displaced (Watt and 

Minton, 2016) and discussions had about the transition from the concept of an ‘individual 

gentrifier’ to ‘state-led gentrification programmes’ (Lees et al., 2016; Rérat et al., 2010). The 

purpose of this thesis is not to represent these debates, however, but simply to take the theory 

of dispossession, displacement and subsequent racialised and classed changes in the 

urbanscape as its foundation before exploring the concept of ecological gentrification. 

Ecological Gentrification appears in the academic literature in a number of guises. Firstly, 

various names are used to describe the process by which green space and ecological matters 

become part of spatial injustices in the contemporary city. The names (and citations for papers 

and books which use each name) are as follows: ecological gentrification (Dooling, 2009, 

2012; Harper, 2020), eco-gentrification (Cucca, 2012; Rice et al., 2019), environmental 

gentrification (Checker, 2011; Curran and Hamilton, 2012; Pearsall, 2012; Sandberg, 2014), 
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green gentrification (Anguelovski et al., 2018; Anguelovski et al., 2017; Goossens et al., 2019; 

Gould and Lewis, 2017), (low-)carbon gentrification (Bouzarovski et al., 2018; Rice et al., 

2019) and, most recently, climate gentrification (Milman, 2018; Shokry et al., 2020). The 

majority of these authors share a common definition of what the process entails: the socio-

economic restructuring of a geographical area in response to some form of green intervention 

being made, usually parks, rivers or tree planting, but also green resilient infrastructure such as 

district heating or flood defences being installed. A good, and extremely widely studied, 

example of this is New York’s High Line (Lindner and Rosa, 2017) which, while originally 

intended to provide some relief from the urban grit of street level for New York’s inhabitants 

(Bliss, 2017), ended up increasing the rental prices surrounding the park, in part due to the 

rezoning policies of the New York City government to encourage more independent and artisan 

businesses to move in (Lindner and Rosa, 2017). 

As far as relevant definitions are concerned, two which are useful for this thesis are presented 

below: 

We define carbon gentrification as middle‐ and upper‐income 

residents’ preference for neighborhoods that offer the opportunity to 

walk, bike and ride transit in a mixed‐use, dense urban environment, as 

a means to lower their carbon footprint, which are often, but not 

always, centrally located in urban areas, leading to a rise in housing 

prices for those areas. 

(Rice et al., 2019, p. 6) 

 

This article aims to conceptualize the phenomenon of ‘low-carbon 

gentrification’, which is seen as a politically embedded process of 

changing the social and spatial composition of urban quarters under the 

pretext of climate change and energy efficiency imperatives. 

(Bouzarovski et al., 2018, p. 846) 

These two definitions work in tandem with one-another to provide a working definition of the 

processes which are discussed in this thesis. Whilst the thesis explores the first definition 

without challenging or suggesting modification to it, it primarily argues for extra attention to 

be given to Bouzarovski et al.’s (2018) hinting that ecology, and climate change more 

specifically, can be and is being used to justify gentrification.   

Bouzarovski et al. (2018), Rice et al. (2019) and, more recently Shokry et al. (2020) have 

provided what appears to be the first and (at the time of writing) only academic explorations 

of what role climate change has to play within the ecological gentrification phenomenon. The 

key to their argument is that, when an urban area is targeted for sustainable regeneration in 
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order to have a lower environmental impact, and in particular, climate impact, it begins to also 

attract people with a higher income and with a more secure socio-economic status. This, in 

turn, displaces the existing population (if, indeed, there was one) and replaces them with a more 

affluent, less diverse population. The drivers of this change are different in the three papers, as 

are the geographical foci. Rice et al. (2019) explore how the opening of a new Amazon 

Headquarters in Seattle has driven a demand for densification in the inner-city with young 

technology professionals desiring the ability to live within cycling or walking distance of their 

new workplace. Bouzarovski et al. (2018) describe how, in eastern-Europe, a state-led 

investment in the thermal performance of housing in Letnica, a suburb of Gdansk and site of 

the Euro 2012 Football Games, had the effect of increasing housing prices and displacing 

extant populations. Finally, Shokry et al. (2020) explore the ways that patterns of investment 

in green resilient infrastructure in Philadelphia correlate with patterns of de-diversification in 

historically vulnerable neighbourhoods, showing that the infrastructure has led to increases in 

gentrification across the city. 

These three case studies, whilst different in process, show a concerning possibility that 

ecologically sensitive projects, beyond being technically better for the environment, can be 

socially and economically exclusionary. Importantly, Rice et al. (2019) show a consequence 

beyond the displacement of local populations which is that the higher levels of affluence of the 

new residents actually leads to an increase in consumptive practices. This is concerning 

because, whilst the geographical space of the residential development may have lower 

emissions as a result of improved transport infrastructure, district heating, and extra greenspace 

(these emissions are normally termed “Scope 1” for direct emissions and “Scope 2” for 

transport related emissions), the emissions associated with the products, services and 

maintenance activities of the residents (usually termed “Scope 3”) actually increase. There is, 

of course, a geographical element here: whilst the buildings are less environmentally damaging, 

the people who move into them consume more, therefore countering the improved 

environmental performance of the landscape. However, the new residents have come from 

‘somewhere’ where they were likely consuming the same amount, so the associated increase 

in emissions have simply been imported from that ‘somewhere’ meaning that a city which 

constructs an ecologically sensitive development may be importing emissions, but the overall 

emissions of the planet may not be affected. What this means is that projects which claim 

ecological sensitivity in this way can do so under traditional accounting methods where only 
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Scope 1 and 2 emissions are accounted for, without an overall reduction in environmental 

impact. 

This omission by Rice et al. (2019) potentially weakens the argument against ecologically 

sensitive urban regeneration, making it neutral at worst (after all, if the new residents have 

moved from somewhere with high environmental impact, there is an overall improvement 

when they move into a residential setting with low impact). However, looking to ecological 

economics provides yet more potentially damaging evidence. Alcott (2005) brings to the debate 

a reminder of the engineering principle first developed by William Stanley Jevons in 1865 that, 

with increasing efficiency in the use of resources, there is an increase in consumption of those 

resources. This was deemed paradoxical and led to the coining of ‘Jevon’s Paradox’ which 

takes the following logic as its basis. 

When attempting to examine the relationship between fuel efficiency of steam engines in 

Victorian Britain, and fuel consumption, Jevons (1865) showed how increased efficiency 

actually leads to increased consumption of fuel as the cost of mechanical or electrical power 

output falls with the lower consumption of fuel. This paradoxical relationship, he argued, was 

because as mechanical power became cheaper, larger factories and therefore engines were 

made economically viable, which required more fuel as compared to a smaller engine but could 

produce more power per unit of fuel – the efficiency of the engine, in essence, was used to 

justify the extra consumption because exponentially more power could be obtained from the 

consumption. In a similar way, efficiency in aircraft engines is usually not used to bring the 

sector’s emissions down as a whole, but to justify more and/or larger aircraft flying for the 

same amount of fuel (Bows, 2010; Bows et al., 2010) and in some cases, a reduction in personal 

air travel leads to individual consumers consuming more energy in other parts of their life 

(Chitnis et al., 2013). Whilst the empirical evidence for Jevons Paradox is weak (Sorrell, 2009), 

it has been shown to be at work in Catalonia, with rebound effects of up to 35% in the short 

term and 49% in the long term in carbon emissions and consumption compared to if the project 

had never been implemented (Freire González, 2010), suggesting that energy efficiency 

improvements do not always result in lower consumption and therefore production of 

emissions. This poses worrying questions for the efficacy of these low-carbon projects and the 

validity of claims they make over building better forms of urban living. 

This is mirrored by Marx’s (1867) theories of commodity exchange value where the amount 

of resource needed to produce a commodity, plus the cost of the labour-power necessary, 

dictates the exchange value and therefore relates to price. Marx and Jevons both then assert 
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that if technological improvements creates a decrease in the cost of production, the good 

capitalist, as a rational economic agent, will then increase their production so they can sell 

more of the commodity with the same cost of production, thus increasing their profit. 

Comparing this with an individual level when purchasing a car, for example, efficient fuel 

mileage is usually seen as a good thing as it enables the consumer to drive further on a tank of 

fuel. It is not, usually, seen as a good thing because it enables the consumer to drive the same 

distance with less fuel. 

This observed trend is often called the ‘Rebound Effect’ and is used to describe how the 

improvements made in one area can often lead to degradation in others. To use a hypothetical 

example: I live in an ecologically sustainable building, so I am allowed to drive my car short 

distances or because I usually take the train, I am allowed to fly once or twice a year. 

Recent scholarly work has shown the difficulty in understanding what precisely is ‘sustainable’ 

about sustainable urban regeneration, indicating that ‘sustainability’ has become an empty 

signifier (Brown, 2016; Davidson, 2010; Gunder, 2006; Methmann, 2010). In this work, the 

lack of defining features of what something has to be to be called ‘sustainable’ gives weight to 

the argument that ‘sustainability’, like ‘nature’, only makes sense in relation to other signifiers. 

Yet sustainability is a cause taken up by many planners and architects. Whilst it is true that 

there are certain credentials which can be used to justify the label, the label itself does not 

necessarily mean anything – a common axiom which suits here is that “All Jacuzzis are hot 

tubs, but not all hot tubs are Jacuzzis” – eco-friendly projects may well be sustainable, but not 

all sustainable projects are eco-friendly. If, for example, a project must be in line with the IPCC 

(2018) recommendation that it be carbon neutral by 2040 to be sustainable, then none of the 

field sites chosen for this study meet the criteria with the exception of Elephant Park in 

Elephant & Castle which aims to do so by 2025 (LendLease, 2019).  

According to Brown (2016), drawing on the work of Laclau (2006), the emptiness of the 

signifier of ‘sustainability’ also reflects the lack of ability to imagine a future after the 

neoliberal crisis of 2009. For Brown, because sustainability relies on the accurate functioning 

of the concept of ‘future’, the crises and constant precarity which neoliberalism brings to the 

world effectively disables the collective future imaginary, making sustainability an abstract 

concept. Importantly, this means that the signifier can be filled with whatever meaning is 

needed by whatever agent is trying to mobilise it (Brown, 2016; Laclau, 2006). This emptiness 

awaiting filling, combined with the discussion I presented earlier on natural imperative giving 
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truth to claims made, means that sustainability essentially becomes a ‘master-signifier’, giving 

truth and necessity to anything invoked in its name.  

Given the literature’s focus on already existing sustainable urban projects attracting affluent 

residents, the invocation of sustainability as a master-signifier does not, necessarily, need to 

occur. The simple attractiveness of a different lifestyle is, according to the scholars mentioned 

earlier, enough to change the demographic of an area of a city. However, this thesis concerns 

itself with another question: do projects which have not been opened to the public yet intermesh 

sustainability and gentrification? Is it possible to witness the justification of gentrification 

through sustainability? What kinds of nature are produced by these projects, and what 

implications does this have for tackling the future of climate change? 

The signification of sustainability in new urban regeneration projects, through the spectacle of 

green walls, claims about cleaner air, water and streets, carbon budgets and combined heat and 

power, whilst potentially meaningful in terms of measurable outcomes, is important. The 

process of ‘selling’ the project to the local community gives insight into the forms of 

community the project wishes to foster in the future, and can be understood through an 

ideological deconstruction of advertisements, similar to Judith Williamson’s (1978) pioneering 

work. This task will be performed more fully in the discussion chapter of this thesis. At this 

stage, however, the identification of theoretical ways in which sustainability can become 

enrolled in the processes of gentrification is useful. 

Referring back to Bernardini (2013) on infantilisation and Freud’s theories on the origins of 

sociality, ecological gentrification projects become a powerful form of commodification of 

sustainability as they provide a ready-made community, easily identifiable as ‘green’ due to 

their living arrangements. However, the notion of community is, in itself, exclusionary. As 

Esposito (2010) argues, the traditional definition of community is that which exists in 

opposition to some ‘other’. The reason for this definition is that, for the signifier of community 

to carry any meaning, a boundary has to be drawn between those that belong and those that do 

not. As Žižek’s (2016) earlier arguments reminds us, the categorisation (or boundary drawing 

in this case) of things and people always presents challenges due to the Lacanian constitutive 

lack, that element of identity which always evades capture within the community. For example, 

I may very well wish to fight climate change, yet all of the community groups I see around me 

require me to disavow an element of my personality: Greenpeace are too self-righteous, 

N.D.S.M. Werf too hipster, 350.org place too much faith in petitions, 10:10 requires me to be 
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part of a larger community group like a church or school, etc. and so, to join their ranks, I must 

compromise and disavow an element of what I believe the solution to be.  

Due to this requirement of community, I find myself, as a subject-consumer, entering an ultra-

political relationship, joining the group which most closely matches my personality, and in 

order to make the disavowal possible, uniting myself with that community’s objectives through 

our common distaste of what other groups do ‘wrong’. Hence, the inherently fascistic nature 

of community appears: the requirement not only that some be excluded, but that elements of 

ourselves be disavowed to better align our action with the community interests (Esposito, 2010, 

2011, 2013; Swyngedouw and Ernstson, 2018, 2019; Žižek, 2016). This argument will be 

returned to in the discussion section of the thesis. 

In the cases studied for the present research, the signification of community along these lines 

is evident even before the project is completed, suggesting that gentrification is not always a 

result of sustainable urban planning, but can be included as a co-constitutive process and, 

indeed, as an intention of some sustainable urban planning processes. This is important, and 

will be discussed more thoroughly in following chapters, because it opens a new avenue for 

understanding the drivers of gentrification and the justification regimes employed. This is the 

original contribution of this review of the available theory and is what this thesis aims to 

examine empirically.  

3.12 Building a Theoretical Framework 

Now that the review of literature has been completed, several key themes have emerged: the 

importance of the urban as an ever changing spatial relationship between capital and nature, 

the value in understanding the urbanscape through a theory of spectacle and phantasmagoria 

and that apocalyptic narratives of climate change are potentially useful in justifying forms of 

social exclusion which would otherwise face resistance. This section reviews these themes in 

brief detail before building a theoretical framework which will then be checked empirically in 

the discussion chapter of the thesis. 

Beginning with the basics of urban theory, the review demonstrated the multiple ways of 

viewing the city, beginning with sociological views which posited the city as a collection of 

objects which allowed people to live their lives and ending with the complex production of 

space arguments of Lefebvre (1987, 1996, 2000, 2009) and Smith (1986, 1996, 2010) in which 

the logic of a city becomes inseparable from its form. This gives way to the ability deconstruct 

urban form in order to glimpse the logics behind that form, given a suitably rigorous and 
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appropriate theoretical knowledge. As Short (2014) reminds us, the root of the term ‘urban 

theory’ simply means looking at the processes associate with the city, and to practice a critical 

urban theory is to look critically at the processes associated with the city. 

The key defining process of the city, according to Lefebvre (2000, 2003) is the 

commodification of nature, leading to the assertion by Peet et al. (2011) that the city is a 

particular moment in the urbanisation of nature. If this is true, and nature and space are both 

produced according to dominant ideology (Forsyth, 2003; Latour, 1993, 2004; Smith, 2010), 

then the only fruitful way of analysing the city is to take capitalist value logics as a starting 

point. The thesis, therefore, takes a Marxist approach to deconstructing the form of the city in 

order to examine the logic of the city. Because of the rapid acceleration of capital circulation 

and the increasing prevalence of visual material, the theories of Debord (1967, 1971 [2008]) 

and Benjamin (1972 [2002]) are used to provide a theoretical basis for understanding 

urbanscapes through spectacle and phantasmagoria: the mediation of urban life by the visual. 

This also gives rise to the concept that, whereas in Marx’s time commodities were desired 

because they either satisfied some utility function or because they were high value, 

commodities in the contemporary era are desired simply because they give the appearance that 

one can purchase a desirable commodity, or because they allow the purchaser to live a fantasy 

of some kind: a sports car bought during a mid-life crisis allows the owner to live out the 

fantasy of youth again. The inclusion of Walter Benjamin here also gives us cause to question 

apparent relationships within the urban to try to uncover some of the hidden logics of the city, 

obscured by the phantasmagoria which mediates our understanding. 

These recognitions lead to understanding the city as not only spectacularly produced and co-

constitutive of various forms of nature, but that inclusion and exclusion of certain communities 

is the end result, necessitating a theory of political acting which takes inequality as its starting 

principle. To do this, the work of Rancière (1999, 2004, 2015) is turned to, the most useful part 

of which is his theorisations on the functioning and potential subversion of the political 

moment, while the thesis takes post-politics as the most likely outcome based on existing 

literature, the theory of ultrapolitics, devised by Schmitt (1996) and developed by Žižek (1999) 

is also held as a useful insight into the potential relationships of ecological gentrification. 

Importantly, the role of climate change in developing apocalyptic narratives of the future is 

also examined to understand how uncertainty and fear over the future might affect the 

Anthropocenic subject’s ability to act politically. Through this exploration, the role of film and 

television in influencing individual, subjective understandings of the future is explored and 
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found to be useful in psychoanalysing the collective dreamstate of society (Lebeau, 2001) by 

giving signification to the Lacanian Imaginary (Metz, 1982). This reveals a number of fears 

and anxieties, but also problems, surrounding the future of life on Earth. For Malm (2018), 

these fears collectively make up the ‘warming condition’, which he defines as the knowledge 

that the past is the source of the problems in the future, making them inevitable and terrifying, 

with very little that can be done to mitigate them. For Kaplan (2016) this knowledge leads to a 

condition of ‘pre-trauma’ in which the apocalyptic subject, terrified by what is to come, 

experiences an inability to make rational choices about the present, in much the same way as a 

subject with post-traumatic stress disorder may have difficulty making decisions as a result of 

a past trauma. 

The thesis, therefore, asks to what extent can this fear and anxiety over the future be said to be 

influencing the urbanscape? To answer this question, attention is turned to the literature on 

ecological gentrification which is found to be lacking in detail over how sustainability and 

apocalyptic discourses may become enrolled in the justification of exclusive planning policies. 

Given that the urbanscape makes such a good arena for studying our ideological relationships 

to nature, mediated through capital and obscured through spectacle and phantasmagoria, the 

thesis begins to question how the visual culture of cities may indicate how the apocalypse is 

mediated through ecological gentrification projects. 

Before the methodology and methods of the empirical research are discussed, the key 

theoretical possibilities to be explored are outlined below. Given that the review of the 

literature was completed alongside many of the fieldsite visits, and that the write-up of the 

thesis was completed after all the fieldsite visits were completed, these theoretical possibilities 

are phrased in ways which could be considered non-neutral as I already have knowledge of 

what the empirical research is able to confirm or challenge. No apology is made for this fact as 

the matter of study is subjective and I entered the project with pre-conceptions, not all of which 

have been proven right, but importantly not all of which have been challenged.  

The theoretical indications of the literature review are as follows: 

The emptiness of the master-signifier of ‘sustainability’ is potentially a dangerous feature of 

contemporary climate change politics. With collective anxieties around climate change at a 

high currently, the call for solutions is being met with further commodification of sustainability 

to give competitive advantage. The commodification can function in two ways, as was 

discussed with relation to N.D.S.M. Werf and Elephant & Castle: either the experience of living 
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a post-apocalyptic future where the consequences of a current unknown are ostensibly made 

known and commodified, or protection from a future apocalypse is given through sustainable 

housing which absolves the occupant of responsibility for the problem, or feeling its effects. 

The use of ecology to justify gentrification, in any case, requires post-politics to function, as 

well as immunological politics15 once it is established. The reason for this is that, as long as 

the demand for a habitable planet is channelled into demand for urban regeneration, 

gentrification can continue. The call for action which appears to meet the demands made by 

the scientific community in order to keep the planet habitable allows the transformation of 

urban space at any cost, forcing those who might otherwise resist gentrification as “yet another 

private landowner evicting the poor to house the wealthy” to be faced with a dilemma: fight 

the project and risk apocalyptic climate change or allow the project and disavow the social 

implications. For the sites to function, then, a community of like-minded individuals, 

committed to the same cause, is useful. Therefore, one of the empirical questions of the thesis 

which will be explored is what kinds of community are provided for by the planners? 

As soon as the disavowal of social justice in the name of ecological justice is recognised by 

consumers, and other, currently impossible, options are demanded, the performative nature of 

urban capital can begin to crumble (Holloway, 2010). These projects only function because 

urban communities are told that they are the best ‘possible’ way to do things.  

To summarise the main theory which has been generated so far: the traditional concepts of 

nature and society have led specific members of society to be able to claim certain degrees of 

truth and imperative for action. The continuing crises of neoliberalism and capitalism have led 

to a breakdown of our ability to imagine a stable future. Because awareness of the climate crisis 

has coincided with many of the capitalist emergencies over the past 30-40 years, the notion of 

climate change has become enrolled in the apocalyptic discourses of terrorism, financial 

collapse and political instability, creating a collective anxiety which can be read through film 

and other fictive artefacts. The original contribution of this literature review, and the theory 

which will now be examined empirically is simply this: the resistance to traditional forms of 

gentrification can be foreclosed by urban planners by reference to the climate crisis we 

currently face. By communicating to consumers that the project in question is tackling the 

problems of climate change through careful planning and signification, projects which claim 

 
15 Whilst immunological politics are not discussed in great detail here, the thread will be picked up in the 

discussion chapter as it requires deeper knowledge of the fieldsites than was possible to include at this point 

without detracting from the theoretical issues being argued and explored. 
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to be sustainable (whether they are or not) potentially create dangerous forms of post-political 

and ultra-political communities. The consequent resolution is simply that all they need do is 

consume these forms of architecture to save the planet, whilst simultaneously being provided 

with conspicuous protection from the intrusion of the other (whatever that ‘other’ may be). In 

short, ecological gentrification is essentially a post-political project, which portrays itself as 

the best ‘possible’ option, thus enabling the continuation of the forms of social exclusion 

present in traditionally gentrified neighbourhoods in the name of apocalyptic climate change. 
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Chapter 4 - Methodology & Methods 
The most important competency in societies around the world in the 

21st century is visual fluency, and qualitative researchers are 

developing visual methodologies to study that phenomenon. 

(Prosser, 2013, p. 178) 

It should hopefully come as no surprise to my reader that a visual methodology which explores 

meaning production and the psychic effects of the urbanscape was chosen to explore the 

empirical work of the thesis. A combination of Critical Visual Semiotics (CVS) and Visual 

Psychoanalysis was utilised and is discussed in more detail in this chapter, following the brief 

overview presented in Chapter 2. As the empirical study was designed to open a ‘proving 

ground’ for the theoretical framework discussed in previous sections, a case study methodology 

(Adelman et al., 1980; Stake, 1978, 1995, 2000) was also chosen. This enabled me to study a 

relatively small number of sites (compared to the number which would be necessary to offer 

comments on the generalisability of the study) as the empirical requirements demanded deep 

and thorough engagement with the sites to excavate political and socio-ecological 

relationships. I selected the six sites chosen by theoretical or purposive sampling techniques 

(Bryant and Charmaz, 2007; Charmaz, 2014) to ensure sites which would actually reveal 

something about the theory being examined were chosen, therefore enabling me to advance 

new theory if necessary. This resulted in the identification of: Elephant & Castle, London; 

Trinity Buoy Wharf, London; De Ceuvel, Amsterdam; N.D.S.M. Werf, Amsterdam; 

Schoonschip, Amsterdam and HafenCity, Hamburg. A full justification and description of 

these sites is given in the sampling section of this chapter. 

An interesting component of visual methodologies is that, when discussing them with 

colleagues who do not engage in visual research, a common response is: “Surely you can't just 

look at something and then conclude something about it? Where is the rigour in that?”. To 

answer this question, this section details the considerations made before, during and after 

fieldwork to ensure researcher reflexivity and rigour is upheld and builds upon the discussions 

had in Chapter 2. A second interesting phenomenon is that, when presenting the results of my 

visual analysis, these very same colleagues find it very hard to disagree with the conclusions, 

even when the conclusions are derived by taking a visual case to its logical extreme in order to 

explore the fundamentals of the semiotics. Because of this, the methodology of this thesis 

should not be viewed in an abstract way, but in the context of an applied study. Whilst the 

theory and ontology of visual semiotics and psychoanalysis are well understood and form a 
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solid foundation for exploring the data of this project, it is in their application that they reveal 

their true potential. As Banks (2001) reminds us, visual research is not simply a case of ‘looking 

closely' but of bringing knowledge to bear upon the image in order that subject relevant 

knowledge be produced. 

In responding to current methodological trends in geography and the social sciences, a number 

of limitations and opportunities presented themselves. Whilst seeking a methodology which 

would allow me to understand the psychic effects of a built or virtual urbanscape, the idea of a 

visual approach arose. Visual methodologies are still relatively immature when compared to 

well-established approaches such as ethnographies, case studies and interviews, yet this does 

not reflect on their power to reveal important insights into the functioning of contemporary 

society. The obvious case for understanding my fieldsites through the lens of spectacle also 

makes visual methodologies an excellent choice. 

To gain an understanding of the different ways in which different visual methodologies can be 

applied, the following table (Table 4.1) is instructive, and reproduced from Rose (2016, p. 50) 

without modification. The columns show different analytical units of interaction with visual 

materials, either by examining the technological mediation of visual artefacts, the composition 

of those artefacts or their possible social effects and the practices which create them. The rows 

of the table examine the four sites of meaning production for all visual materials, according to 

Rose, which are: the site of production, the image itself, its methods of circulation and its 

audience. Each site imbues the artefact with meaning, whether it be the photographer taking 

the picture, the particular internet search engine used to locate a video, or the audience member 

watching/viewing the artefact in particular settings, contexts and ways. To these ends, the table 

below (reproduced from Rose, 2016, p. 50) gives an insight into the specific forms of methods 

which can be employed when studying various sites of meaning production through the 

artefact’s particular modality. 
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 modality 

Technological Compositional Social 

S
it

e
 

Production Ethnography Ethnography Ethnography 

Discourse analysis I 

The image 

itself 

Compositional 

analysis 

Compositional analysis 

Content analysis 

Cultural analytics 

Semiology 

Psychoanalysis 

Social semiotics 

Discourse analysis II 

Ethnography 

Circulation Digital methods Compositional analysis Ethnography 

Audiencing Ethnography Ethnography Ethnography 

Audience studies 

Digital methods 

Table 4.1 - Different methods for different sites and modalities of visual materials. Reproduced from Rose (2016, p. 50) 

Whilst Rose (2016) is careful to point to out that this table is by no means intended to restrict 

creativity in the application of methods in different contexts, and that the list of methods is not 

exhaustive, the use of modalities and sites as a matrix for deciding which methods may be 

applicable is useful.  

I am primarily interested in how elements of the urbanscape, through architecture and the 

production of space, produce specific meanings, leading me to the site of meaning production 

of the image itself. I am also interested in the effects that the arrangements of those artefacts 

have on social interaction, which leads me to, possibly, the precarious position between 

compositional and social modality. This tension will require me to apply some of the methods 

in the ‘image site’-‘compositional modality’ intersection, which is where the majority of the 

study lies, in creative ways in order to also study the ‘audience site’-‘social modality’ 

intersection. The methods, then, will necessarily be experimental and, at times, improvised, in 

order to respond to the needs and peculiarities of each fieldsite.   
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The first challenge to overcome was that formalised visual methodologies are a relatively 

recent addition to the community of geography scholars, with only a handful of papers 

employing them in any substantive way, especially in studies of the built environment. A table 

showing recent papers published in visual/semiotic methodologies is presented below (Table 

4.2). 

Field Paper/Original Research Methodologies Books 

Anthropology 

Lynn and Lea (2005)  

Pink (2003) 

da Silva and Pink (2004) 

 

Banks and Zeitlyn (2015)  

Lapenta (2011) 

Marion and Crowder (2013) 

Pink (2007, 2011) 

Education  Prosser (2013) 

Geography 

Degen et al. (2015) 

Degen and Rose (2012) 

Pink (2008) 

Rose (2008) 

Rose et al. (2010) 

 

Sociology Pineda and Sowards (2007) Emmison et al. (2012) 

No Specific 

Disciplinary 

Focus 

 Ledin and Machin (2018) 

van Leeuwen and Jewitt (2001) 

Mitchell (2011) 

Rose (2016) 

Wagner (2007) 

Table 4.2 - Typologies of papers and books with Visual Methodologies from 2000 onwards. Compiled by the Author and not 

exhaustive. 

Whilst this is partially a challenge, requiring me to figure out new ways of applying the 

methods with no precedent to demonstrate whether the technique would work, it also gave me 

the freedom to experiment with the methods and explore the implications of various minor 

adjustments. For example, a tension emerged between the school of thought which argues for 

long-term engagement and immersion in the fieldsites in order to fully understand what was 

going on and the school of thought which says that, in order to experience spectacle, short but 

frequent visits would be more suitable. In each of the field sites a slightly different approach 

was used, giving me insight into how the different approaches might work. 
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The framing of the empirical research is that of a case study methodology, although with some 

provisos. Whilst the case study boundaries could be said to be ‘ecological gentrification’ sites, 

this is not as clear cut as it might first seem. The fuzziness of the concept of ‘ecological 

gentrification’, as was demonstrated in the literature review, presents a challenge for studying 

it and so a compromise is struck in this thesis that allows the research to examine a number of 

sites for their particular characteristics, whilst also obtaining data which can be generalised 

only to the extent that the theory demands. In this way, there are similarities between this 

methodology and an intrinsic case study approach, which, as Stake (1978, 1995, 2000) argues, 

is a case study in which the case being studied is intrinsically interesting: simply put, we study 

the case to learn more about it, not to learn something about something else. In this sense, my 

research could be said to be studying ‘ecological gentrification’ as an intrinsic case, however, 

the criteria for an intrinsic case study challenges this assertion. In some case study 

methodologies, a clear boundary between what is to be studied and what is not to be studied 

must be possible (Eckstein, 2000): ecological gentrification, as the result of myriad processes 

and economic, social and historical drivers does not have a clear boundary, as shown earlier, 

being linked to film, anxiety, value theory, spectacle, nature and truth.  

Blurriness of boundaries is also challenging due to the assertion by Stake (1995, p. 2) that case 

studies work best when studying a coherent system, regardless of the potential irrationality or 

dysfunctional nature of the system, which means, therefore that “events and processes fit the 

definition less well”. This challenges the theory developed earlier in the thesis which posits 

gentrification as a long, historically situated process. However, the criteria for a case study 

could be met if we were to view ecological gentrification as a component part of a larger 

system: capitalism. Yet again, however, my theoretical framework conflicts with this, as 

capitalism, I have argued, is best seen again as a long and constantly changing process of the 

commodification and enclosure of nature. The difficulty, therefore, is that some aspects of case 

study research fit the bill excellently, while others do not. For example, Adelman et al. (1980) 

add weight to the argument for case study research by highlighting the depth of analysis and 

rigor which can be applied to a specific case study, uncovering more detail than might be 

discovered otherwise. In urban environments, and particularly environments currently under 

construction, the ever-changing nature of the urbanscape demands a research methodology 

which can cope with the complexity and capture the ‘completeness’ which simply cannot be 

captured through the study of individual human interactions (Sturman, 1994). Therefore, the 

challenges to using case study methodology in this case are limited by the benefits, while the 
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drawing of boundaries may be difficult, it is not impossible. Because this research concerns 

itself with spectacle and phantasmagoric nature of ecological gentrification, the geographic or 

historical boundary is less important than the sensory one. To enable a boundary to be drawn, 

the visual elements of the urbanscape form the boundary, whilst the processual nature of the 

sites and their interconnectivity with other processes does not preclude the use of this powerful 

methodology. 

Because the focus of the thesis is theoretical, with empirical data providing a preliminary 

verification of that theory, I chose to examine several distinct cases which would reveal 

something important about the theory. The compromise, therefore, is that, while a case study 

methodology would normally claim to limit the generalisability of the results, all that is needed 

to provide preliminary confirmation of the theory is a few, well-chosen case studies researched 

in depth. So, whilst the thesis overall may claim to generate a theory with wider application 

than the specific sites studied, the empirical research that this theory is offered on the back of 

is limited to an in-depth analysis of particular case studies. The selection of a case study 

methodology also limited the necessity to travel to numerous fieldsites, which would have been 

impossible given my own financial situation. By choosing fieldsites close to Bristol (United 

Kingdom) and Arnhem (Netherlands) whilst I lived in each city, I was able to ensure repeat 

visits were affordable, enabling me to focus on depth of analysis rather than breadth of data. 

The complexity of ecological gentrification processes demanded repeated visits in order to 

witness the evolution of the sites and the interactions of visitors and assumed residents 

throughout the projects’ developmental stages. Between visits, continual literature searches 

enabled me to make sense of what was being witnessed, and to explore how other researchers 

had interpreted similar processes elsewhere in the world and in history. In this sense, the work 

also reflected a grounded theory methodology, which, as Bryant and Charmaz (2007, p. 1) 

describe, enables an “iterative process of moving back and forth between empirical data and 

emerging analysis [making] the collected data progressively more focused and the analysis 

successively more theoretical.” The process of searching literature whilst encountering 

fieldsites enabled the research questions and theorisations I am presenting in this thesis to 

emerge in conversation with the empirical work, ensuring that theorisation did not occur 

without grounding in the ‘real’ world. Importantly, this approach is not a ‘strict’ grounded 

theory method, as Glaser and Strauss (1967) might define it. This is because the work does not 

concern itself with ‘sterility’ of the researcher or coaxial coding of data in order to ensure that 

the only theorisation that is possible comes from the data. Instead, as I do not believe it is 
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possible to enter a research fieldsite without preconceptions, I embraced Charmaz’s (2003, 

2014) conceptualisation of a ‘constructivist grounded theory’, which moves away from the 

positivism of Glaser and Strauss (1967) and Strauss and Corbin (1990). This move reflects not 

only my own position on the nature of ‘truth’ and knowledge, but also the theoretical 

framework discussed earlier, where, through encounter and interaction with the urbanscape, 

new meanings are constructed and produced which then further interact with old and existing 

meanings. Taking a constructivist grounded theory approach requires that I constantly re-

evaluate my conclusions and theorisations in relationship with the fieldsites I study. In fact, 

this is an explicit aim of the methodology, as Bryant and Charmaz (2007, p. 1) remind us: 

“[t]he method is designed to encourage researchers’ persistent interaction with their data, while 

remaining constantly involved with their emerging analyses.”  

It is important to note here, that grounded theory methodology contains within it a complex set 

of rules and practices, which are not followed in this thesis. The reason for this is that the visual 

methodologies which will be discussed in more detail shortly require knowledges to brought 

to bear upon the urbanscape (Banks and Zeitlyn, 2015). To do this in grounded theory, even a 

constructivist grounded theory, would be difficult. So, for the purposes of the thesis, the spirit 

of the methodology is followed, not the procedures, enabling me to understand the research 

process better without limiting my ability to study the fieldsites for what it is that I am trying 

to understand. In this instance, constructivist grounded theory literature is useful for 

understanding the knowledge production and research processes, but not in conducting the 

study itself. 

The complexity of the field sites chosen is captured well by a case study approach (Adelman 

et al., 1980), however, as the visual mediation of social relations to nature is what this study is 

most interested in, this work will make use of a ‘visual case study’ methodology. Therefore, to 

enable an investigation of the complexity of the urbanscape within the case study boundaries, 

a visual method which also captures the complexity of the situation is required. Due to the 

explicitly ideological interest of this work, it is also necessary to define a method which is 

explicitly political and/or ideological. Because of this need to be explicitly political, and 

therefore self-reflexive, this work will draw on a few key theorists in the area, such as 

Williamson (1978), Banks (2001), Banks and Zeitlyn (2015) and Rose (2012, 2016).  

Because this case study focuses on the intersection between the visual, the ideological, social 

justice and capitalist modes of production, it also falls, at least in part, into the category of 

cultural studies. For this component of the work, the theories produced by Hall (1980), Barthes 
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(1978) and Robins (1996) will be brought to bear on the urbanscape. These theorists are also 

useful in the design and construction of a visual methodology. Whilst there are various visual 

methods to choose from, ranging from the use of images in ethnographic research (Banks, 

2001; Banks and Zeitlyn, 2015; da Silva and Pink, 2004; Pink, 2003, 2007, 2011; Pink et al., 

2004; Robins, 1996), through to the use of images already in circulation to understand the 

psyche of producers and consumers (Iqani and Schroeder, 2016; O’Neill and Nicholson-Cole, 

2009; O’Neill and Smith, 2014; Pineda and Sowards, 2007; Rose, 2016; Wagner, 2007) with 

a small amount of literature which analyses the visuality of cities (Degen et al., 2015; Heinonen 

and Minkkinen, 2016; Pojani and Stead, 2015), this study must utilise a method which matches 

the semiotic origins of the problematic discussed in the previous chapter. The particular visual 

methodology this study will make use of is described in great detail in Rose’s (2016) chapter 

on Semiology.  

4.1 Critical Visual Semiotics 

The basic tenet of semiotics, the theory of sign and sign-use, is 

antirealist. Human culture is made up of signs, each of which stands 

for something other than itself, and the people inhabiting culture busy 

themselves making sense of those signs. The core of semiotic theory is 

the definition of the factors involved in this permanent process of 

signmaking and interpreting and the development of conceptual tools 

that help us to grasp that process as it goes on in various arenas of 

cultural activity. 

(Bal and Bryson, 1991, p. 174) 

Semiology concerns itself with exploring and critically examining the meanings contained in 

images through the deconstruction of signs, signifiers and object correlations in the images 

themselves (Rose, 2016). The recognition that images do not always convey the relationships 

and meanings that first appear obvious is a concept which should be apparent after the 

preceding discussion of spectacle presented by Debord (1967), among others, and is echoed by 

Rose (2016), Banks and Zeitlyn (2015) and Williamson (1978). The study of representation, 

symbolism and the use of signs is, therefore, a study of how power manifests itself in the 

collective practices of signification and language, as Hodge and Kress (1988, p. 3) note: 

In contemporary capitalist societies as in most other social formations 

there are inequalities in the distribution of power and other goods. As 

a result, there are divisions in the social fabric between rulers and ruled, 

exploiters and exploited: such societies exhibit characteristic structures 

of domination. In order to sustain these structures of domination the 

dominant groups attempt to represent the world in forms that reflect 

their own interests, the interests of their power. 
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This close link between the literature on visual mediation of social life and a “seeing 

methodology” (Prosser, 2013, p. 177) indicates a clear imperative for using such a method. To 

better develop the methods specific to this project, attention must now be paid to the ways in 

which semiology contributes to understanding the hidden (and sometimes not so hidden) 

messages contained in visual materials.  

[Semiology’s] prominence is due in part to the fact that semiology 

confronts the question of how images make meanings head on. It is not 

simply descriptive, as compositional interpretation appears to be; nor 

does it rely on quantitative estimations of significance, as content 

analysis at some level has to. Instead, semiology offer a very full box 

of analytical tools for taking an image apart and tracing how it works 

in relation to broader systems of meaning. 

(Rose, 2016, p. 106) 

Semiology represents a powerful tool for examining the linkages between signifiers, signifieds 

and referents. Lutz and Collins (1993), for example, used visual content analysis and visual 

semiology to uncover specific racial and colonial biases present in the photographs of the 

popular publication National Geographic since the 1960s. Whilst Rose (2016) points out 

various problems with the method and, in particular, Lutz and Collins’ lack of clear sampling 

techniques, its tendency to produce rigorous observations of ideology at play in visual culture 

cannot be dismissed (Hall, 1980; Williamson, 1978). The problems which Rose (2016) 

identifies with the sampling method of visual semiology is that Lutz and Collins (1993) and 

Williamson (1978) have no clear method for identifying particularly ‘representative’ images 

from the vast array available. However, Rose (2016) then moves on to assume that due to the 

explicitly ideological objectives of the method, it is possible to assume that the sampling 

method can be described as a ‘best case scenario’ method, with images either chosen because 

they attract the eye of the researcher, saying something meaningful about the point they are 

trying to illustrate, or chosen through convenience, utilising whichever images are most 

common or easy to find. Rose (2016) argues that, perhaps, because all images which are 

produced will have some modicum of ideological meaning making present, what is important 

is thoroughly analysing particularly important examples. It could also be argued that, as 

ideology is geo-temporally specific that each image, even if produced by the same artist or 

photographer, will have different ideologies imparted upon it by its audience, making no single 

image more representative than any other. Rose (2016) nonetheless concurs that visual 

semiology meets the criteria of a critical visual methodology in that it is rigorous, gives room 
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for reflexive practice (allowing the researcher to recognise their own interpretation as valid), 

theoretically relevant and sufficiently detailed. 

Before this discussion can be advanced any further, however, an overview of the key 

terminology of semiology is necessary, which will also go some way to elucidating the theory 

behind the methodology. Much of the groundwork for utilising this methodology was laid 

while conducting research for my Masters dissertation at the University of Manchester (Harper, 

2014), and therefore some of the terminology and phrasing is duplicated between these two 

documents to avoid losing meaning in paraphrasing. Whilst every attempt has been made to 

avoid replication, at times it was unavoidable. The language of semiology is highly technical 

and complex, and many of the terms will be left out of this discussion as they are not relevant 

and would take more space than is necessary, however, the terms which are used in this thesis 

will be given sufficient attention to ensure they are not misunderstood when used later on.  

The basis of the theory articulates around three ‘things’: the referent, the signifier, and the 

signified (Barthes, 1964; Chandler, 2007; Eco, 1977, 1986b). These three things interrelate and 

are interdependent, yet they also often disconnect, leading to confusion in communication. Put 

simply, the referent is the object or idea which is being communicated, the sign is the method 

by which this object or concept is communicated and the signified is the object or idea which 

is conjured in the imagination of the person receiving the communication (Rose, 2016). A good 

example of this is the word ‘home’, which can be communicated through the signifier of the 

symbols ‘home’ in English, ‘casa’ in Spanish, ‘huis’ in Dutch, ‘кућа’ in Serbian or ‘家’ in 

traditional Chinese among many other symbols. I can also speak the sounds which are codified 

by the symbolic letters which make the word ‘home’ or I can show a picture of my home. Each 

of these techniques conveys the idea which is in my mind of what ‘home’ is using a different 

signifier. However, and importantly for semiologists, the signified very rarely matches the 

referent perfectly. For example, nobody knows my ‘home’ in precisely the way that I do, which 

means that, even if my audience know intimately the material and geographic location of the 

place I call ‘home’, they will not have the same sense of what it means. If I use the word ‘home’ 

abstractly instead of referring specifically to ‘my home’, the likelihood that the ‘home’ of my 

audience will be the meaning which is conveyed is increased. If I asked a large enough group 

of people to give me an image of their home, I am certain I would get images of houses, towns, 

national flags, parks, parents, siblings, roads, shopping centres and coffee shops, highlighting 

the lack of universal connection between a signifier and its signified. 
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As I used linguistic signifiers in the previous paragraph, I also highlighted the point by Eco 

(1977, 1986b, 1994) that the way in which signifiers are employed is culturally encoded. The 

symbol ‘家’ only makes sense to someone in the anglophone, Latin alphabet world when told 

that it is from the cultural coding referred to as ‘traditional Chinese’, giving them a frame of 

reference from which to understand the symbol as a word from another language. In 

comparison, a native Chinese speaker and reader does not need to be told which cultural system 

the symbol comes from because their existing cultural experiences tell them how to decode the 

symbol with ease. For Žižek (1991, 1999, 2005) and Lacan (2006), the theory of semiology 

matches closely with their model of the human psyche, with the relationship between the Real, 

Symbolic and Imaginary mirroring the relationship between referents, signifiers and signifieds 

to a certain extent. Lacan’s major contribution to the integration of an individual model of the 

psyche and a collective conceptualisation of society was that the Symbolic, which takes the 

form of language, communication and artwork, shapes what it is possible to think and, in turn, 

what it is possible to communicate. Anecdotally this is clear to see when we imagine how best 

to communicate the size and shape of the known universe, our complete lack of ability to 

symbolise and therefore signify something so large comes from the fact that humans do not 

normally have need to conceptualise at that scale – the signifier of ‘really big’ simply does not 

cut it. As mentioned earlier, this failure of the semiotic system to properly signify something 

is what Laclau (2006) termed an ‘empty signifier’, but that is matter for a discussion which 

will take place in the next chapter due to the complexity of theory. 

Related to the referent, signifier and signified is a complex set of terms which describe how 

the signifier might relate to the other two concepts. A full discussion of these terms is given by 

Rose (2016) and so to avoid cluttering the following exploration of these terms with citations, 

unless otherwise stated, the definitions of each term are taken from her book. The first 

definition concerns where exactly in the meaning production process the researcher chooses to 

focus their attention. Rose (p. 24) posits the existence of four sites: 

the site of production, which is where an image is made; the site of the 

image itself, which is its visual content; the site(s) of its circulation, 

which is where it travels; and the site where the image encounters its 

spectators or users, or what this book will call its audiencing. 

These four sites each have their own specific ways of studying them, as was seen in Table 4.1 

earlier, and change the emphasis from what is intended by the author to what is received by 

looking at an image. Of course, remembering the argument from Barthes (1977) that the 

intention of an author is very rarely what is received by their audience due to the complex 
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histories and contexts of the audience, the necessity for these four sites becomes apparent. 

Because this study concerns itself mostly with the meanings produced by the audience through 

their viewing of and interaction with sustainable urban developments, attention is now turned 

to the audience site of meaning production, or ‘audiencing’ as Rose terms it: 

Audiencing also involves a number of other important questions about 

how an image is looked at differently in different contexts. You don’t 

do the same things while you are surfing through a website gallery at 

home as you do when you are in a gallery looking at framed 

photographs. While you are looking at a computer screen you can also 

be listening to music, eating, comparing one site to another, answering 

the phone; in a gallery there will be no background music, you are 

expected to remain quiet, not to touch the picture, not to eat … again, 

the audiencing of an image thus appears very important to its meanings. 

(Rose, 2016, p. 39) 

In considering the audience site, then, it is apparent that not only the histories and backgrounds 

of an audience are important in shaping the meaning which is produced, but also the practices 

through which they observe the visual. In the context of this study, these practices might 

include the speed at which people move through the space, how often they ‘look’ rather than 

photograph within the space and whether specific vantage points are taken. This can, of course, 

also be reflexive, allowing me to analyse my own behaviour within the space, monitoring 

whether specific locations within the fieldsite encourage me to walk through quickly, or to take 

a seat and observe for a while. Of course, the modality of the site of meaning production is also 

important. On the modality of the audience site, Rose unsurprisingly argues that the social 

modality is the most important for understanding the practises which influence the interaction 

with visual material: 

Visual images are always practised in particular ways, and different 

practises are often associated with different kinds of images in different 

kinds of spaces […] Different ways of relating to visual images define 

the cinema and the gallery, for example, as different kinds of spaces. 

(Rose, 2016, p. 39) 

It is interesting, therefore, to witness the ways in which people interact in and with the space 

in order to gain some insight into the forms of sociality the space encourages and the types of 

space that the social modality of the place produces. Importantly, Rose also argues that the 

social identities of the audience are important for determining the ways in which meaning will 

be produced, adding that the explanation for how specific images are interpreted in sometimes 

vastly different ways by different viewers is due to the social identity of the viewer – abstract 
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art to some is simply shapes and colours on an overpriced canvas whilst to others it is a 

masterpiece of expression and meaning, the only difference being the social identity of the two 

viewers. To make this argument, Rose draws upon the work of Bourdieu and Darbel (1991): 

There are, then, two aspects of the social modality of audiencing: the 

social practices of spectating, which include not only looking at image 

but also creating variations of them; and the social identities of the 

spectators. Some work, however, has drawn these two aspects of 

audiencing together to argue that certain sorts of people to certain sorts 

of images in particular ways. […] To appreciate works of art you need 

to be able to understand, or to decipher, their style – otherwise they will 

mean little to you. And it is only the middle classes who have been 

educated to be competent in that deciphering. Thus they [Bourdieu and 

Darbel, 1991] suggest, rather, that those who are not middle class are 

not taught to appreciate art; that although the curators of galleries and 

the ‘cultivated classes’ would deny it, they have learnt what to do in 

galleries and they are not sharing their lessons with anyone else. Art 

galleries therefore exclude certain groups of people. […] In order to be 

properly middle class, one must know how to appreciate art, and how 

to perform that appreciation appropriately (no popcorn please).  

(Rose, 2016, pp. 45-46) 

The concept of visual space enabling certain forms of exclusion and inclusion is important in 

the case of gentrification as it enables a way of decoding the visual urbanscape in order to 

examine the regimes of exclusion which might be at work and this idea will be used in later 

chapters of this thesis. Returning to the reflexivity of visual methods, however, Rose also tells 

an anecdote about her own use of visual spaces to signal to visitors to her house the kind of 

person she is: 

I find Doisneau’s photographs rather sentimental and tricksy, rather 

stereotyped – and I rarely bought anything from Athena to stick on the 

walls of the rooms I lived in when I was a student. Instead, I preferred 

postcards of modernist paintings picked up on my summer trips to 

European art galleries. This was a genuine preference but I also know 

that I wanted the people who visited my room to see that I was … well, 

someone who went to European art galleries. And students tell me that 

they often think about the images with which they decorate their rooms 

in the same manner. We know what we like, but we also know that 

other people will be looking at the images we choose to display. Our 

use of images, our appreciation of certain kinds of imagery, performs 

a social function as well as an aesthetic one. It says something about 

who we are and how we want to be seen. 

(Rose, 2016, p. 46) 
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Within the theories of semiology and visual methodology, then, there exists the ability to pick 

up on the production of a visual space in order to signal to others who is and is not allowed to 

circulate within the space. Importantly the space also allows people to curate their existence, 

signalling to others that they are one of the people allowed in the space. This space is also 

produced through both the signification of the environment and the practises which allow the 

audience to decode meaning from the space and, in turn, encode other practises into the space, 

further reproducing the relationships that exist in the space to begin with. To enable an efficient 

deconstruction of the semiotic urbanscape, then, the following terminology can be used 

(compiled from Hall, 1980; Rose, 2016; Williamson, 1978): 

Key Term Definition Source 

Iconic A signifier which, through its likeness to the 

signified, represents it. A picture of a man 

represents a man. 

Rose (2016, pp. 

119-121) 

Indexical The relationship between the sign and the signified 

is inherent (although often culturally specific). A 

blue circle with a white arrow inside suggests that 

a road is one way in the direction of the arrow.  

Symbolic An apparently arbitrary, yet strongly 

conventionalised, relationship between the 

signifier and signified. A piece of paper with 

specific markings and a number printed on it, 

issued by a specific authority, represents a 

congealed amount of labour time: money. 

Syntagmatic A signifier which gains its meaning from the 

signifiers which surround it. A picture of a man 

next to a football might signify masculinity, the 

same man next to a canvas might symbolise 

creativity. 

Paradigmatic A sign which only makes sense because it does not 

mean what other signs do. A picture of a man 
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represents a man because it does not represent a 

woman. 

Denotive A sign which literally describes its referent. A sign 

with the word “Tram” on it, describes that there are 

trams nearby. 

Connotive A signifier meant to represent something at a 

higher level and can be divided into two kinds: 

Metonymic This kind of sign is associated with 

something else, which them 

represents that something else. 

Babies are often associated with the 

future or purity, and so they become 

signifiers of it. 

Synecdochal This sign is either a part of 

something standing in for a whole, 

or a whole representing a part. The 

Eiffel Tower is part of Paris, and so 

can be used to represent the whole 

city.  

Diegesis The sum of denotive meanings of an image. 

Objective 

Correlates 

Signs which, through their association with other 

signifieds, come to take on that meaning. Cars 

come to mean freedom and padlocks come to mean 

security. 

Williamson (1978, 

pp. 20-24) 

Dominant 

Codes/Referent 

Systems 

Wider ideological principles which enable a 

member of a culture to decode the meaning 

contained within otherwise meaningless signifiers. 

Dominant codes 

from Hall (1980) 

and Referent 

systems from 

Williamson (1978) 
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Polysemy The proclivity of certain signifiers to produce 

multiple meanings for the audience due to the 

complexity of the signs. 

Rose (2016, p. 132) 

Anchorage Content which allows the audience to decide 

between multiple possible meanings of signifiers. 

Barthes (1977, pp. 

38-41) 

Appellation The creation of an audience suitable for receiving 

the intended meaning of a signifier. This can either 

be the creation of a new audience, or the shaping 

of an existing one to make them more receptive. 

(Williamson, 1978, 

pp. 50-51) 

Logonomic 

Systems 

A system by which the rules of production and 

reception of meaning are controlled and signalled. 

Logonomic systems allow control over who is 

allowed to produce or receive meaning, under what 

circumstances and given what information. 

Hodge and Kress 

(1988, p. 4) 

Preferred 

Meaning 

The meaning which is intended by the author, and 

is therefore attempted to be transferred through the 

sign by way of anchorage, dominant codes, and 

logonomic systems. 

Hall (1980, p. 134) 

Table 4.3 - Table showing the complex terminology and definitions associated with semiology. Compiled from various sources 

by the author. 

As can be seen from the table above, the complex and involved terminology associated with 

semiology could be seen as one of its weaknesses, requiring careful use of terms in order to 

communicate the analysis conducted carefully (Rose, 2016). But, I argue, this is also one of its 

strengths. The theory which was discussed in previous chapters, as well as the theory 

underlying the methodology being advanced in this chapter, all indicate that communication is 

problematic, allowing the creep of co-option and obfuscation of really useful pathways. 

Semiology, by providing a specific and well-defined terminology for exploring the concepts it 

seeks to analyse, offers some degree of precision and accuracy in describing the results of the 

analysis, thus limiting potential misunderstandings whilst remaining aware that 

misunderstanding is always a risk. 
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Once the processes of meaning production and encoding are understood, a debate around the 

tension between emotional understanding and cognate understanding of visual artefacts 

emerges. For Barthes (1993), the visual artefact (in his case, the photograph) contains within it 

two levels of interpretation by its audience: the studium and the punctum. The studium is the 

referent of the signifier, the original subject which the sign captures in its creation, whereas the 

punctum is the emotional shock created by the image. As Rose (2016, p. 122) describes: “A 

punctum is unintentional and ungeneralizable; it is a sensitive point in an image which pricks, 

bruises, disturbs a particular viewer out of their usual viewing habits.” Barthes’ recognition of 

these two interpretive levels is dismissed by Hall (1980) who argues that no element of a visual 

artefact, each element having its own signifiers, escapes the meaning production processes of 

the audience, and therefore the additional emotional aspect of a photograph can be seen as just 

another consequence of Barthes’ (1977) earlier work on the death of the author. For Hall, the 

audiences’ own meaning production regimes evoked emotional responses, not the unintended 

signification of something shocking by the author of the image.  

4.2 Turning to Critique 

If, in attempting this study, I wish to be reflexive, I must also consider the limitations of the 

methodology employed and discuss them in detail. However, instead of focussing on the 

negative aspects of the methodology and simply recognising the problems which may occur, I 

have chosen to frame these limitations around facing critique in the hope that some answers to 

the critique can be arrived at instead. One possible critique of semiological study is that it has 

its roots in Althusserian models of ideology and reality, which posits ideology and reality as 

separate to one another. As Rose (2016, p. 107) highlights: 

Semiologists depend on a definition of science that contrasts scientific 

knowledge with ideology (this distinction is usually elaborated with 

reference to the Marxist theorist Louis Althusser). Ideology is 

knowledge that is constructed in such a way as to legitimate unequal 

social power relations; science, instead, is knowledge that reveals those 

inequalities. 

She goes on to turn attention to Williamson’s (1978) work in particular: 

Writing in the 1970s and influenced by the work of Althusser, 

Williamson (1978) claimed that her critique of the ideology of 

advertising was itself non-ideological; rather, it was (Althusserian) 

science. Many semiologists writing more recently, however, are much 

more circumspect than Williamson in claiming that their knowledges 

are objectively true. Hodge and Kress (1988) suggest that any 

knowledge that sanctions a particular form of social organisation must 

be described as ideological. Thus knowledge that legitimates the social 
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position of dominant groups is ideological; but so too are those 

knowledges of other possibilities for social organisation that are held 

by dominated groups. 

[…] 

The implication of this argument is that the critical goals of semiology 

are just as ideological as the adverts or whatever are being critiqued; 

the difference between them is in the social effect of the knowledge 

each depends on, not its truth status. 

 (Rose, 2016, p. 108) 

These critiques are valid; however, I am not attempting to uncover the ‘truth’ behind 

signification, but instead to expose the potentially problematic meanings which are produced 

through the urbanscape. The discussion which took place in Chapter 3 described how multiple 

concepts of nature and society can be true for different people in the same time and place, or 

between different places and times and therefore I do not claim to be producing an analysis 

which seeks truth. It is true that my concept of the world allows me to understand certain things 

as ‘real’ – climate change is definitely happening and humans are definitely the main driving 

force, as suggested by the IPCC (2013, 2018) – but I do not claim that the results of my analysis 

are any more or less valid than the interpretation of others who approach the fieldsites with the 

same rigour I demonstrate. Therefore, whilst the critique of earlier semiological studies which 

attempted to expose ideological messages in the search for truth is valid, I do not believe that 

this is what this thesis does. Nevertheless, it is essential that this critique be borne in mind to 

ensure that I am reflexive about the claims I make during the next chapters. 

A second critique of this methodology, and one which I have encountered at numerous 

conferences and workshops, is that the onus of interpretation lies squarely with the researcher. 

According to the critiques, this negates the lived experiences of people interacting with the 

urbanscape by failing to include their voices directly through ethnography, interviews or other 

human-centred research methods. Therefore, an exploration of why using human subjects is 

problematic for this research is necessary in justifying the approach taken. To do this, the most 

commonly used social research methods – namely, interviews and ethnography – are explored 

here.  

The process of interviewing an interviewee significantly muddies the waters when looking at 

signification, meaning and symbolism as it is a continuous process of meaning construction 

through the interaction between interviewer and interviewee (Kvale and Brinkman, 2009; May, 
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2001). A simple description of the interview process is given by Kvale and Brinkman (2009, 

p. 1): 

The qualitative research interview attempts to understand the world 

from the subjects’ points of view, to unfold the meaning of their 

experiences, to uncover their lived world prior to scientific 

explanations. 

This definition takes a traditional view of the interview, which relates somewhat to the allegory 

of the cave mentioned much earlier in the thesis. Through questioning, the interviewer seeks 

to ‘uncover’ the reality behind the subject’s lived experiences, thereby ‘unfolding’ the true 

meaning of their actions and lives. Immediately after giving this definition, Kvale and 

Brinkman (2009, p. 2) begin to take a constructivist stance by describing the interview as a 

process of co-construction of knowledge:  

The research interview is based on the conversations of daily life and 

is a professional conversation; it is an inter-view, where knowledge is 

constructed in the inter-action between the interviewer and 

interviewee. An interview is literally an inter view, an inter-change of 

views between two persons conversing about a theme of mutual 

interest. 

(italics in original) 

Thus, “the process of knowing through conversation is intersubjective and social, involving 

interviewer and interviewee as co-constructors of knowledge” (Kvale and Brinkman, 2009, p. 

18). Normally a recognition of this fact is enough to assuage any doubts over the validity of 

results, allowing the reader to understand the way in which knowledge has been co-produced 

by the researcher and the interviewees. However, in this research, the co-construction of 

knowledge becomes problematic. 

All of these [visual] methods require some sorts of contextual 

knowledge about the imagery you are interested in. it is always 

important to know something about all aspects of the image you want 

to research; even if the audience is your main analytical focus, it is 

often useful to know something about the production of the image too. 

(Rose, 2016, p. 52) 

If, as Banks and Zeitlyn (2015) assert, my job is to bring knowledges to bear upon the visual 

realm, then designing an interview schedule which allows me to bring knowledges to bear upon 

a participant’s interpretation of the visual realm becomes tricky. Either the participant, with 

potentially limited knowledge or enthusiastic fanaticism about the subject, is co-producing 

knowledge with me as an interviewer (Shukaitis and Graeber, 2007), then the meaning which 
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I analyse in my thesis becomes intertwined with the realisations the participant has when their 

knowledges and enthusiasm interact with my own. This would be alright, were I interested in 

how people conceptualise the specifics of their relationships with nature, apocalypses and 

climate change, but I am more interested in how the urbanscape, through spectacle, creates 

these relationships. Therefore, to ask a research participant to interpret the urbanscape on my 

behalf, and then for me to interpret their interpretation adds an additional, unnecessary and 

potentially damaging layer of meaning production, potentially confusing the discussion. 

This concept is reflected in an interview with Tennessee Williams in circa 1982 (quoted in 

Silvester, 1994) in which he states that:  

Being interviewed does have the advantage of self-revelation. I must 

articulate my feelings, and I may learn something about myself. It 

makes me more self-aware, more aware of my own unhappiness. 

Whilst Williams was talking more about journalistic interviews, it is possible to see how a 

research interview could elicit the same response, creating the potential for the participant to 

become aware of things they were not previously aware of. In the case of studying spectacle 

and semiology in urban environments, it is often useful not to have revelations and to study the 

signification regimes at work first hand, without this added layer of interaction. 

When a critic writes about, let’s say, a video, not only is the video 

interpreted and exposed to interpretation; the interpretation is also on 

display, exposing the critic’s ideas to interpretation by others. 

(Rose, 2016, p. 108) 

This is also important when we consider that the interview takes the subject’s experiences out 

of the context in which they happened (unless walking interview methods are employed), 

weakening the links between action and interpretation and making it harder for the researcher 

to understand the circumstances under which a subject’s knowledge was arrived at. 

the link between a person’s account of an action and the action itself 

cannot be made: it tells the social researcher little about a reality that is 

‘external’ to the interview. Instead, an interview is a social encounter 

like any other. The prescription of interviewing books to control the 

situation are just attempts to produce a false social situation which has 

no validity beyond the interview; they cannot be assumed to produce 

data which reflect a real world beyond interpretation. 

(May, 2001, pp. 142-143) 

May’s argument is important. Whilst this may be reflective of a specific form of interviewing 

in which an attempt to control other variables leads to producing uncertainty in the faithfulness 
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of the interviewee’s account of events, it does lead to an important problem: if in controlling 

the interview situation, the interviewer introduces uncertainty, but in having a mutually co-

productive conversation, the interviewer throws their own interpretations and knowledges into 

the mix with the interviewee’s, then how can an interview be useful in studying spectacle? The 

answer is that it may not be useful. As May (2001, p. 144) argues:  

First, accounts may simply be inaccurate for one reason or another. 

Second, while accounts may be a genuine reflection of a person’s 

experiences, there might be circumstances or events which surround 

these of which the person was not aware. Third, a fuller understanding 

can be achieved only by witnessing the context of the event or 

circumstances to which people refer. The only way in which the 

researcher could examine these is to be there at the time. 

For Schostak (2006), the conversation which occurs between interviewer and interviewee takes 

on the role of allowing the interviewer to vicariously live through the anecdotes being 

recounted. The ultimate aim of this “curious kind of voyeurism”, according to Schostak (2006, 

p. 1), is that something might be learnt from the interaction with the result of changing 

understanding, knowledge, or the world. So, whilst these points are undoubtedly not 

insurmountable in situations where the aims of the research lend themselves to interviews, in 

this case, the mixing of interviewer and interviewee knowledges and the shaping of each 

perspective based on the other makes interviews problematic in studying spectacle, 

signification and visual urban environments. As Schostak (2006, p. 1) warns: 

Don’t be misled. The interview is not a simple tool with which to mine 

information. It is a place where views may clash, deceive, seduce, 

enchant. It is the inter-view. It is as much about seeing a world – mine, 

yours, ours, theirs – as about hearing accounts, opinions, arguments, 

reasons, declarations: words with views into different worlds.  

Clearly an approach which allows me to explore the urbanscape directly is needed in order to 

eliminate the muddy waters of interpretation brought about by introducing another layer of 

meaning production between myself and the artefacts under study. If my knowledge and 

experience shapes the interviewee’s answers and my interpretation of those answers, it is better 

to skip this step and engage directly with the urbanscape. 

4.2.1 Building an Analytical Framework 

Evidently, if interviewees perform the first stage of analysis of an issue, with the researcher 

analysing their analysis, then traditional social science analytic frameworks may not be 

appropriate in this research context. Surprisingly, the foundations for the analytic framework 

employed in this research have already been laid, with the work of John Rennie Short (2014) 
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in his introductory text on urban theory. In this work, when exploring the etymology of the 

term ‘urban theory’, as was covered in the first parts of Chapter 3, the term was best translated 

as ‘looking at the processes associated with the city’. For this reason, an analytic framework 

which enables a close examination of the processes in cityscapes is important. As discussed, a 

CVS methodology provides the tools necessary for me to deconstruct the urban environment 

in order to examine the signification regimes at work. 

Given that CVS argues that ideology can be understood through the relationships between 

various forms of signs, signifiers and referents, it is necessary to understand what exactly 

should be ‘looked for’ in the urban environment, and how best to analyse and theorise what is 

‘seen’. Obviously, some of the work of analysis is done through description, enabling the 

reader to understand what parts of a semiotic field the author wishes to highlight and enrich to 

give an impression of their overall conclusions: 

Describing what stands before us is not only an act of imagination – it 

is also a theoretical contribution because, as the poet Gerald Manley 

Hopkins reminds us, description is revelation. In the more 

interpretative approaches of the social sciences, the description of 

things becomes in large part the theory of things, as there are close 

dialectical connections between description and explanation. 

(Short, 2014, pp. 2-3) 

Clearly this definition of theorisation is not what many would expect, casting off the historical 

concept of theory as the explanation (either speculatively, deductively or inductively) of 

relationships, in favour of including descriptions of relationships.  

This looser definition of theory than most scholars use allows us to see 

urban theory not only as a formalized set of ideas but also as a response 

to the spectacle of the city, and theorizing as a dialectic process 

between seeing the city and representing the city, viewings and 

representation eliding and interacting, shifting and changing – 

sometimes in concert, at other times delayed and contested. The 

narrative of urban theory is not simply that ideas represent the city but 

how changes in the city provoke and inaugurate, contest and undermine 

theories of the city that in turn try to grasp the ever-changing urban 

realities. 

(Short, 2014, p. 3) 

Beyond ‘looking’ closely at the urban, the analytical framework of the thesis must also have a 

way of examining the environment. For this framework, Agostinone-Wilson (2013, p. 191) 

takes what she calls a “manifesto of materialist geography” from Swyngedouw et al. (2002), 

she summarises this manifesto as the following ten key theses (p. 191): 
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First, environmental and social changes impact each other. Second, 

human-created environments are the result of historical forces. Third, 

the type of changes encountered and the often unevenly distributed 

environmental outcomes are not independent of historical and 

economic condition. Fourth, the biological world impacts the human-

created world, and vice versa. Fifth, development is contradictory – 

what might be seen as an improvement in the living conditions for some 

may result in a deterioration of the living condition of others. Sixth, 

change is never natural or neutral. Seventh, it is especially important 

for researchers to focus on social power relations, which often 

determine who can access and who is denied resources. Eighth, 

questions about sustainability are always political questions. Ninth, the 

transformation of the environment does not happen independent of 

race, class, gender, and ethnicity. Tenth, sustainability will be achieved 

only through a democratically reconstructed environment along the 

lines of equality and distribution. 

The points of Swyngedouw et al.’s (2002) manifesto, which Agostinone-Wilson (2013) 

highlights, match well with the theoretical framework developed in previous chapters, 

positioning nature and humans in a co-constitutive relationship in which the effects and 

changes of that relationship can be teleological, enabling uneven geographical development to 

‘mask’ any zero-sum arrangements where development in one area negatively impacts another.  

This framework also suggests, then, that the processes which are observed within the urban 

environment may be only a component part of the relationships which produce them 

(Swyngedouw, 2006), making urban analysis a difficult task. Wherever possible, the 

connections between what is observed and what it might impact, are explored, but to do this 

fully would necessitate more attention than can be reasonably given in this thesis. Importantly, 

the tenth thesis in the above quote offers a way of examining the sustainability credentials of 

the fieldsites: “sustainability will be achieved only through a democratically reconstructed 

environment along the lines of equality and distribution” (Agostinone-Wilson, 2013, p. 191). 

As was discussed in the preceding section on Rancière’s theories of the political, the political 

moment proper is predicated on the accurate recognition that an inequality exists, with the 

moment becoming an attempt to rectify the imbalance and achieve equality amongst the 

community members. Therefore, a significant element of a truly sustainable urban project 

should be equality, achieved through dissensus and the agony of the continuous 

democratisation project. 

In analysing the urbanscape, then, there are several processes which must be highlighted and 

searched for: first, the existence of spectacle, which can be observed in the functioning of 

audiences in the space, interacting with the city in ways which are made conducive by the form 
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and ideology of the space. Second, the existence of signifiers of (in)equality enabling me to 

explore whether the site encourages specific forms of politics to play out. Third, the 

signification of sustainability, leading to subjects coming to understand their role in the climate 

crisis and the apocalypse that their contemporary society seems so fond of. The question then 

arises, how best to study the ideas of the urbanscape, simply by studying their form?  

4.2.2 Combining Archistics with CVS 

Returning to the writings of Lefebvre (1987, 1996, 2000, 2003, 2009), the recognition, from a 

dialectical materialist ontology, that form and logic are inseparable opens an avenue for 

exploring the ways in which different forms might shape logics in different ways. But, how to 

study logic through form? Umberto Eco (1973) offers a potential way forward by describing 

the ways that form influences and denotes function. Through his application of a semiotic 

theory to architecture, Eco notes how the fact that a panel inside an elevator, with a collection 

of buttons with numbers and the occasional letter printed on them is usually used to signify 

that the pushing of one of those buttons will cause the elevator to close its doors, move to a 

floor signified by the symbol on the button pressed and then open its doors again. In this way, 

if we were to change the form of the panel to, say, a lever which could be positioned next to 

non-numerical symbols which relate to each floor in order to get the elevator to move, it would 

cause confusion and make operating this everyday item much more difficult. Of course, the 

key to understanding the function of the form lies within the culturally accepted signification 

regime – a panel of buttons does not intrinsically make more sense than a lever, but in 

contemporary society, this is the form we have chosen to employ and is therefore coded into 

nearly every elevator in the world. 

Using Eco’s recognition of this phenomenon, it becomes possible to study the logic of a space 

by examining the form through its functioning. To take an example from N.D.S.M. Werf, the 

Hotel Crane Faralda could have multiple functions, but the function that is inscribed upon it 

is a boutique hotel. If the crane still functioned for its original purpose (to lift heavy objects to 

great heights), then the logic of the space, as dictated by its form and function would be one of 

heavy industry, construction and skilled labour. As it stands currently, the functioning of the 

crane as a hotel with three rooms, each of which costs on average €800 per night, dictates its 

logic: the enrichment of leisure time for the super wealthy or, perhaps, a safe rebellion, a 

concept devised by Debord (1967) and which will be returned to in the discussion chapter. 

However, the form that the boutique hotel takes is important also. The hotel could just as easily 

be purpose built, like the Hilton hotel tower 200m away which, whilst built to look like an old 
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wharf warehouse is contemporary and built-for-purpose. The logic and the function of the crane 

therefore determine its form, it is colourful, playful and creative – a sculpture to be enjoyed as 

much as a hotel to be stayed in. By examining each of these three co-constitutive factors of an 

urbanscape, a productive dialogue can be opened between semiology, architecture and the 

production of space in order to glimpse the ways in which urban form changes our interaction 

with it and ourselves. 

A collection of scholars in the 1980s began to explore this relationship in an edited collection 

by Gottdiener and Lagopoulos, named The City and The Sign: An Introduction to Urban 

Semiotics (Barthes, 1986; Boudon, 1986; Choay, 1986; Eco, 1986a; Gottdiener, 1986; 

Greimas, 1986; Ledrut, 1986)  building on the important work of Françoise Choay and Charles 

Jencks, who almost 20 years earlier coined the term ‘Archistics’ (Choay, 1969; Jencks, 1969). 

The key principle of this body of work was that, when studying the power relationships and 

logics of the city, linguistic and semiotic theory could be applied to the architecture therein. 

This enables the researcher to explore the city by viewing the buildings and spaces between 

them as words and grammar, creating a syntax of urban space designed to convey particular 

messages and invoke meaning in the audience. Unfortunately, this work seems to have been 

all but forgotten, with only a handful of papers still engaging in the concepts in any serious 

way (Duncan, 1987; Gottdiener, 1982, 1983; Heinonen and Minkkinen, 2016) but this does not 

make the work any less prescient. 

Building on these foundations, and considering that language, according to Lacan (2006), 

fundamentally shapes the subject’s Symbolic Order, a methodology which recognises the 

importance of both semiology and Archistics seems a productive way forward in studying the 

urbanscape for meaning production and its influence on the political moment. So, what 

methods can be used to explore these relationships and ways of interacting with urban form? 

Two competing ideas are discussed below, highlighting a tension in the literature between a 

Perecian method of understanding urban space and Debordian or Benjaminian way. In the first 

instance a long and slow engagement with space is needed, ensuring that every mundane detail 

(and here, ‘mundane’ takes on a positive status) is captured to build the ‘completeness’ 

mentioned earlier in this chapter. In the second case, short, rapid bursts of engagement are 

needed, followed by detailed analysis of the engagements so that the fieldwork is led and 

directed by spectacle, but the analysis excavates the relationships captured by the fieldwork. 

Each of these approaches has its own merits, which are discussed now.  
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4.2.3 Making Perec Spectacular 

The work of Georges Perec (1974, 1975) informs much of this thesis, and I have attempted to 

learn from his texts how best to engage with urban space. In his attempt to deconstruct 

traditional ways of interacting with space, be that in the city or on the page, Perec exposes a 

number of biases in traditional social sciences. For example, his continued insistence that what 

defined urban life was not big events such as Royal weddings, carnivals, or terrorist attacks, 

but the infinitesimally ‘normal’. For Perec, if one wished to understand a space, the only way 

to study it is to make the ordinary extra-ordinary through committed engagement over 

sustained periods. Of course, Perec also experimented with different ways of navigating the 

city as well, following many of the principles of psychogeographical engagement with space 

(Coverley, 2006). These engagements came in the form Perec choosing to navigate the city 

using only streets which began with the letter ‘C’, or finding routes which enabled him to travel 

across the city using every bus route in operation, or attempting to walk from one side of the 

city to the other in as straight a line as possible (Perec, 1974). One of Perec’s most famous 

studies involved him sitting in the same chair of the same café in the same square at the same 

time every day for several weeks, taking this small geographical space and temporal window 

and observing every possible detail of the people that passed by, the infrastructure of the 

buildings and the window dressings in shops and homes until the ordinary objects and 

relationships that form the urban fabric, as Lefebvre (2003) called it, became extraordinary and 

constitutive of the urban experience. Perec (1975) termed this form of engagement ‘exhausting 

a place’, ensuring that every detail, no matter how seemingly insignificant, is celebrated as part 

of the materiality of the city. 

The merits of this approach are many and would reveal interesting details about the ways in 

which people and the city become co-constitutive. The long-term, detailed engagement with 

the urban environment enables the researcher to pick out those elements of the city which might 

otherwise go unobserved, such as: the way the refuse is stored and collected; what time the 

street lamps come on and what colour they are when they do; the popularity of controlled road 

crossings versus crossing wherever it feels safe to do so; the way people prefer to approach the 

front of a building, and which direction they tend to come from. However, there is an issue. 

When trying to excavate spectacular relationships, the spectacle itself must be studied directly. 

Debord’s (1967) arguments clearly indicate the important role which speed, circulation and 

rapid change play in shaping subjective relationships to the economy of appearances which 



 157 

forms the society of the spectacle. If I am to examine the spectacular elements of the urban 

environment, then a method which allows this form of engagement must be devised. 

Undoubtedly the details which Perec was able to pick up in his attempts to exhaust places are 

important in determining phantasmagoric relations in which the ‘undesirable’ elements of the 

urban are hidden behind the glamour of the ‘desirable’, but the elements of spectacle which 

direct our attention and encourage various forms of behaviour should also not be lost. To do 

this, then, I attempt to make Perec spectacular in the methods of the project, which is discussed 

in the following section. Through this discussion I hope to show that the sustained engagements 

of Perec, and the spectacular, phantasmagoric relationships of Debord and Benjamin may not 

be as contradictory as first they might appear. 

4.3 Methods 

The methods chosen for this empirical work were largely experimental. With only a limited 

knowledge of what I intended to do before entering the fieldsite, I allowed myself to be ‘taken’ 

by the moment and to explore in ways which felt right given the context and circumstances. In 

early fieldsite visits, I planned my activity: examining maps of the area carefully, estimating 

how many photographs would be taken and of what features, how long I would spend in each 

location and what details I would write down in a field notebook. This quickly became 

impractical. Through my engagement, it became obvious that the city is not so accommodating 

as to allow me the luxury of planning with the site constantly changing, events taking me from 

one place to another without me really knowing why or how. Therefore, many of the ideas 

discussed in this section of the thesis are reflective, echoing the lack of ability to plan for and 

control my engagements with the spectacular urbanscape. For this reason, the section starts out 

with an account of entering the field (focussed more on my actions than Chapter 2’s reflections 

on the field site characteristics) before moving towards codifying the methods I used to engage 

more critically with the sites. 

I enter the fieldsite from the nearest public transport, find a space to sit, gather my camera and 

lenses from their bags and begin to look around in a calmer manner. I have a choice now. Do 

I follow the methodology of Georges Perec (1974) and attempt to ‘exhaust’ the place before 

me in search of the ‘infraordinary’ (Perec, 1975)? Do I describe in great detail the often-

unnoticed elements of the urban environment, spending as much time as possible simply 

watching, making the ordinary something special? Or, do I follow the advice of Walter 

Benjamin (1972 [2002]), or Guy Debord (1967), and stay with the transient, phantasmagoric 

spectacle of the urbanscape, moving through the space happening upon items, people, objects 
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and events which help me to decode the space? I watch the people moving all around me for a 

moment, turn my attention to the people sitting in cafes and on the public benches. It appears 

that both methods of experiencing the urbanscape would be representative of the ‘average’ (if 

there is such a thing in the cities) lived experience and so I decide to borrow from both 

methodologies. 

I first walk around the site, allowing myself to be directed by the crowds of people, the signs, 

the walkways, and the ease of passage. Not only does this allow me to witness and experience 

the ways in which the signification of the site directs our behaviour and passage, but also 

ensures that I am not trespassing or entering areas of potential danger. Brightly coloured shops 

and buildings draw me closer; alleyways repel me. In a similar way to Perec (1974), I attempt 

to walk in as straight a line as possible from one side of the site to the other, before walking 

the perimeter and doing the same in the other direction from another point. I see a group of 

people stop to admire something, so I do as well. Allowing myself to be carried through the 

space by the attentional economies at work, I encounter snapshots of the environment, stopping 

only to take a photograph in much the same way as today’s Instagram-savvy tourists do – the 

urban environment becomes spectacular, mediated through the control of my path and the 

visual elements designed to draw attention (Debord, 1967). 

Of course, the technology I carry with me in order to do the research influences how I 

experience the space. I am there for a purpose, to witness the urbanscape’s various meanings 

and to attempt to decode them, and I do so with an expensive (for me, at least) Canon EOS 

200D DSLR camera. I have two lenses, the 18-55mm kit lens and a 50mm prime lens. I look 

around at others interacting with the space in an explicitly visual manner, most do so through 

camera phones, holding the device between them and their photographic subject. Some carry 

the exact same model of camera as mine (after all, I chose this model because Canon 

recommend it for urban photography) and a smaller group still carry equipment worth 

thousands of pounds. Those with the DSLRs take their time, they frame their shots, crawl on 

the ground, look up to the sky, take multiple shots. I attempt to mimic both sets of behaviour, 

snapping the occasional shot quickly, and then framing a shot more carefully. Suddenly I 

remember, I am not here to produce photographs, they are simply my research journal, a visual 

aid for me to remember and a picture for my reader to examine. The data I am here to collect 

is observational, it is my thoughts and feelings about the meaning of the space, my observations 

on the form, logic and function of the space. I regain focus – the technology is a tool, not a 

driving focus. Perhaps the fact that photography becomes so integral to the experience of the 
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fieldsites is evidence of the spectacle at work, encouraging the circulation of visual 

commodities. 

Moving through the space I stop occasionally to watch an interaction between a person and a 

space. I compare the interactions with the interactions I have seen at other sites and begin to 

wonder what that might mean for the person’s relationship to the urban and therefore to their 

environment. After observing enough people interacting with the space, I begin observing the 

spaces which people appear to find important. Locations where groups gather, either simply 

because this is a convenient spot for lots of individuals to accumulate or because groups arrange 

to meet there, become the focus for now. I study the spaces, what is it about them that makes 

them ‘attractive’? What messages and meanings are possible to glean from the walls, seats, 

signs, lighting and views that surround the spaces? What does this space make me think about 

myself, the people I live and work with and the possibility for producing my own space within 

the space that has already been produced? Do I feel surveilled, protected, insecure, excluded, 

comfortable, in control, controlled, relaxed, excited, frightened, angry, dispossessed? What in 

the space tells me to feel that way, what am I responding to? Am I sure it is the space which 

makes me feel that way, or my unusual and perhaps unsanctioned activity that makes me feel 

so? Once as many of these questions as possible are answered, I photograph the elements of 

the urbanscape which have led me either to the question or to the answer and move on. The 

key to understanding the spectacle of the site, I argue, is to continually move, only allowing 

myself short encounters with each environment before moving on to the next. 

After the site begins to feel familiar to me and the spectacular meaning begins to ebb away, I 

follow a more Perecian approach and find a place to sit and observe from. This was not always 

possible due to the enclosure of space making consumption the only sanctioned activity and 

my having limited or no funds to sit in a café, but I could usually find a bench or wall to sit on 

for a while. At this point, the work of exhausting the place could begin. Importantly, because I 

was still principally interested in the spectacular arrangements of the place, I did not exhaust 

the place to the same degree as Perec, but I began the process of close observation nonetheless. 

The long observation periods challenged me with different questions such as whether I felt 

more or less comfortable as time progressed? Did I notice patterned behaviours of deliveries, 

residents, children, commuters, and cyclists? What direction did most people come from? Were 

there spots that people stopped to look at for a brief time, and other spots that people stayed 

with for longer? How many security cameras or staff changed their orientation to keep an eye 
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on me? Did anyone become suspicious of my presence? In this pristine urban environment, 

where is the waste stored? How dark does it have to be before the streetlights come on? 

In many ways, the combination of both methods proved extremely useful in examining 

phantasmagoria, and revealing the ways the urban environment is engineered to hide specific 

relationships – the storage of waste being a prime example. It also uncovered interesting and 

previously unconsidered aspects such as the presence of a Spanish speaking community in the 

gentrified areas of Elephant & Castle, which otherwise would have been invisible without me 

staying near a children’s play area for several hours. These comparisons between the quick and 

obvious interaction mediated by spectacle and the long observations which led to some 

realisations around phantasmagoria are explored in more detail in the following chapter. 

4.3.1 Ethics 

When approaching visual research ethics, it is important to realise that there are not many 

‘official’ guidelines which help the researcher to navigate what exactly would make a project 

ethical. Clark (2012) and Rose (2016) highlight that this is similar to much academic research, 

the only difference being the relatively small number of case studies to draw upon in making 

decisions, leaving the visual researcher to find their own way and construct their own visual 

research ethics based on other practices.  

Of course, there are some legal principles which guide the basis for making these ethical 

decisions, such as the rights of photographers under UK law, of which an overview is presented 

by Macpherson (2009). Under UK law, photographs are permitted to be taken on public land 

(with the exception of commercial photographs taken in Trafalgar and Parliament Squares, 

London) and an implied permission is given to take photographs on private land given no 

prohibitions are displayed or acts of trespass or criminal damage are committed to take the 

photograph. UK Law also provides a framework for understanding what might constitute an 

invasion of privacy or harassment if a photo is taken of a member of the public without their 

consent. The strict boundary is if a photo is taken of somebody in a location where they could 

reasonably consider themselves to be private, or if a second photo is taken after the 

photographer has been asked to desist. Obviously, images of children are never acceptable in 

order to protect the identity of vulnerable members of the public. Generally speaking, these 

legal definitions are mainly applicable to photographs taken for commercial purposes, as 

tourist, research or non-commercial activity tends to be unenforceable. Nonetheless, these 

guidelines were followed closely to ensure that the photographs published in this research were 
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legally obtained. This not only ensured that I was respecting the cultural and legal regulations 

on taking photographs but also my own safety in the sites.  

Discussed earlier (Chapter 2), the UKRI ESRC research ethics key principles are useful here 

in deciding how to go about conducting ethical research, quoted from their website here: 

• research should aim to maximise benefit for individuals and society and minimise risk 

and harm 

• the rights and dignity of individuals and groups should be respected 

• wherever possible, participation should be voluntary and appropriately informed 

• research should be conducted with integrity and transparency 

• lines of responsibility and accountability should be clearly defined 

• independence of research should be maintained and where conflicts of interest cannot 

be avoided they should be made explicit. 

(ESRC, 2019) 

As should be immediately obvious, some of the principles which relate to human interaction 

(e.g. “wherever possible, participation should be voluntary and appropriately informed”) do 

not apply in their strictest form to this project and so require discussion to understand their 

implications. The utilisation of visual research methods applied directly to physical space does 

not involve human participation directly and, therefore, does not require as much ethical 

consideration as studies where human or animal participants are included. This is a matter of 

discussion, however, as Rose (2016) notes that ‘visual methods’ broadly conceived are 

included on the ESRC’s list of research practices which would normally require a full ethical 

review. After a discussion with the University of Bristol’s School of Geographical Sciences 

Research Ethics Officer, it was decided that a full review was not necessary and a simple 

discussion of ethics in the thesis, in conversation with my supervisory team, would suffice. 

Nonetheless, a discussion of the research’s ethics is valuable to ascertain where my impact may 

be felt on the communities I studied and how best to limit and avoid any danger to myself 

whilst conducting the research. 

Considering the first key principle “research should aim to maximise benefit for individuals 

and society and minimise risk and harm”, this research does so, I believe. No harm was 

intentionally caused to the people and communities I studied, with only observational data 

being collected about people’s activities. To minimise the potential for harm in the publication 

of my work, no personal data was collected, thus making it highly unlikely that the people I 

observed would be identifiable through the research. Private spaces were respected and 

photographs were only taken of objects and people who were in ostensibly public spaces. 

Wherever possible, the photographs of people were done so as to make it difficult to identify 
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them from the angle and degree of focus. The inclusion of people in photographs was avoided 

except in those situations where crowd dynamics or individual behaviours were important to 

the space’s functioning, such as in cafes or in particularly popular photo-taking locations. 

When researching climate change, it is also important to discuss the ethics of research's impact 

on the environment. Beyond the impacts we may have on the humans within our field of study, 

the impact on our field site can be enormous if research is conducted without thought for 

pollution, resource consumption and general ecological footprint. To this end, I have attempted 

to account for the impact I have had on the environment during the production of this thesis. 

More importantly, however, I have attempted to limit my impact. I have done this in the usual 

ways of using recycled products where possible, printing drafts of work and papers only when 

necessary and consuming tap water in re-usable bottles while working in the field and in the 

office. A considerable impact of much research, however, is travel. Moving from one location 

to another inevitably requires energy and, often, environmental pollution. The worst form of 

travel is domestic aviation which has been entirely avoided in this study. The UK's railway 

network was used as the preferred mode of travel and, whilst Bristol is only connected to the 

rest of the country by a diesel train network, has provided the lowest carbon, per capita, mode 

of travel. When trains were impractical due to cost, the UK's coaching network was used. 

National Express operate a fast and efficient coach route between Bristol and London and the 

size of vehicle used coupled with the vehicles having been at or close to capacity each time I 

travelled means a relatively low per capita environmental impact.  

International travel is still seen by many academics as requiring aviation. The reduced travel 

time compared to taking land or sea transport is an attractive advantage, but, when factoring in 

airport transfer and check-in times, train and coach travel has often been at least as fast as air 

travel. A consideration in choosing my field sites, therefore, was ease of access by train. 

Amsterdam is reachable within 8 hours of Bristol using Great Western Railway and Eurostar 

while Hamburg was easily accessible once I had moved to the Netherlands for my visiting 

fellowship at Wageningen University. Travel back to the UK was mostly achieved with the 

overnight ferry service between Hoek van Holland and Harwich which, while higher in carbon 

pollution, removed the need to stay in a hotel in London, thus reducing my environmental 

impact in some way. A secondary element of this choice is that, by placing higher demand on 

these ferry routes, and utilising the existing capacity, a message is hopefully sent to transport 

planners that a modal shift to and higher investment in lower-carbon routes is required for the 

future. By utilising existing capacity, my presence also lowers the environmental impact of the 
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ferry by ensuring a greater number of people travel and therefore a lower per capita per km 

emissions quantity is achieved. 

The second principle, “the rights and dignity of individuals and groups should be respected” 

informed much of the writing process. Again, because no direct interaction with people in the 

fieldsites occurred beyond the occasional drink being bought for my own personal 

consumption, the process of gathering data itself did not infringe upon dignity or the rights of 

the people potentially described by the research. Instead, due care and attention was spent on 

ensuring that the writing process reflected the fact that these people are not matters of ridicule 

or fair target for criticism, and therefore should be written about with care and compassion. It 

should be clear from the discussions which have preceded and will follow this chapter that I 

view humans as inherently caring, compassionate and loving beings who are performing roles 

which systems and societies call upon them to perform. This is, I hope, reflected in my writing 

to communicate to my reader that the negative elements of society are due mostly to systemic 

issues, not ‘deviant’ or ‘delinquent’ behaviour. 

The remaining three relevant key values are interrelated and focus on researcher conduct and 

accountability. I have made every attempt whilst conducting this research to ensure that 

anybody who questions my practices (in the field, during peer-review and at conference) 

receives fair explanation of how I am conducting my research, which university regulates my 

study and what I hope the result of the study to be. I have only been questioned by fellow 

academics at conferences and during peer-review, with the exception of one conference I 

presented at in Bedford in June 2017 where members of the public (including two residents of 

Elephant & Castle and the former Manager of the Elephant & Castle Shopping Centre) 

questioned the results of my research. As I had hoped my research would impact positively on 

the lives of those affected by gentrification I ensured that I spent additional time with these 

audience members to both give them the benefit of my critical examination of their 

neighbourhood and to gain some of their wisdom and experience about living there. 

On a number of occasions I was followed by security staff at Elephant & Castle, making me 

doubt my own safety. With the increased policing in gentrified neighbourhoods, provided by 

both private and public police forces, and the alleged heightened threat from terrorism in the 

UK, my activities were viewed as suspicious by some security staff as I payed attention to 

security infrastructure and took photographs of elements of the building which were designed 

to be hidden to the usual passer-by. I felt confident, given my observation of rules and 

regulations governing the sites, that, if challenged, I would not be dealt with as a trespasser or 
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nuisance maker, but this still made me feel uncomfortable. Perhaps ironically and in 

contradiction to what one might expect, I felt safer carrying expensive camera equipment on 

the Bakerloo tube line to Elephant & Castle, a notoriously economically deprived and now an 

area where tensions fall along class and race lines, than I did in some of the wealthier areas of 

London. 

Good research should, I argue, also aim to improve the lives of those people affected by the 

issue being researched. As Marx (1888) so ably argued, “philosophers have hitherto only 

interpreted the world in various ways; the point is to change it.” This research seeks to change 

the world, and as such much of the research ethics that go into this work also shape its 

dissemination. While time commitments and financial constraints have prohibited me from 

taking up every possible opportunity to give this work wide dissemination, I have attempted 

not only to give time and advice to community groups which seek it, but also to examine the 

ways in which I live my own life. Through my study of gentrification, I have re-evaluated my 

own living practices and the impact they might have on those around me. Limiting the negative 

impacts of my consumptive behaviours by examining the role of fetishism and spectacle in my 

own desires has reduced my own consumption of commodities which damage the planet and 

increase inequality globally. Whilst I am not currently in a financial position to become a 

driving force of gentrification, I have vowed to ensure that my purchasing power in the market 

of housing never becomes a driving force in the future. 

Alongside the personal changes I have made, I have also sought to educate and enable other 

people to make better choices in their lives. This research was broadcast on BBC Radio4’s 

FutureProofing show on 17th April 2019 as part of a show on ‘The Future of the Home’16. 

Whilst the final edit of my interview did not represent the complexity of the research, the core 

message that gentrification driven by climate change was a problem came across well. As a 

result of this, a community organisation in London resisting gentrification invited me to speak 

to the group about my research and I agreed with enthusiasm. In addition, I will also be visiting 

my old sixth-form college to speak about academic careers and my research at the invitation of 

a former tutor of mine who is now the head of science for the college. 

Because much of the data I collected was experiential, the only physical and/or virtual record 

of it exists in this thesis, a field notebook and the photographs of the site. All of these are kept 

securely on a passworded computer and will only be used for the purposes they were intended 

 
16 https://www.bbc.co.uk/programmes/m00045b3  

https://www.bbc.co.uk/programmes/m00045b3
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for, namely, the completion of research publications. The only exception I have made to this is 

to provide several photographs to the International Journal of Urban & Regional Research for 

inclusion on the front cover of the issue which contains my publication. These photographs do 

not contain any identifying features of people and therefore do not risk a breach of 

confidentiality. 

These decisions fit with the argument by Wiles et al. (2011) that the four factors which 

influence ethical decision making are: law and copyright; individual moral framework; critical 

issues such as anonymity and consent; and guideline frameworks and ethics committees. With 

each of these aspects having been discussed, the research process can be said to be as ethical 

as possible, maintaining the importance of researcher reflexivity. 

4.3.2 Sampling 

In visual methodologies, the issue of sampling is currently under-discussed, which again makes 

the approach to a study such as the current one difficult for a doctoral student such as myself. 

Therefore, and as with the ethical discussions had in the previous section, the sampling method 

must be developed as ‘fit-for-purpose’ in each study which uses visual methodologies. As was 

mentioned earlier, Rose (2016) criticises two landmark pieces of research: Williamson’s (1978) 

analysis of the ideological content of advertisements through semiology and psychoanalysis, 

and Lutz and Collins’ (1993) visual content analysis of National Geographic’s colonial 

representations of people from non-Euro-American cultures. For Rose, whilst these studies are 

undoubtedly important in the results of their research, they fall down on the lack of clear 

sampling method, potentially opening them to the criticism that the images chosen for analysis 

proved the point the researchers had hoped to make. Rose also highlights the relatively small 

sample sizes of many semiological studies, as compared to her own current research into visual 

content analysis which might include studies of tens of thousands of images in contrast to a 

few tens of images used by semiologists.  

However, in theses critiques, Rose also answers herself by recognising the in-depth and 

detailed analysis that semiologists tend to prefer, rather than looking for wider trends and 

claiming generalisability. Due to the pursuit of meaning making by semiologists, these studies 

“very often take the form of detailed case studies of relatively few images, and the case study 

stands or falls on its analytical integrity and interest rather than on its applicability to a wide 

range of material” (Rose, 2016, p. 110). In this way, “semiologists of any sort seem to choose 

their images on the basis of how conceptually interesting they are; they select images that will 

make their point well” (Rose, 2016, p. 110). 
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This forms the criteria for a purposive sampling method, or ‘theoretical sampling’ method 

(Arber, 2001; Charmaz, 2011; Mason, 2002). This sampling method is guided by theory and 

as such does not concern itself with representative samples or generalizable results (Arber, 

2001), much in keeping with case study research discussed earlier. In the case of theoretical 

sampling, it is also important to ensure that samples which may inconveniently contradict 

theory are also included to ensure rigour and academic honesty (Mason, 2002). This is difficult 

when, for example, studying cityscapes as financial and time constraints do not always allow 

for the inclusion of enough sites with enough detail to be able to draw out inconsistencies or 

contradictions. For this reason, the study will also make use of convenience sampling methods, 

as described by Robson (2002). This form of sampling is where the easiest to find data are 

used, meaning that cities which are purported to be theoretically interesting but which are also 

close and accessible enough to study were chosen.  

This led to the selection, initially, of four fieldsites within the UK: Elephant & Castle and 

Trinity Buoy Wharf in London, Temple Quarter in Bristol and NoMa in Manchester. These 

sites were chosen because media reports had described them as gentrification, whilst their own 

documents described them as sustainable urban developments. Each one has been orchestrated 

by a major development corporation and therefore does not represent an explicit attempt to 

seize community agency over climate change mitigation and adaptation. Temple Quarter was, 

however, dismissed early in the study due to the relatively distant timeframe for development. 

I also felt that the University of Bristol’s involvement in the new Temple Quarter Campus 

would muddy the waters significantly either making my own research difficult to complete or 

changing the dynamics of the fieldsite beyond the ‘average’ sustainable urban development I 

was interested in. NoMa was also dismissed early on due to the relatively immature stage of 

the project meaning that all that existed was architectural renderings and one flagship building 

(the new Co-operative Group headquarters). Whilst it would have been interesting, given 

additional scope in this work, to study these renderings as pure Imagination focussed on 

ecological gentrification, the renderings directed the audience’s focus too much, disabling me 

from exploring potentially hidden relationships and spaces and diminishing what could be done 

usefully with the case. 

Because of the relatively mature stage of Elephant & Castle, this was included as the main case 

study, it is also by far the largest of the developments and therefore provides a rich case study 

for analysis. Trinity Buoy Wharf was only visited once on a chance encounter whilst attending 

a conference in London where somebody mentioned the site to me as potentially interesting 
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for its use of shipping containers as cheap housing. Originally, I had also proposed to study the 

Atlantic Gateway17 project which is proposed to redevelop the Manchester Ship Canal, with a 

project spanning the approximately 30 miles between Salford Quays in the Manchester City 

Region and Albert Dock in Liverpool. Unfortunately, this project is still negotiating the 

complex land ownership and planning regulations and so was not feasible for study. 

Once my visiting fellowship to Wageningen University & Research in the south-east 

Netherlands was confirmed, a further 4 fieldsites were added in which enabled me to explore 

how these processes might work in different cultures. Of these fieldsites, three were located in 

‘Amsterdam Noord’ neighbourhood and the fourth was located at HafenCity in Hamburg, 

Germany. The three Dutch fieldsites: N.D.S.M. Werf, De Ceuvel and Schoonschip were chosen 

because the Amsterdam Noord district is prominent in Google searches for ‘sustainable 

neighbourhoods’, ‘circular18 neighbourhoods’. In the first of these sites, N.D.S.M. Werf, the 

apocalyptic narratives which accompanied the site (Lonely Planet, 2017) also made it an 

obvious choice for exploration. Given that my move to the Netherlands was during the final 

stages of my study, I also had begun to explore the elements of immuno-politics which will be 

brought in in the next chapter, when the collection of floating, climate adapted houses known 

as ‘Schoonschip19’ presented itself, this made another obvious choice for inclusion in the study. 

De Ceuvel20 became another obvious site for inclusion due to its explicit goals of being 

sustainable, adventurous and creative. The collective which established De Ceuvel, 

Spacematters, also joined forces with the businesses which inhabit the project in order to build 

and develop the Schoonschip development. 

HafenCity was chosen as a similar project to the Atlantic Gateway, although operating on a 

much smaller scale. I had heard the project mentioned at various conferences as a site of 

experimental urban sustainability, and had travelled through the site whilst on a train to a 

conference in Oslo, so had already seen and heard about the site before visiting it to conduct 

the research. I also chose this site due to Germany’s reputation within Europe as a sustainability 

and technology leader, and Hamburg as a city of industrial port activity giving it a historical 

 
17 https://www.atlanticgateway.co.uk/ 

18 ‘Circular’ is the English translation used by Dutch people instead of ‘Sustainable’. The reason for this, it 

appears, is that the Dutch word for ‘sustainability’, duurzaam literally translates to ‘long-duration’ or ‘permanent’ 

which does not adequately address the concept, so ‘circular’ as in ‘circular economy’ is substituted. 

19 ‘Schoonschip’ translates from Dutch as ‘Clean Ship’, this plays on the concept of clean, floating technologies, 

but also the Dutch phrase ‘make a clean ship of it’, which means to start again from basics. 

20 ‘De Ceuvel’ is not only the name of the dockyard which the project is built on, but also roughly translates to 

‘the chat’ in English. 
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responsibility for climate change, as well as a contemporary vulnerability due to the large 

bodies of water which permeate the city. 

4.3.3 Data Handling 

This thesis, because of the nature of visual semiotics does not have data which can be presented 

in the traditional sense. Whilst the photographs could be thought of as data, they do not capture 

the full experience of being in the audience of the urbanscape and so are not used as data in the 

thesis. The data itself is the built urbanscape and as such I found it necessary to think of a 

method of presenting the data in this document. To do this, I have utilised my field notebooks 

and the photographs I took. Initially the photographs were intended to be a memory aid for my 

reflections on the fieldsites, and so were taken with a low-quality camera integrated into my 

mobile phone. Since reflecting on the approach, it became clear that readers would also benefit 

from a visual aid when reading the document, and so more care was taken over the photographs 

and better equipment was purchased. The photographs presented in this document have been 

stored on my computer and in the University of Bristol OneDrive account allocated to me to 

ensure a back-up copy has been kept. The field notebooks were compiled both in the field using 

my smartphone’s Microsoft Office app and on my laptop while travelling back to my 

accommodation. Therefore, much of the record of the data is both reflective and contemporary 

to the visits. Because I have approached the fieldwork and analysis through the spirit of a 

constructivist grounded theory approach, the temporal distinctiveness between fieldsite visits 

is somewhat distorted and therefore is not necessarily useful beyond demonstrating changes in 

the signification of the fieldsites. Therefore, when discussing the data, the time at which the 

record was made is of little significance. The descriptions are partly taken from recollection 

and some field notebooks kept during the study. Because the sites have such complex meaning 

production, many of the deepest insights were gained with reflection and so no attempt is made 

here to differentiate between in-situ observation and post-visit reflection and theorisation. The 

important data is recorded through my own wanderings and wonderings through the space. 
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Chapter 5 - Discussion 
Several themes emerged from the review of the literature: first, the importance of viewing 

nature as produced, contingent on ideology, economic practice and history (Castree, 2001; 

Heynen et al., 2006; Latour, 2004; Millar and Mitchell, 2015; Smith, 2010), and that this 

production of nature is closely related to the production of space (Lefebvre, 2000, 2003). 

Second, the dominant production of nature and space as commodified nature leads to the 

argument that the city is the material manifestation of a particular moment in the urbanisation 

and commodification of nature (Lefebvre, 1987, 2000; Loftus, 2012; Merrifield, 2006; 

Swyngedouw, 2006; Swyngedouw et al., 2002). Third, film and literature reveal that the 

current anxieties over climate change are manifesting themselves through apocalyptic 

narratives, many of which articulate around the destruction of the urban environments that the 

majority of the human species calls home (Kaplan, 2016; Lebeau, 2001; Malm, 2018). These 

apocalyptic narratives are both reflective of and implicated in the production of collective 

anxiety, and therefore feed back into producing further apocalyptic narratives of climate 

change in both fiction and scientific literature. Fourth, the apocalyptic narratives of climate 

change influence the Anthropocenic subject’s ability to act politically21 (Swyngedouw, 2010a, 

2010b, 2013a; Swyngedouw and Ernstson, 2018; Žižek, 1999, 2011). Fifth, the master signifier 

of sustainability as an essentially empty signifier is taken up by developers to enable projects 

that produce individualised neo-liberal subjects as consumers of ecological security (Davidson, 

2010; Gunder, 2006; Gunder and Hillier, 2009; Hodson and Marvin, 2010). 

Out of these five themes, some questions for discussion emerge. The first of these questions 

concerns the forms of nature which are produced by gentrification projects. This question is 

discussed empirically with reference to the fieldsites explored as part of this research, by 

examining the signification regimes that give symbolic meaning to the ‘natural’ elements of 

the sites. To do this, the fieldsites are interrogated to ascertain whether the forms of nature 

produced are apocalyptic, alienat(ed/ing), commodified, securitised or, what I am calling, anti-

apocalyptic (i.e. providing symbolic protection from a real or imagined apocalypse). Once this 

is discussed, aspects of entitlement to the right to access nature are attended to. This discussion 

will enable me to describe the socio-ecological (in)equalities present in the fieldsites and to 

work out for whose benefit the nature is produced. The tracing of socio-ecological boundaries, 

 
21 The direction of this influence is disputed between early Žižek and Swyngedouw who argue that it depoliticizes 

the subject and makes the possibility of further capitalist enclosure likely and later Žižek who changes his 

argument to suggest that crises enable the political subject to realise a political moment and change the status quo. 
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relationships and (in)equalities leads to the question of whether socio-ecological inequalities 

are (re)produced by sustainable urban developments? 

To work out whether, as the theoretical argument presented in Chapter 3 suggests, ecological 

gentrification projects can be observed using ecological imperatives to justify politically and 

socially controversial developments, the discussion moves on to examine another aspect of the 

signification of the sites. Through examining the way in which various aspects of the project 

(e.g. sustainability, liveability, affordability, etc.) are foregrounded with signification regimes 

in order to produce a relationship to nature as either justification for the project or incidental to 

the project the thesis examines whether social or ecological objectives are the primary focus of 

the developments. This will, of course, also require a discussion of whether projects which 

already exist showcase their particular forms of nature more or less than projects which are 

about to be realised. By examining the relative priorities of the projects, the discussion will 

attempt to answer the question of whether ecological gentrification projects foreground 

sustainability in their justification regimes, and whether the sustainability agenda they 

foreground actually means something beyond the signification of the opposite of 

unsustainability. This section of the discussion will also begin to explore spectacular 

relationships to nature which may be produced by the sites. The argument then develops by 

exploring forms of equality and inequality produced by the projects, and their immunological 

biopolitical fantasies of ecological gentrification.  

5.1 The (Re)Production of Socio-ecological (In)Equalities 

 

5.1.1 Urbanising the Apocalypse  

The spaces of N.D.S.M. Werf, De Ceuvel and Schoonschip have a distinctly post-apocalyptic 

feel about them. N.D.S.M. Werf has obvious connections to the apocalyptic imaginary of 

contemporary, Western society, being a seemingly desolate space filled with the decaying 

remains of an industrial capitalist society, struck down by some unknown catastrophe. 

Seemingly the most commonly used entrance to N.D.S.M. Werf, the free ferry from 

Amsterdam Centraal, passes around the dockyards, giving views of bars covered in Tibetan 

prayer flags and murals of Hindu gods, the towering Hotel Crane Faralda and sliced sections 

of boat bows and ship hulls covered in graffiti (Figure 5.1) alongside the happenstance, chaotic 

aesthetic of trams, mannequins, bikes and giant spiders (Figure 5.3) forming the urban 

environment signifying a landscape in which creativity, multiculturalism and expression rule. 

Whilst creativity and multiculturalism are not apocalyptic in their own right, the production of 
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a space in which culture is consumed as part of the post-apocalyptic fantasy suggests to the 

passer-by and resident that the apocalypse is precisely the mechanism through which 

expression can be achieved. Coupling liberation and the apocalypse, rather than recognising 

the unfreedom of capitalism, provides the contemporary subject with the suggestion that 

consumption is not to blame, and can even be enjoyed. Instead, this unfreedom is displaced 

onto the old city and its methods of control. According to the semiotic landscape of N.D.S.M. 

Werf, to be free requires nothing less than the absolute and complete destruction of the old city, 

turning its objects into the play things of the post-apocalypse: the ideology behind the old city 

is not to blame, the very material structures of the city should instead be viewed with disdain. 

This landscape is a stark contrast from the historic centre of Amsterdam across the river, and 

the high-tech architecture that houses the digital industries that now power Amsterdam’s 

economy. However, there are hints of the latter intruding into the landscape with the high-rise 

glass towers being erected behind N.D.S.M. Werf to provide housing to the new creative 

classes that wish to call it home, which can be seen in Figure 5.2. As one arrives and wanders 

around the site, the sense of an abandoned industrial landscape is only interrupted by the 

summer programme of cultural events which take place, necessitating the erection of huge tents 

and marquees to house music, performance, bars and temporary restaurants. Even during these 

events though, the space is filled with signifiers of ‘making do’ with objects that defy 

identification constructed from the fragments of machinery that litter the site (Figure 5.3). 
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Figure 5.1 - View of NDSM Werf from the IJ River. (Author's own photograph, June 2019) 
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Figure 5.2 - A different view of N.D.S.M. Werf from across the Johan van Hasseltkanal showing the scale of the recent 

developments. (Author's own photograph, April 2019) 
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Figure 5.3 - Objects which defy identification constructed from industrial remnants at N.D.S.M. Werf. Remnants of the old 

world transformed into junkyards and playgrounds, designed to signify a total break from Palladian modes of planning 

common in the contemporary city.  (Author's own photograph, April 2019)
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N.D.S.M. Werf’s café culture is housed in two main sites, each one providing its own artificial 

‘beach’ overlooking the River IJ, the Pllek and Noorderlicht. Pllek is a trendy or idiomatic way 

of spelling ‘plek’, which is the Dutch word for ‘place’. ‘Noorderlicht’ translates as ‘Northern 

Lights’ and is built from a single span greenhouse (Figure 5.4), complete with aged leather 

sofas, mismatched chairs, hessian curtains and a stove built with an aesthetic similar to one of 

the engines from the Mad Max movies. When eating here, the make-do aesthetic gives way to 

high technology with tablet-based tills, remote table buzzers to signal when food is ready and 

a plasma screen displaying the current Spotify music playlist. Almost everyone here is a 

relaxed hippy or hipster and taking up more space than would otherwise seem necessary. 

Young women lounge across benches while young men play guitar, sitting in the walkways 

which the waiting staff attempt to navigate with large trays of frosty beer and friets. One couple 

did not stop kissing for the whole 30 minutes I spent there. I felt somewhat uncomfortable in 

the space, not feeling trendy enough, and not looking at my phone enough, people began to 

glance in my direction and suspiciously watch me. This space felt spectacular, the sense that 

every patron was present in order to be seen there, the appearance of living the sort of life 

where one eats at Noorderlicht had to be witnessed, even by other people who also eat at 

Noorderlicht. 

The artificial beaches at each café have fire-pits, wooden benches and a fantastic view across 

the river back towards Amsterdam (Figure 2.7 and Figure 5.5). To sit in one of these spots is 

to feel stranded on a desert island, looking back at ‘civilisation’ across the water with a gleeful 

feeling of leaving behind what was old in favour of a simpler and more communal space. Whilst 

I was not present when music and fire were provided by the cafés, it was easy to imagine an 

almost tribal, primitive feeling of losing oneself in the moment, surrounded by friends and 

beats – during the day we may work, but the night is ours. In a sense, this embodies the spirit 

of the immunity I discuss in following sections, enabling the subject to escape responsibility 

for the success of society by providing spaces of pure enjoyment (Esposito, 2010, 2011). 

Importantly, here, the community the subject surrounds itself with here is a community of 

choice. Rather than serving a community which, by accident of birth, employment or 

nationality, surrounds the subject, these spaces are about community which directly benefits 

the individual. The normal relationships of wage-labour, taxation, policing and hegemony are, 

in the imagination at least, suspended for the short time that one occupies the space. 
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Figure 5.4 - Noorderlicht bar. The artificial beach is off to the right of the frame, to the left is a field with a mock-up of a Dutch 

windmill and a metal rocket with neckties hanging from it. (Author's own photograph, April 2019) 
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Figure 5.5 - Noorderlicht's artificial 'beach' with firepit, benches, music stage and views across to the main city. (Author's own 

photograph, April 2019) 
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The individually beneficial forms of community which emerge in N.D.S.M. Werf are also 

intensely visual. Whilst walking around the site I noticed (more than in other sites) that 

photographs (both professional and amateur) mediate the site to a high degree. The post-

apocalyptic aesthetic of the site, combined with the notion that this space was one in which a 

truly authentic version of oneself can be curated led to me witnessing numerous posed and 

candid, but mostly posed, photo shoots taking place. The images below (Figures 5.6 – 5.13) 

are just some examples of this in practice. 

What is perhaps most interesting about these practices is that they are practices of meaning 

making where the semiotic landscape of N.D.S.M. Werf is curated, captured and circulated by 

the photographers and models. In this instant, when the photograph is captured, the particular 

aesthetic of the site is selected as representative of something else – it becomes a synechdochal 

signifier and through transference, the signification of the site is transferred onto the subject of 

the photograph. So, in Figure 5.7 where a motorcyclist sits astride an American Hog, the 

apparent subject of the photograph (from what I could tell, the cigar he was smoking was the 

subject) becomes associated with this desolate, post-apocalyptic but ultimately expressive and 

cultural space. In this way, not only is N.D.S.M. Werf consumed visually for what it can offer 

the Anthropocenic subject in the here and now, but for what it can offer to the subject of 

advertising, or to the circulation of images for kudos and social status on social media sharing 

platforms. That this aesthetic, of ‘things out of place’ and the post-apocalypse, is so valued by 

both amateur and professional photographers is revealing of the desire for the end, which will 

be returned to later in the thesis. 

The desire for the aesthetic shown in these pictures is also indicative of the circulation of empty 

signifiers present in everyday social media interaction. For example, a Dutch student, Zilla van 

den Born, faked an entire 5-week vacation through social media, which only aroused suspicion 

once she revealed the stunt afterwards (Goorwich, 2014). Even though we know that social 

media and photographs more generally are often carefully staged, curated and manipulated, the 

audience suspends belief to witness the images as if they really do mean something. The posing 

and inserting of beautiful people and objects into the empty signification space of N.D.S.M. 

Werf, then, works well and further enhances the circulation of curated, empty signs. During 

the fieldwork for this thesis, I was even approached by a woman dressed head-to-toe in Dolce 

& Gabbana clothing who asked me which of the many photos on her cracked and chipped 

phone I would be most likely to like on Instagram, before deleting the ones I said no to and 

uploading the ones I had looked upon favourably. 
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Figure 5.6 - Professional photoshoot taking place at Pllek's beach. (Author's own photograph, April 2019) 
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Figure 5.7 - Professional photoshoot taking place underneath the Hotel Crane Faralda. (Author's own photograph. April 2019) 
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Figure 5.8 - Amateur photoshoot taking place on the N.D.S.M. Werf slipway. The young woman (frame left) was wearing all 

Adidas sportswear, suggesting an Instagram Influencer? (Author's own photograph, April 2019) 
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Figure 5.9 - Professional photoshoot taking place in the Kuntstad. (Author's own photograph, April 2019) 
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Figure 5.10 - Amateur photoshoot taking place. The motorcycle pictured did not belong to the woman, but she had maybe 20 

photographs taken of her pretending to mount and ride it. (Author's own photograph, April 2019) 
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Figure 5.11 - Professional photoshoot taking place inside the Kuntstad. (Author's own photograph, May 2019) 



 185 

 
Figure 5.12 - Family photoshoot taking place with professional photographer. (Author's own photograph, May 2019) 
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Figure 5.13 - Amateur photoshoot taking place. Before this photo, the young boy to the right had also had his photo taken in 

the exact same position, above the girl’s head is a bolt with a face spray-painted onto it (inset). (Author's own photograph, 

May 2019) 
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If the apocalyptic space of N.D.S.M. Werf allowed momentary escape from the daily grind of 

capitalism across the river, then what about spaces which allow more long-term and mundane 

existence, whilst also playing on notions of apocalypticism? For an answer to that question, I 

examine the nearby development of De Ceuvel, some 10-minutes’ walk away from N.D.S.M. 

Werf. De Ceuvel has the feel of a community which is working out how to live in the remnants 

of a society which has undergone an apocalyptic event – in many ways they are, if we consider 

the Greek root of apocalypse as ‘unveiling’; De Ceuvel is attempting to work out how to live 

in a world where the effects of CO2 on the planet have been unveiled. This aesthetic is achieved 

through a ‘make-do’ construction and some undeniable similarities to the fable of Noah’s Ark 

(Figure 5.14), the majority of buildings on the site having been constructed from a number of 

ex-industrial boats now resting on dry land. Described by Barba Lata and Duineveld (2019) as 

an experimental site of ‘creative reuse’, the site continues a long tradition in Amsterdam of the 

city providing low-cost office space and land for artists and creative entrepreneurs to find new 

ways of living and working in the city.  
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Figure 5.14 - De Ceuvel's houseboat neighbourhood with a sense of living in the post-apocalypse. (Author's own photograph, 

March 2019) 
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To access the site, visitors are confronted with an unassuming back street off a busy road, about 

a ten-minute walk from the nearest Metro station and ferry or from N.D.S.M. Werf. The 

backstreet, lined with car workshops, a dance studio, taxi servicing stations and furniture shops 

housed in corrugated aluminium sheds is more reminiscent of ‘edge-of-town’ industrial estates 

than the entrance to an experiment in sustainable co-living and, in fact, the first time I visited 

De Ceuvel, I walked past this street several times looking for the entrance. Upon arriving at 

the other end of the street, a large set of black painted, iron gates bears a sign with a map of the 

site and a short description of what can be expected inside (Figure 5.15). Immediately after 

passing through the gates, I find myself in a concrete courtyard gently sloping into the canal, 

with an old Dutch utilities substation surrounded by bins and recycling instructions to my left 

and a dilapidated house with a porch showing information about local bird species whilst 

simultaneously being used to store broken glass and offcuts of wood. A large café stands near 

the water’s edge, composed of recycled harbour channel markers and about a dozen different 

styles of window. A path leads off to the left with a sign saying ‘Workship’, a path off to the 

right through the shrubby ground on an elevated boardwalk takes visitors around the collection 

of boats. As the path winds its way through the boats, visitors are confronted with playful 

interventions such as the one in Figure 5.16. There are old buoys hanging from trees, rope 

swings across gaps where the path almost touches, a sunken seating area, old boats cut in half 

lengthways and turned into benches and, even in March, sunbathers who presumably were on 

their lunch breaks. The space is distinctly playful and rejects the classic view of Amsterdam as 

a seat of wealth, colonial power and the Dutch master artists.  
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Figure 5.15 - Entrance sign for De Ceuvel. All signs on site were written in both Dutch and English reflecting the idea that De 

Ceuvel was to provide an international beacon for sustainable co-living. (Author's own photograph, March 2019) 
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Figure 5.16 - Mural on one of the De Ceuvel work boats. The triple-X under the pirate's left eye is the symbol of Amsterdam, 

while the writing, "Work like a captain, Play like a pirate" appears in a number of alternative urban spaces across the city. 

(Author's own photograph, March 2019) 
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As Barba Lata and Duineveld (2019) remind us, the ‘experimental’ nature of the site is not just 

a buzzword for trying out some new ways of living in urban environments. The involvement 

of the University of Ghent alongside the cleantech start-up Metabolic, makes this site a space 

where the innovations tested are part of a wider research project, generating data which may 

be useful in establishing other projects in the future. Interestingly, De Ceuvel has already given 

birth to the residential venture of Schoonschip which, apart from its use of floating architecture 

as the basis for construction, could not be much more aesthetically different to the ramshackle 

collection of boats that form De Ceuvel. 

Schoonschip is a collection of purpose built, high technology and premium cost houses, 

floating on the Johan van Hasseltkanal just a few hundred metres from De Ceuvel (Figure 

5.17). Whilst these houses are definitely not of the ‘make-do’ variety, they respond to 

contemporary anxieties around sea-level rise and temperature variance due to climate change 

in interesting ways and are therefore included here as examples of apocalyptic urbanism. The 

website for Schoonschip not only claims that “the first of the water homes will be realized in 

2018, and by 2020 the most sustainable floating neighbourhood in all of Europe, with in total 

46 households and more than 100 inhabitants, will become a reality!” (Schoonschip, 2016) but 

also gives the details and photographs of the nine households which were first to move in and 

involved in the planning. Of the 34 residents pictured, only one is potentially of non-white 

ethnicity. Given the large Muslim population from north Africa, the middle east and south east 

Asia who already populated the area, this is somewhat unusual and perhaps a good indicator 

that the project is an example of gentrification. A cursory glance at the occupations of the 

residents, mostly in media, architecture or artistic industry of some kind, seems to confirm that 

this is a project intended for the middle-classes of Dutch society.  

One of the ironies of the Schoonschip development, at least at first appearances, is that the 

houses are widely considered to float to enable them to cope with increased flooding 

frequencies and tidal ranges, similarly to the neighbourhood of Ijburg nearer the city centre 

(Holligan, 2014; Mecking, 2017; Shamsian and Pineda, 2015). However, when examining the 

mooring posts in Figure 5.17, the amount of water level rise which is built into these homes is 

approximately 1 metre, which does not leave much margin for error if the IPCC (2013) 

projections of 0.26 to 0.97m of mean sea level rise by 2100 are realised. Admittedly, the IPCC 

projections are averages of global sea level rise, and 2100 does leave additional time to adapt 

the mooring poles if necessary.  
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One of the striking features of the development, and a break from the traditional houseboats of 

Amsterdam, is that to access each house a network of bridges must be walked. These bridges 

lead to what might be described as a ‘spine’ along which each house has its own entrance. 

None of the houses face the shore directly. The wooden walkways with steel barriers to prevent 

residents from falling into the canal are somewhat reminiscent of castle drawbridges, leading 

over a moat to the safety of the dwelling on the other side. Walking down the ‘spine’ I feel 

enclosed by the houses surrounding me, each one an imposing glass and wood construction. 

The mildly reflective windows (presumably Mylar coated for thermal efficiency) give me the 

sense that I am walking between enormous one-way mirrors, enabling the residents to watch 

me, but not vice-versa. A few of the properties were still being constructed (the concrete bases 

and superstructures were completed on dry-land and craned into position, leaving the cladding 

and fixtures to be added once afloat) so only a few construction personnel seemed to be present 

on the site, the occasional radio blaring, or worker standing on a ladder precariously balanced 

in a boat beside the house.  

The section of canal in which these houses sit is also enclosed, a dead end at one end and a 

road bridge at the other. The embankment leading to the road redirects the famous Dutch winds 

over the houses. There is an impressive sense of security in the site, the feeling that unknown 

viewers might be watching, the enclosure of the neighbourhood behind a raised wall, moats 

surrounding each building and even the environmental sustainability credentials enabling the 

residents to live in the knowledge that they are helping save the planet from the apocalypse, 

whilst also being protected should the apocalypse occur anyway. Ecological Armageddon is 

not the concern of these residents for they are absolved of responsibility for it, and 

simultaneously protected from its effects. This perceived safety of the site is concerning for a 

number of reasons, and will be discussed in more detail in the following section on 

immunological biopolitical fantasy. 

It is also interesting that, just around the corner, the housing stock is similar in style, but very 

different in function. Large multi-storey tower blocks are being erected between Schoonschip 

and N.D.S.M. Werf , presumably with several apartments of 1-3 bedrooms on each floor 

(Figure 5.19). The presence of the easily recognisable global architectural style mentioned 

earlier in such close proximity to Schoonschip indicates that the development is definitely 

attempting to break with trends in some regards and set itself apart from the growing housing 

market in Amsterdam. The similar architectural style suggesting it is its relationship with 

nature(s) which does the work of setting itself apart. 
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Figure 5.17 – A typical Schoonschip waterhouse on the Johan van Hasseltkanal in Buiksloterham, Amsterdam. N.D.S.M. 

Werf’s ‘Botel’ and ‘Hotel Crane Faralda’ can be seen in the background. (Author's own photograph, March 2019) 
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Figure 5.18 - Schoonschip's drawbridges, monolithic housing and reflective windows. (Author's own photograph, April 2019) 
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Figure 5.19 - Stylistically similar but functionally different architecture surrounding Schoonschip. (Author's own photograph, 

April 2019) 
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Given the features of these three sites, all in Amsterdam, why is this section named ‘urbanising 

the apocalypse’? To answer that question, the arguments of Peet et al. (2011) must be revisited. 

If, as Peet et al. argue, the city is a particular moment in the urbanisation of nature, then as new 

forms of nature are imagined by each successive society, with their own fears and anxieties 

informing that imagination, then the climate change apocalypse – as the newest form of nature 

to hit the agenda – is potentially integrated into the urban fabric as well. As Benjamin (1972 

[2002], p. 152) reminds us: “not architecture alone but all technology is, at certain stages, 

evidence of a collective dream.”  

If, as was discussed in previous chapters, film opens a door for analysing the collective 

dreaming of society, and this collective dreaming currently articulates around apocalyptic 

narratives of climate change, then architecture is also reflective of this apocalyptic anxiety. 

This opens the possibility that any architecture or development, which turns its attention to 

climate change is, necessarily, a form of apocalyptic urbanisation, either existing in opposition 

to the apocalypse or embracing it wholeheartedly. This may be a small possibility, but it is a 

possibility nonetheless, and a possibility this thesis aims to explore. 

When moving from one site to the next, in the order of N.D.S.M. Werf → De Ceuvel → 

Schoonschip, I witness the signification of different stages of crisis, giving me a sense of 

moving through time from the moment of the apocalypse to the final solutions to the 

apocalypse, with N.D.S.M. Werf representing the destruction of the old world, De Ceuvel 

offering experiments in building a new one, and, finally, Schoonschip representing a world of 

technological fixes and protection from the realities of a warmer world. This was, of course, a 

false transition. As was discussed in the literature review, the focus on technological solutions 

often allows the obfuscation of the social, political and economic relationships which underpin 

the crisis, making climate change ostensibly a crisis of technology instead of capitalist 

dynamics. In many ways, then, the reverse path could be taken, with the high-tech, yet 

inherently capital mediated, solutions of Schoonschip leading to the crisis deepening, the 

creative reuse of artefacts from Western industrial heritage at De Ceuvel eventually leading to 

the destruction of the existing world and the ostensible collapse of capitalist dynamics and the 

suspension of the social contract at N.D.S.M. Werf.  

Each of these sites also has some manner of signification of apocalyptic times. N.D.S.M. Werf 

very obviously represents an apocalyptic future of decay, ruin and destruction, but also that 

human creativity is likely to survive the apocalypse, creating a world of playfulness and artistry 

not seen in the ‘old world’. For De Ceuvel, the death of industrial port activity leading to the 
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rusting hulks of ships and dockyard equipment obscures the accompanying jobs and skills lost 

in the transition from an industrial to creative economy. The inhabitants of this new economic 

paradigm reshape the past and effectively dis-place the extant population. And, finally, in 

Schoonschip, the floating houses (quite literally surrounded by moats and connected with 

bridges) signify the elite responses to disaster: build better but exclude those who cannot afford 

it and protect it at all costs.  

Interestingly, De Ceuvel and Schoonschip share a technological view of the future, although 

their forms of technology differ drastically. In De Ceuvel, the use of what might be termed 

‘natural technologies’, such as composting toilets, phytoremediation or ground source heat 

pumps, whilst Schoonschip uses what might be termed ‘artificial technologies’ in conjunction 

with natural technologies to generate power from solar photovoltaics, smart grids, chemically 

engineered windows and insulation, along with a whole host of other low-consumption and 

micro-production technologies. Whilst a technological view of the future is not inherently a 

bad thing to have, it would be very easy to focus on the technological innovations needed to 

prevent and adapt to climate change without considering the social and economic changes that 

are also necessary. This will be discussed in more detail in the following section, simply put, 

however, it seems unlikely that access to technology mediated by capital is a viable method of 

achieving the equality necessary for sustainability goals to be reached (Swyngedouw et al., 

2002) 

When visiting De Ceuvel, information about the natural technology is displayed prominently 

around the site on signs such as the one in Figure 5.20 giving visitors a chance to learn how 

the site gains its reported sustainability. For Schoonschip, the information disappeared from 

the physical site as the housing units began to be occupied, transforming from the posters seen 

in Figure 5.21 and Figure 5.22 to the web schematic seen in Figure 5.23. 



 199 

 
Figure 5.20 - 'Watermanagement' sign at De Ceuvel showing the English and Dutch information. (Author's own photograph, 

March 2019) 
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Figure 5.21 - Poster in the window of one of the waterhouses of Schoonschip. This poster details the community level 

technologies. (Author's own photograph, March 2019) 
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Figure 5.22 - Poster in the window of one of the waterhouses of Schoonschip. This poster details the individual boat's 

technology. (Author's own photograph, March 2019) 
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Figure 5.23 - Schematic of the Schoonschip neighbourhood, taken from Schoonschipamsterdam.nl/en (Schoonschip, 2016) 
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It is interesting to note that, between Figure 5.21 and Figure 5.23, the neighbourhood appears 

to become less dense and loses the biorefinery across the canal. The biorefinery had not been 

built at the time of my study and there is little news as to whether it will be built, but the 

neighbourhood density certainly resembles Figure 5.21 more than the online version of Figure 

5.23 – is this expectation management? An attempt to gain support by suggesting a smaller 

impact? These are questions for another study and would require speaking to the developers of 

the project, but if the more simple view of the project is the one which is now the preferred 

signification, then it would appear to fit with the oversimplification of complex relationships 

which accompanies spectacle (Debord, 1967). 

The creativity of the three sites is seemingly their biggest connection, all having been involved 

in the Breeding Places Amsterdam (BPA) programme in one way or another. The BPA is “a 

programme initiated by the municipality in 1999 to provide artists and social entrepreneurs 

with affordable office space and housing” (Barba Lata and Duineveld, 2019, p. 1762) and 

supported the development of N.D.S.M. Werf into the creative and artistic space it is now, as 

well as providing funding for De Ceuvel and ultimately the Schoonschip project as well.  

Returning to De Ceuvel, according to Barba Lata and Duineveld (2019, p. 1763): 

As part of the BPA [Breeding Places Amsterdam] programme, the 

former De Ceuvel-Volharding shipyard was tendered out in 2012 for a 

10-year lease. The on-land harbour design was submitted by Space & 

Matter, Delva Landscape Architects and the University of Ghent. This 

consisted of an organic composition of old houseboats, retrofitted to 

create office space for starting and low-income creative professionals, 

set within a phytoregenerative park that would clear heavy pollutants 

from the soil. Added to the ingenious approach to office space 

provision and soil remediation, Metabolic’s involvement stimulated a 

broadly inspiring narrative of experimentation and play. The start-up 

became responsible for designing an experimental system for on-site 

energy, water and food production. Labelled the Cleantech 

Playground, the system combined both rudimentary and mainstream 

technical solutions to progressively implement a circular-regenerative 

system at De Ceuvel. The submission immediately appealed to the 

municipality, notably for its sustainability dimension. In order to meet 

the requirements for BPA lease agreements, the project also had to 

accommodate a commercial and public function, hence the café-

restaurant and nearby square became later additions to the on-land 

harbour design. 

The point by Barba Lata and Duineveld in the above quote, that “The submission immediately 

appealed to the municipality, notably for its sustainability dimension” (emphasis added) is 
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extremely important for the arguments of this thesis. Had the project not had such a strong 

sustainability agenda, one wonders if it would have been considered? 

5.1.2 A Note on the Role of Capital in Technology 

At this point in the argument, the thesis runs the risk of criticising technology itself, which 

creates an impasse where, if no technology is good enough to ‘save the world’ then why be 

innovative? Of course, social action alone cannot influence climate change, but the social 

practices and the embedded technologies which enable, facilitate and modify those practices 

interplay to produce the solution (Latour, 2007). So, whilst these technologies and the 

sustainability research which De Ceuvel generates through Metabolic are undoubtedly better 

than the currently existing mainstream technologies, the control of access to them is what 

makes them problematic. The securitisation of the sites, combined with a signification regime 

which lends itself to the production of a post-political moment, means that capital necessarily 

becomes a mediating force under a capitalist mode of social organisation. The injustice comes 

not from the deployment of these technologies, but that not everyone has access to them, nor 

will they ever have full access to the benefits of them so long as capital mediates an individual’s 

access to ‘good’ natures. Ecological gentrification, then, is not only the capital mediation of 

access to good natures or the justification of gentrification by reference to sustainability and 

apocalyptic narratives, but the gentrification of technologies. If renewable energies and low-

carbon technologies are, according to the discourses of the developers behind the projects 

studied, more easily deployed at the individual, household scale, then those less able to afford 

these projects are forever locked in to higher carbon lifestyles than is currently technologically 

feasible. 

Because of the signification of each site, they each become playful, post-apocalyptic, creative 

and, in one way or another, capitalist in their relations to nature. The commons of De Ceuvel, 

open and inviting for visitor and occupant alike, opens a space for a knowledge commons to 

form, where information is shared and circulates between actors. The very name of the 

cleanteach start-up, Metabolic, suggests that the information is never accumulated, only 

modified and sent back into circulation. However, and as Barba Lata and Duineveld (2019) 

remind us, the space was only made possible by the inclusion of a commercial venture, the 

Café de Ceuvel. Alongside the commercial venture onsite, the specific aims and objectives of 

the Breeding Places Amsterdam programme is to provide space for start-up industries, with the 

hope that they will, once established, move back across the river or into other parts of the city 

to grow and employ more people enhancing the economy of the city and the country. Whilst 
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the spaces may look, on the surface, like they are post-capitalist, they have an intimate 

relationship with capitalism, even if that relationship is oppositional. 

The provision of spaces within which the enclosure of nature and the alienation of people from 

their labour power occurs forms the basis of a Lefebvrean model of the urban and so these 

spaces which play on notions of apocalyptic living can be argued to be ‘urbanising the 

apocalypse’. It is arguably, then, the rejection of modern ideals of manicured nature where 

these projects realise their radically different views of nature. For The Netherlands, a country 

which has spent centuries holding back nature, reclaiming land from the sea (although 

‘reclaiming’ is something of a misnomer, given that the land was never the property of the 

Dutch to begin with), the idea to allow an unruliness of nature  (Neyrat, 2019) is a radical idea. 

The apparent movement within these fieldsites towards a sustainable architecture which works 

with nature, or leaves it alone and gives it space to flourish is interesting, and a potentially 

positive step towards a new way of living in the Anthropocene, but the overwhelmingly white, 

Dutch and creative middle-class atmospheres that are created, coupled with the moats and iron 

gates which surround the sites is troubling. The problems with securitising sustainability in 

these ways will be revisited shortly in more detail. 

5.1.3 Responding to, Rather than Embracing, the Apocalypse 

Moving away from the Dutch context and back to the other fieldsites, what elements of the 

urbanisation of the apocalypse are visible in London and Hamburg? Walking around Elephant 

& Castle or HafenCity is a very different experience to N.D.S.M. Werf, but it is my argument 

here that much of the signification of the sites draws upon similar narratives but produces 

different ‘solutions’. 

I will start with Trinity Buoy Wharf briefly because it is the most similar site to De Ceuvel and 

N.D.S.M. Werf. According to their website, in 1998, the London Docklands Development 

Corporation entered into a 125-year lease with the Trinity Buoy Wharf Trust to enable the land 

to become a secure and low-cost space for artistic activity (Trinity Buoy Wharf, 2013b). In a 

video hosted on their website, the property developer Eric Reynolds, who is listed as the person 

who ‘runs’ Trinity Buoy Wharf, details his vision for providing London’s artistic community 

with a low-cost, secure and creative space from which to operate. Various artist tenants also 

tell of how the development of the Greenwich peninsula, which the site sits across the river 

from, is bringing them new commissions and an audience for the artwork, along with the 

English National Opera’s props department being based there. The site hosts a primary school, 

a series of heritage buildings associated with the buoy manufacturing industry that used to 
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occupy the site. Affordability is achieved through the use of converted shipping containers as 

both residential spaces and studio spaces (Figure 2.10). The commercial aspect of the site, 

according to Reynolds, comes from the site being home to the Thames Clippers boats which 

operate express passenger services along the River Thames. Similar to De Ceuvel and 

N.D.S.M. Werf, this site is a playful way of creating space for artists and creative workers in 

disused and collapsed industrial docklands sites. With no hint of irony, the video even shows 

a historian taking a tour group around the site, detailing how the arrival of shipping containers 

to the docks killed the industry with thousands of skilled jobs lost, whilst pointing at the new 

Container City behind the group. 

Again, in a similar way to De Ceuvel, the entrance to the site is difficult to find. Taking the 

Docklands Light Railway to East India station, the walk is 10 minutes through complex 

roundabouts and booming new housing developments until a back street lined with abandoned 

warehouses (one of which was being used as a temporary art gallery, complete with tall palm 

trees in the foot-deep snow during my visit) appears. Rubble strewn brownfield sites to each 

side of the road are lined with construction hoardings detailing the historical significance of 

the area as a major dockland hosting jobs for tens of thousands of Londoners before falling 

derelict, the seemingly benevolent property developers now ‘revitalising the area’ to bring 

people back to banks of the Thames. Arriving at the site, one is greeted by a large, apparently 

old, painted sign for Trinity Buoy Wharf (Figure 5.24), shipping containers appear on the 

horizon, with a famous black Hackney Carriage and a sculpted but apparently dead tree on the 

roof. A red lighthouse boat is moored behind them (Figure 5.25) (coincidentally, Schoonschip 

also has a red lighthouse boat moored nearby - Figure 5.26). These objects ‘out of place’ appear 

as a common theme running through the creative, more aesthetically post-apocalyptic spaces, 

perhaps acting as a symbolic break from the ordered nature of urban modernity? Freeing the 

mind from the Symbolic Order which foregrounds control, discipline and respect for the 

commodity form as a measure of personal value and status. The appearance of a lighthouse 

boat is also interesting: a shining beacon of safety, ready to up anchor and leave whenever 

necessary. Safety without constraint.  
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Figure 5.24 - The entrance to Trinity Buoy Wharf. The blue structure on the roof composed of shipping containers is, 

apparently, a primary school. (Author's own photograph, March 2018) 



 208 

 

 
Figure 5.25 - Trinity Buoy Wharf's Hackney Carriage, sculpted tree and red lighthouse boat. (Author's own photograph, March 

2018) 
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Figure 5.26 - The Red Lighthouse Boat moored near Schoonschip. (Author's own photograph, April 2019) 
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There are none of the interpretation signs which are so obvious at De Ceuvel to boast of this 

site’s sustainability credentials, yet it still feels sustainable, in much the same way as I 

described N.D.S.M. Werf does earlier. The creative reuse of industrial objects and buildings, 

the stacked shipping containers and the provision of a Zipcar van22 all encourage me to think 

that this space is well thought out with sustainability in mind (Figure 5.27). Yet no actual 

sustainability credentials are displayed. Even the Trinity Buoy Wharf website does not have a 

specific sustainability section, with the ‘About’ page simply listing vague references to 

environmental impact such as: 

The recent buildings were constructed to house the new creative 

industries using a simple, efficient and sustainable system based on 

shipping containers 

 (Trinity Buoy Wharf, 2013b) 

Trinity Buoy Wharf has kept its character whilst offering modern 

amenities: studio and event space, a pier, two schools, rehearsal rooms, 

The Orchard Cafe and Fat Boy’s Diner and 40,00 sq ft of new, 

innovative and sustainable Container City buildings 

 (Trinity Buoy Wharf, 2013b, emphasis added) 

Container City™ is a fully flexible modular system of using redundant 

shipping containers to create stylish and high quality, yet affordable, 

accommodation for a range of uses. 

(Trinity Buoy Wharf, 2013a) 

This versatile modular system is an outstanding example of recycling 

in practice, cutting both building costs and construction times 

dramatically and, with its strong yet lightweight framework, keeping 

the need for environmentally damaging concrete foundations to a 

minimum. 

(Trinity Buoy Wharf, 2013a) 

Interestingly, the company behind Trinity Buoy Wharf’s regeneration, Urban Space 

Management, has just been asked to deliver another Container City in Camden (Urban Space 

Management, 2019). This is an interesting development, given the foregrounding of vague 

language around sustainability, recycling and innovation and would be worthy of additional 

study. The question then becomes whether this site is sustainable, but chooses not to showcase, 

or whether sustainability is, in this case, an empty signifier. Or, indeed, whether the coding of 

 
22 Zipcar is a car club which enables individuals and businesses to rent vehicles for hourly increments. Their 

website states that “it’s city living made simpler, smarter and cleaner.” Zipcar are, therefore, adding to the 

sustainability agenda by encouraging a service, rather than commodity, based economy of vehicles (Zipcar, 2019).  
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sustainability has become a given such that, although less overtly than Amsterdam, its function 

follows a socially encoded – if also perhaps unwarranted – form. 

 
Figure 5.27 - Shipping containers, industrial buildings and car sharing at Trinity Buoy Wharf. (Author's own photograph, 

March 2018) 
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Moving from Trinity Buoy Wharf to another London location, Elephant & Castle reveals a 

great deal about the use of sustainability discourses, leading to immunological fantasies, 

making it an excellent case for inclusion in the last part of the discussions, before moving on 

to the implications of the study. Whilst wandering around the site, which I unfortunately began 

to do after the demolition of the old Heygate Estate and the beginning of construction of the 

new tower blocks and parks, one gets a sense of immense amounts of capital being thrown into 

the urban fabric. The old community becomes insignificant next to the enormous glass, gold, 

wood and plastic buildings which now everywhere compete for the attention of the passer-by. 

Exiting the Elephant & Castle underground station, one is immediately confronted with the 

scale of the new development in a once iconic area (Figure 5.28). LendLease, the developers 

behind the project had established a sales office onsite, the windows covered in green, with 

kites and flowers signifying that this is a sustainability project (Figure 5.29), even the 

construction hoardings around St Mary’s Park have living walls and data screens displaying 

the energy being generated by onsite solar panels (Figure 5.30).  

Everywhere there are connotive signifiers of future security: children playing in parks are 

displayed (Figure 2.13) next to young couples getting married (Figure 5.31). Parks play the 

most prominent role and even the LendLease corporate colours are green. Images of roof 

gardens with raised planters growing vegetables as young families chat and laugh (Figure 5.32) 

accompany images of young people in business attire carrying branded Apple tablets (Figure 

5.33). 
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Figure 5.28 - The Elephant & Castle Statue outside the 1960s shopping centre dwarfed by the new towers which surround it. 

(Author's own photograph, June 2018) 
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Figure 5.29 - The Lendlease sales office, note the connotive signifier of a child, representing a green future. (Author's own 

photograph, September 2015) 
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Figure 5.30 - Construction hoardings at St Mary's Park with green living walls and solar power information. (Author's own 

photograph, September 2015) 
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Figure 5.31 - Construction hoarding at Elephant & Castle showing young newlyweds, celebrated by their community. (Author's 

own photograph, November 2017) 
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Figure 5.32 - Construction hoarding at Elephant & Castle with young woman sitting on raised planters, a group stands chatting 

in the background. The grey dirtiness of London safely excluded behind the wall, while plants bear fruit and vegetables around 

her. (Author's own photograph, June 2018) 
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Figure 5.33 - Construction hoarding at Elephant & Castle showing young woman carrying her iPad past a group of workers 

near a coffee machine. The concierge sits at frame left, suggesting this is an entrance to a building. (Author's own photograph, 

June 2018) 
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These images, as is probably clear from my description, contain numerous significations of 

youthfulness and prosperity, attempting perhaps to gain the interest of the young urban 

professional looking to settle down with family and buy a property. However, these symbols 

also tell  of longevity, security, safety and protection. Figure 5.32 makes an excellent example 

of this, with the woman sitting alone in the foreground. In this image, the literal wall behind 

her separates her from the dirty, smoggy London. None of the usual London landmarks are 

displayed, leading the observer to view the city as non-descript, dark, grey and undesirable. 

Instead, her colourful and protected world is bountiful and affords her the security of sitting 

alone with her back turned to the dangers of the city beyond. The planters provide her with an 

escape to the ‘good life’ but she is not working on the planters (in fact, I could not find an 

image of anyone working the soil across any of the hoardings) suggesting that the toil of 

producing ones own food is done automatically, allowing one to simply associate with the life 

without having to put in any extra work. The group standing behind her are also anonymous, 

they are too distant to have distinguishable features, so she is at once surrounded by like-

minded community without having to interact with them in any substantive way. Hers is an 

image of a world in which no effort is necessary to achieve a sustainable and community 

focused life; she is secure and protected without having to do anything beyond purchasing a 

house in the development. 

In Figure 5.33 we see the demographic the project aims to attract, the sorts of people who work 

in flexible ways, enabling (or requiring) them to take work home. The inclusion of an Apple 

logo so prominently is also intriguing. One assumes that the people included in the renderings 

are stock images – a brilliant discussion of which is given by Herzog (2013) and Rose (2013) 

– usually devoid of branding or product placement. The question, to which I have no answer 

and simply offer as provocation for my readers, is why does this logo appear here? Does the 

Apple logo perform a transference function, acting as an objective correlate for the 

development? What does the Apple brand identity, and the identity of those who use Apple 

branded equipment, do for the successful functioning of these signs? Another reading of this 

is that the forms of product placement which are so prevalent in film have made their way into 

architectural renderings, with brands offering to pay developers to have their logos associated 

with innovative ways of living, or as simple advertising, inserting themselves into the 

hegemonic signification of the city, but again, without evidence, this is mere provocation. 

The renderings of secure, stable and long futures at Elephant & Castle are matched by the 

realised project thus far. In Figure 2.15 the iron security gates erected around one of the 
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enclosed gardens of the project can be seen, whilst in a number of other locations, similar gates 

have been erected, each one closing the gaps between buildings to form a securitised garden 

area. Interestingly, some of this securitisation is missing from the architectural renderings, as 

can be seen in Figure 5.34 and Figure 5.35, leading to the suggestion that closed gardens were 

going to be open parks when viewing the images. This is interesting when we consider, again, 

that Swyngedouw et al. (2002) argue that sustainability can only be achieved through social 

equality. The signification of openness and free access to the greenery of the development in 

the renderings seems to match this theory, whereas the realised project suggests otherwise by 

enclosing what was presumed to be common lands. Yet again, the development of the capitalist 

city continues its practices of enclosures, this time enclosing the imagined future with a 

securitised reality. The practice of signifying sustainable futures, then, must be questioned in 

Elephant & Castle as the imagined and symbolic future represented by the developers is 

continually reshaped to provide protective spaces for those with the ability to purchase a stake 

in the development.  

The levels of inequality can be felt elsewhere in the project with the ‘One the Elephant’ 

building (Figure 5.37) which, according to Speed (2014), was built without any affordable 

housing due to the costs of building a segregated entrance for the tenants. Lendlease apparently 

circumvented the local authority requirement to provide 35% social and affordable housing 

stating that to have a single entrance for all tenants would impact on the value for the wealthier 

tenants, and the cost of building a segregated entrance would be approximately £10m. 

Southwark Council allows the 35% rule to be exempted if the developers make a payment in 

lieu, which Lendlease did by contributing £3.5m to the construction of the Castle leisure center 

across the park (Speed, 2014). This £6.5m saving for Lendlease, as a result of their refusal to 

provide affordable housing is just one of many instances where the development falls short of 

achieving equality for its consumers. The Strata Tower, which was one of the first towers to be 

completed on site, has a bank of four elevators, one being used for social and affordable 

housing only, two for the ‘normal’ housing units and a fourth express elevator for the 

penthouses. Another one of the new buildings has two elevators in its lobby, one for the 

‘Signature Homes’, another for ‘Premium Homes’ which can just about be seen in Figure 5.36. 
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Figure 5.34 - Architectural rendering of an aspect of Elephant & Castle, notice the openness and common usage of the space, 

suggesting an open, public park.(LendLease, 2015) 
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Figure 5.35 - The same location as above, but after the project had been realised. This image shows the selective inclusion of 

features of the development. (Author's own photograph, November 2017) 
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Figure 5.36 - Separate elevators for different socio-economic classes in Elephant & Castle. (Author's own photograph, August 

2018) 
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Figure 5.37 - One The Elephant tower at Elephant & Castle, built without any affordable housing in exchange for a payment 

in lieu. (Author's own photograph, June 2018) 
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The continuing deepening of the social and economic inequality is completely absent, 

unsurprisingly, from Elephant & Castle’s redevelopment imagery. Whilst the development 

may, in recent times, have begun to focus more on the economic benefits of living in the area 

(Figure 5.38), the overall signification of the site’s construction hoardings, green walls, water 

features and parks is that sustainability should be the focus of residents, not economic factors.  

In HafenCity many of the same features are present, with the global architectural style shown 

in Figure 2.18 giving rise to the glass and metallic panelled buildings which are accented with 

colour, unusual angles and green public realm provision (Figure 5.39). Public greenspaces are 

provided, whilst there are also more private spaces, some of which were out of clear view in 

elevated, gated areas and therefore I was unable to photograph in any meaningful way. At the 

same time, the playfulness of the area is felt even in buildings which would traditionally have 

been the recipient of classical architecture treatment, such as the Elbephilharmonie hall (the 

Elbe Philharmonic Orchestra’s home), a flagship building jutting out of HafenCity into the 

main port of Hamburg and built on top of an old warehouse (Figure 5.40). Even the tourist 

attraction, Miniatur Wunderland which houses Europe’s largest model railway, has a model of 

the streets of HafenCity with the instantly recognisable colourful array of buildings (Figure 

5.41). Positioning this neighbourhood alongside the more famous Hamburg landmarks in 

Miniatur Wunderland is indicative of the importance that this neighbourhood has to the city. 



 226 

 
Figure 5.38 - The Lendlease sales office in August 2017, two years after the first fieldsite visit. The green aesthetic replaced 

by promises of good homes with 5% deposits in London's Zone 1. (Author's own photograph, August 2017) 



 227 

 
Figure 5.39 - HafenCity's green urban planning regimes could just as easily be in Elephant & Castle. (Author's own photograph, 

May 2019) 



 228 

 
Figure 5.40 - The Elbephilharmonie building in Hamburg's HafenCity. (Author's own photograph, May 2019) 
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Figure 5.41 - Hamburg's HafenCity at Miniatur Wunderland. The Elbephilharmonie model can be seen in the top of frame, 

along with solar panels, greenspaces and tree-lined streets. (Author's own photograph, May 2019) 
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In HafenCity, along with N.D.S.M. Werf, Greenpeace have also established a presence. In 

N.D.S.M. Werf this presence is mostly associated with the NGO’s ships, with the MV Arctic 

Sunrise, MV Esperanza and Rainbow Warrior ships all having their port of registry listed as 

Amsterdam. In fact, during my time at the fieldsite, the MV Esperanza was berthed (Figure 

5.42), adding to the sense that this fieldsite was a sustainable and eco-friendly space with like 

minded eco-warriors existing alongside my activities.  

Greenpeace’s presence in both HafenCity and N.D.S.M. Werf is especially interesting when 

considering that the NGO has also been described as being excellent at producing visual 

material for their campaigns (Doyle, 2007; Slocum, 2004), fitting closely with theories of 

counter-spectacle and safe rebellion advanced by Debord (1967). Greenpeace’s actions could 

also be argued to be part of a larger trend of environmental activism reproducing the very 

structures and forms of inequality they seek to overcome (Earl, 2014, 2018; Loftus, 2012). The 

success or failure of environmental campaigns aside, the conspicuous presence of Greenpeace 

in two of the chosen fieldsites, coupled with their propensity to produce spectacular visual 

campaigns material, drawing on the creative and digital industries further confirms the desire 

that these sites be playful and inventive.  

Another element of HafenCity which struck me was the sometimes forced connections to 

history that the site tried to foster. In the middle of the plaza outside the Elbephilharmonie 

building, a single section of the Berlin Wall stood in isolation (Figure 5.43), largely ignored by 

passers-by until I took the time to read the plaque displayed at its base. After I had shown 

interest, a number of other tourists came over to read the plaque, each one then grabbing family 

members as they realised what they were standing next to and asking them to also be impressed. 

In other places, the industrial history of the port area is integrated into the narrative of the site, 

along with a moving memorial to the hundreds of Jewish families who had been loaded onto 

trains at the now demolished ‘denk.mal Hannoverscher Bahnhof’ within HafenCity during the 

second World War for transport to concentration camps across the country (Figure 5.44). 
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Figure 5.42 - MV Esperanza berthed in N.D.S.M. Werf for stocking and repairs. (Author's own photograph, April 2019) 
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Figure 5.43 - A section of the Berlin Wall stands in isolation outside the Elbephilharmonie. (Author's own photograph, May 

2019) 
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Figure 5.44 - Memorial to the Jewish families and individuals transported by train from Hamburg's denk.mal Hannoverscher 

Bahnhof to concentration camps. The podia on the left of frame display the names of individuals known to have been taken 

through the now demolished train station. (Author’s own photograph, May 2019) 
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The site also has a distinctly visual element indicated by the presence of the HafenCity 

Viewpoint (Figure 5.45), located near the Brücke Baakenhafen bridge. This tower contains 

display boards with maps of the HafenCity development, a brief history of the area and 360° 

views of the river, city and port. In a difficult to reach location, and not obviously open to the 

public, the tower appeared to have become a favourite spot for drinking, judging by the bottles 

of whisky and vodka which had been left on the benches at the top, and graffiti strewn walls. 

Sitting in amongst a seemingly abandoned warehouse, the view was made more extraordinary 

by the layers of development from the abandoned warehouse in the foreground, empty plots 

awaiting construction in the middle distance, the cruise terminal with enormous vessel blasting 

pop music across the river and the mature HafenCity buildings beyond (Figure 5.46). 

 
Figure 5.45 - The HafenCity viewpoint. From this location one can view across the HafenCity development towards the city 

centre, or towards the Elbe Bridge in the other direction. It sits amongst apparently abandoned warehouses. (Author's own 

photograph, May 2019) 
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Figure 5.46 - The view from the HafenCity viewpoint across towards the city centre. (Author's own photograph, May 2019) 
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Accompanying the warehouses in the foreground of the above pictures was a small collection 

of shipping containers, a bus which had been converted into living quarters and a portacabin 

which had writing on the side indicating it was a small house project, an experiment in tiny 

living. This small development, the ‘MLOVE Future City Campus’ is home to an organisation 

called MLOVE, which is described on their website: 

MLOVE is a global community that drives the future of mobility, 

internet of things and smart cities. We have a passion for meaning in 

technology and exponential disruption. 

(MLOVE, 2016) 

It goes on to state that: 

MLOVE events bring together CEOs, CMOs, innovators and startup 

entrepreneurs from across multiple disciplines to share, learn and 

cross-pollinate ideas with an array of scientists, artists and other 

thought leaders. 

The events are designed to maximize the opportunity of sharing life-

changing services and applications that can impact us all for the better. 

An important part of the events are are [sic] creative collisions, 

provocative insights and some part of an [sic] collaborative un-

conference. 

(MLOVE, 2016) 

Given more time and sufficient scope, this organisation would be interesting to investigate 

further, examining their sustainability policies and drawing out their relationship to HafenCity 

(a summary glance of their website reveals that they do not seem to host these events in 

HafenCity itself, but rent out the space at their ‘Future City Campus’ in order to finance the 

events). Perhaps in providing spaces for organisations such as MLOVE, HafenCity can become 

a force for tackling climate change in one of the ways which are needed, but more research 

would be needed to confirm this.  

The inclusion of MLOVE in this thesis, however, is due to their close alliance with the ‘fun’ 

aesthetic that seems to permeate all of the fieldsites (Figure 5.47). This aesthetic was joined by 

security fencing, multiple CCTV cameras covering different angles and various signs in 

German indicating that it was private land and trespassers would be prosecuted. Walking 

around the site I felt a distinct unease and began to wonder if I should really have been here. 

No boundaries were crossed, no thresholds traversed, and yet, I felt as though I was not 

welcome, that my presence and activity would not be tolerated. I quickly left this area and 
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moved to the more tourist focussed areas where I felt more at ease and certain that I could move 

freely and take photographs. 
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Figure 5.47 - MLOVE's Future City Campus in HafenCity, constructed from shipping containers and part of the 'fun' aesthetic. 

The site was protected by high security fencing and multiple CCTV cameras. (Author's own photograph, May 2019) 
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Overall, in HafenCity I felt, despite the cultural limitations of my chosen methodology, that 

the site may well be ‘sustainable’ in the sense that it lowers its environmental impact and adapts 

to the potential changes which the city of Hamburg might see in a warmer world through flood 

defences and better thermal performance of buildings, especially compared to the old 18th and 

19th century warehouses which the buildings replaced. However, I also noted that the public 

greenspaces were small in comparison to the amount of private greenspace which was provided 

between the buildings. Much of the public realm was composed of granite slabbed plazas, 

walkways and staircases whereas, in the elevated gardens (presumably the elevation was 

justified as a flood defence mechanism) the tops of trees and shrubs could be glimpsed and 

grassy areas seen in the reflections on the buildings. Inside the buildings, houseplants appeared 

in most windows and on balconies plants and trees grew. If the models at Miniatur Wunderland 

are to be believed, the rooves of the buildings continued the greenery. So, whilst the clean 

water, well-manicured pathways and lawns of the public realm give the impression of a 

sustainable neighbourhood, the inequality of greenery suggests that the nature is intended for 

the wealthy owners of property, not the public passing through. As I am not familiar with 

German housing policy and do not have the scope or space to begin exploring it here, I will not 

comment definitively on the socio-economic factors that enable residency, except to say that, 

from the signification regimes at work within the site, this was apparently a wealthy and 

expensive area. The presence also of major corporate offices (alongside Greenpeace, the offices 

of Der Spiegel – German national newspaper, Kühne + Nagel – a major international freight 

company, and Unilever Deutschland – multinational dealing in almost every type of household 

consumable, are located in HafenCity) suggests the importance of HafenCity in providing a 

specific class of workforce, with highly technical, managerial or skilled specialisms in global 

trade. This is further reinforced by one of Hamburg’s main cruise terminals also being located 

in HafenCity rather than across the Elbe river in the main port area. 

To summarise, each of the sites has some form of relationship, through its semiotic landscape, 

to the production of secure, youthful, playful and sustainable lifestyles. Each of these signified 

concepts forms the basis for signifying that the developments are worthy of investment, be that 

through financial involvement, time spent in the site, or aligning one’s own ethics with the 

development in order to further its objectives, because the developments signify that they will 

each be present for a long time and beneficial to their inhabitants and consumers throughout 

that time. Each site is also spectacular in the sense that the signification regimes not only over-

simplify the complicated and entangled relationships which go into producing ‘sustainability’, 
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but because they encourage an economy of appearance – the simple act of being seen to be 

associated with each site gives the subject value. 

5.2 Immunological Biopolitical Fantasies 

From the fieldsite descriptions above and in the context section of the introduction, it is clear 

that each site represents a case of gentrification, from the production of a creative and edgy, 

but ultimately middle-class and white, space of N.D.S.M. Werf, through the neoliberal 

playfulness of De Ceuvel and Trinity Buoy Wharf, ending up with the destruction of 

neighbourhoods to make way for more expensive properties in Elephant & Castle, alongside 

the securitisation of ‘good’ natures in Elephant & Castle, HafenCity and Schoonschip. 

Combining this gentrification with the ‘sustainability’ discourses which are either implicitly or 

explicitly embedded within the sites’ semiology, we begin to witness the emergence of a socio-

ecological inequality, which grounds and justifies itself through reference to apocalyptic 

discourses of climate change. Essentially, the use of these discourses leads to the conclusion 

that the solutions to climate change, at least in the sites studied, are the reserve of the wealthy. 

This creates an interesting tension because, after all, with higher rates of consumption and 

therefore emissions, the wealthy should be encouraged to take up solutions (Rice et al., 2019), 

however, and as will be argued later in this section, the solutions which are presented may not 

be solutions in the long-term. 

The tenth criteria introduced earlier by Agostinone-Wilson (2013), drawing on Swyngedouw 

et al. (2002), for sustainability to be achieved – that it be socially just and predicated on a 

fundamental equality – is therefore not met by these sites, potentially leading to a relationship 

to the environment in which more harm than good is caused. It is precisely these unequal social 

relationships that this thesis argues will be the undoing of the sustainability agenda that the 

fieldsites attempt to pursue. To explore the relations of inequality which are produced from the 

fieldsites, a theory of community must be integrated into the analysis to help indicate some 

potential implications of the findings. However, because of the lack of literature which explores 

theories of community in relation to crisis and immunity available to me, breadth of analysis 

has been substituted with depth of analysis, choosing to explore a few key texts (Esposito, 

2010, 2011, 2013; Kaika, 2017; Mutsaers, 2016; Neyrat, 2010; Swyngedouw and Ernstson, 

2018) in some detail to offer a discussion of what might be at play in the sites discussed above. 

Through the theories of community which have relevance to the specific context in which I am 

engaged, the concept of community’s antonym, immunity, becomes more important and will 

be discussed as the argument advances. 
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To begin the discussion, then, the arguments of Esposito (2010) on community are turned to. 

Esposito argues that the term ‘community’ traditionally derives its meaning from exclusion, 

and is defined by the exclusion of an ‘other.’ In essence, the word ‘community’ becomes an 

empty signifier in the sense that, as Laclau (2006) argues empty signifiers do, it only makes 

sense in relation to the thing which it does not include. ‘Community’ could also, therefore, be 

argued to exist as a paradigmatic signifier, gaining its meaning from its apparent difference to 

those other signifiers around it (Rose, 2016). In this way, the notion of community, traditionally 

conceived, is a somewhat diluted form of ultra-politics, displacing the differences inherent 

within a community onto a conflict with the ‘other’ in order to maintain coherency (Schmitt, 

1996; Žižek, 1999). For these reasons, Esposito (2010) argues that the etymology of the word 

‘community’ is more useful than its contemporary definitions in finding out how it functions. 

The word ‘community’ derives from the Latin ‘cum’ and ‘munus’, meaning ‘collective’ and 

‘duty’ respectively. In other words, community is a collective duty, or rather, duty to the 

collective. 

In Esposito’s argument, this means that the logical root of community, that extreme which 

would be reached if the word were enforced rigorously, implies that a member of a community 

must only act in that community’s interests, with no consideration for their own wishes and 

needs. In general it may be true that the individual’s wishes and needs match with those of their 

community, but when they do not, the Latin root of the word demands that the individual works 

for the community’s goals, not their own. From this concept of community, or communitas as 

Esposito (2010) more aptly terms it, comes a problem. What are we then to term the process 

by which an individual completely removes their sense of duty to the community? For Esposito 

(2010, 2011), the concept of immunitas or, more commonly, immunity, becomes useful in 

helping to navigate the opposite of communitas. Literally translated as ‘without duty’, 

immunitas is used to describe a situation when an individual has no obligation, duty or even, 

perhaps, role, within the community. Esposito positions these two concepts as a give-and-take 

relationship, where communitas is the giving of a gift without taking, and immunitas is the 

receiving of a gift without giving. Rather than the idea of community as a collective 

‘something’ which people belong to, communitas becomes a feeling, sense or process which 

people can possess, or give. The concept of immunity is often used in biopolitics to describe 

the ways in which immunity from disease is achieved either by the collection of a community 

of medically immunised individuals, or by the killing of the other (in the case of biopolitics, 
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the eradication of specific forms of life). Importantly, in this thesis, I am using the most basic 

form of immunity: the protection of one form of life at the potential expense of another. 

In Esposito’s (2010, 2011, 2013) work, the individual relationship to communitas and 

immunitas is always transient. The subject, at various points in their life, will move between 

points on a spectrum with communitas and immunitas at opposite ends, enabling them to 

balance personal objectives with serving the community. However, the possibility exists for 

the subject to transition to one extreme end of the spectrum or the other, therefore making an 

analysis of the various forms of community which are signified by the developments studied 

in this thesis in order to understand how a subject might exist amongst the other residents and 

consumers of the project important. In most of the projects mentioned above, a worrying trend 

is present. The tendency for the projects to focus almost exclusively on the community aspects 

of sustainability, instead of the equality aspects, suggests that the sites are trying to ‘produce a 

community’, one which is based on the common goal of living an authentic and 

environmentally friendly existence. 

The strong signification of community in De Ceuvel, N.D.S.M. Werf and Trinity Buoy Wharf 

may, in their own particular ways, lead to the production of a desire for immunity. As Esposito 

(2011) argues, the loss of subjective identity that comes from living a life of communitas, 

serving the interests of the community without receipt of reward is an inherently frightening 

concept, requiring that the community quash any internal differences which might otherwise 

cause fractures within the body of subjects. In maintaining the coherency of the community, 

then, the threat of the other must be emphasised to enable the differences within the group to 

become insignificant in comparison to the fight they choose to fight together, leading to the 

construction of an ultra-political moment, discussed earlier. The desire to maintain individual 

autonomy, identity and purpose leads, therefore, to the desire to immunise oneself against the 

threat of the other and, in some ways, the threat of communitas (Esposito, 2010, 2011, 2013; 

Neyrat, 2010). 

Elements of the signification of immunitas at work can be seen in the firepits of N.D.S.M. 

Werf, where, as was hinted at earlier, the community which is formed in these spaces is a 

community in which subjects control who they are placed in interaction with. By surrounding 

oneself with people of choice rather than people of necessity or circumstance, the subject is 

able to receive more than they give, tipping the balance between communitas and immunitas 

in favour of immunitas. It could be argued that Figure 5.32, in which a construction hoarding 

at Elephant & Castle shows a young woman reading a book on a raised planter, surrounded by 
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community yet not interacting with them, is also an indication of immunitas. Furthermore, the 

people shown in most of the construction hoarding images are transient, moving either by foot 

or bicycle, passing the other members of the community in a friendly but nonetheless 

impermanent way – surrounded by community yet not being compelled to contribute to it. The 

hoardings which might, at first, appear to signify the community spirit of the projects, along 

with the spaces which are produced in sites which are not under construction, on closer analysis 

reveal important insights into how the projects construct themselves around allowing 

individual identities to flourish and goals to be achieved, whilst also being part of a 

‘community’ of sorts. The individual who occupies these spaces is promised immunity from 

serving the common goal of the community.  

When this is placed in conversation with Freud’s theories of sociality, discussed by Lebeau 

(2001) and Bernardini (2013), the relationship becomes even clearer. Remembering that the 

defenceless infant cries out for the (M)Other to satisfy their desires, the mother and infant take 

on the role of communitas and immunitas respectively, with the mother serving the needs of 

the infant, and the infant receiving support without need to repay the favour. Of course, the 

relationship is more complicated than that, and I do not wish to imply that mothers gain nothing 

from raising an infant, but the simple analogy stands. In the spaces of infantilisation that 

Bernardini talks of, the climate conscious adult seeks out a community which can satisfy its 

desire to live in non-apocalyptic times, a community the developers of the field sites studied 

are all too happy to provide – providing the adult is willing to pay. 

Because of the immunological politics which are established in the sites – allowing the 

consumers of the developments to be protected from the arguably fascistic nature of 

community while simultaneously be provided with protection from the apocalyptic anxiety 

produced by climate change in fiction and the news – a potentially problematic situation is 

established in which no resident or consumer actually takes action on climate change because 

of a belief that the community, and their membership of it, is enough to tackle the issue. Their 

belief that the community is united by its fight against the prospect of an apocalyptic future 

potentially diverts attention away from the structural socio-economic changes which are 

necessary to avoid the future they wish to avoid. In essence, the spectacular relations to 

community in the sites, with consumers desiring the appearance of being part of an eco-friendly 

community, commodifies anxiety, which developers can then capitalise on by providing 

communitas for the individual subject who wishes to tackle climate change without having to 

compromise on their personal goals and objectives. 
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5.2.1 Immunological Biopolitics or Immuno-politics? 

The situation described above is a form of politics in the sense that Rancière (1999, 2004, 2015) 

used the term: where a possibility of a political moment is made more or less likely by 

establishing a dissensus or consensus relationship. In the particular fieldsites studied here, the 

notion that the sites themselves represent a form of dissensus, a break from the traditional ways 

of doing, subverts the recognition by those who might otherwise tackle the systemic causes of 

climate change and leads them to re-enter capitalist commodity relations in their approach to 

tackling climate change. However, the sites also represent a form of biopolitics too. Biopolitics, 

whilst a complicated theory, is broadly defined by Foucault (1976 [2003], 1997, 1998) as the 

technologies and techniques which make life possible, ordered and governable. Recognising 

that this is, perhaps, an oversimplification of the term, it is nonetheless possible to see how it 

might apply to the contexts which this thesis examines. The signification regimes of the site 

along with the different technologies employed aim to make human life sustainable, enjoyable 

and possible in a world impacted by the already built-in effects of climate change. In justifying 

the projects through their relationships to various forms of environmental futures, be they 

apocalyptic or otherwise, the developments end up becoming a technique of managing life. For 

these reasons, a discussion on whether the sites are an example of immuno-politics (similar to 

ultra-politics, post-politics or meta-politics, for example) or whether they are an example of a 

more complicated immunological biopolitics must be had. 

In Foucault’s work, the term biopolitics is usually used to refer to the principle of ensuring that 

life is able to flourish in various ways (Fletcher et al., 2019). The era of biopolitics and 

biopower was described by Foucault (1976 [2003], p. 241) as starting when the state or 

sovereign in the pre-modern era with the prerogative to “take life or let live” changed to the 

modern state’s objectives to “make live or let die”. This change is also reflective of the moment 

when, according to Crutzen (2002), Zalasiewicz et al. (2011) or Bonneuil and Fressoz (2016), 

humans changed from having limited ability to influence the environment to being the 

dominant force, transforming the ability to take life into the ability to give life on a planetary 

scale, ushering in the epoch of the Anthropocene. In this sense, biopolitics does not fit neatly 

into the description of what is happening in the fieldsites I have chosen. Because of the security 

elements and the presence of inequality, the projects do not seek to improve life for all, or even, 

in its extreme, make all forms of life possible. In many ways, the floating houses of 

Schoonschip, the gated gardens of Elephant & Castle and the focus on attracting specific 
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classes of people in all of the fieldsites actually leads to the realisation that specific forms of 

human life are actively excluded from the possibility of surviving the future. 

From a sociological perspective, the inclusion and exclusion of specific classes of people fits 

with the theories of biopolitics as a state’s actions to “make live or let die”, especially in a 

capitalist and meritocratic system such as the one dominant in the countries I studied. In this 

system, the promise that a good life can be lived so long as the individual takes up the 

opportunities the state provides for them also contains within it the implicit promise that failure 

is the individual’s fault, not that of the state. Again, this relates to Bernardini’s (2013) argument 

that in an era of postmodernism when Althusserian interpellation no longer functions the way 

it used to, failure is perceived as the fault of the individual. Third-wave gentrification in its 

purest forms, where public and private money is used to produce more ‘desirable’ 

neighbourhoods (Davidson, 2009; Elliot-Cooper et al., 2019; Rérat et al., 2010; Smith, 1986, 

1987, 1996, 2002), is the state providing the conditions for ‘good’ lives to happen; arguably it 

is no fault of the state if those good lives are unaffordable, so long as the state has provided the 

opportunities through schooling, welfare states, and health care for every individual to earn 

enough to afford one of the properties. This argument, of course, ignores the structural 

inequalities and oppressions that affect individuals and make it almost impossible for someone 

who lived in the neighbourhood before the ‘improvements’ took place to move back. This has 

been the case in many gentrification projects (Elliot-Cooper et al., 2019; Lees et al., 2016; 

Watt and Minton, 2016), making these cases biopolitical in one way or another. 

When introducing the term ‘immunological biopolitics’ in ecological gentrification, two 

factors are at play: the immunisation of residents against the negative effects of their 

gentrifying activity and the immunisation of residents against the apocalypse of climate 

change, or at the very least, immunisation from their responsibility for mitigating or causing 

climate change. Returning to Esposito (2010, 2011, 2013) the inclusion of ‘immunological’ in 

the theory title suggests that the objective of the biopolitics which is at play is to absolve those 

who are biopolitical subjects from their duty to the wider community – in other words, to 

protect them from the effects on others of their choices. In this way, the success of those able 

to afford to purchase ecologically gentrified housing is dependent on the ability of the 

developer to exclude the negative impacts of that gentrification project. In many of the sites 

studied, the surveillance culture, coupled with high security gates, concierges, so-called ‘poor 

doors’ or segregated entrances and security staff ensure that those who are excluded from 

participating in the forms of sustainability the project purports to produce are also excluded 
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through policing methods. This has the secondary effect of ensuring that the voices of the part 

with no part are effectively and efficiently off-staged, forever maintaining the moment of 

inequality that should lead to a political moment (Rancière, 2004). 

Of course, the mixed uses of the sites between residential and commercial venture provides the 

solution to the tension which builds between those with a part and those without a part in the 

community. Throughout each of the fieldsites there has been a strong emphasis on ‘playfulness’ 

and creativity. Whilst these two concepts are worthy of study in their own right, and indeed are 

the subject of many scholars’ attention (e.g., Florida, 2003; Mould, 2015; Stevens, 2007), this 

thesis does not have sufficient scope to deal with them in depth. However, it is an important 

attribute which must be discussed as it relates to the arguments of Bernardini (2013) on 

infantilisation and sociality, as was discussed in earlier chapters. By providing transient spaces 

of commercial activity within which those without a part can participate in momentary 

enjoyment of sustainability, a situation of consensus is apparently established by converting 

the dissensus into a simple, technical problem – it is no longer that certain people are less 

valued by society and therefore unable to afford to live sustainably, but that certain levels of 

participation in sustainable lifestyles are simply more expensive to provide but everyone is able 

to participate according to their ability through organic coffee, electric cars, sustainable houses 

or just placing their plastic bottle in the correct bin.  

Given that the discussion of biopolitics in relation to immunological theories leads to the 

conclusion that immunological biopolitics has a direct impact on the politics of Rancière’s 

work, I argue that immuno-politics (as a complementary politics to the five kinds of politics 

discussed in the literature review) can be thought of as subsuming immunological biopolitics 

and combining it with forms of post-politics, ultra-politics and meta-politics. Therefore, 

immuno-politics is conceptualised in this thesis as the subversion of the political moment 

through reference to some external threat, leading to the deepening of inequality in the levels 

of protection that various subjects can gain from that threat. The coherency of the community 

that is formed from those who have a part comes from the desire to be absolved of responsibility 

for the threat through securitisation and references to sustainability in the case of ecological 

immuno-politics. 

5.2.2 Playfulness in the apocalypse 

The signification and production of space which is at once apocalyptic and playful is troubling 

when considering Bernardini’s arguments that, when faced with crisis, the postmodern adult 

seeks out spaces and practices of infantilisation. For example, and as mentioned earlier, the 
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Trinity Buoy Wharf development is an explicitly creative and playful project, N.D.S.M. Werf 

at my last visit was becoming host to the ‘N.D.S.M. Treehouse’ which is meant as “a 

playground for serious artists” (Figure 5.48), while The Artworks has a distinctly playful feel. 

The idea of providing playgrounds is, I would argue, part of the ongoing infantilisation, 

allowing adults safe spaces in which to be playful much as a parent would provide for their 

child. According to Mould (2018), these forms of encouragement of playfulness fit with the 

larger neoliberal agenda, allowing the pursuit of profit through the production of ‘solutions’ 

and ‘experimentation’ without actually challenging the systemic issues which require the 

solutions.  

In De Ceuvel, the playfulness of the raised walkways are enhanced by a rope swing, boats cut 

in half to make benches, colourful lights in the trees (Figure 5.49) and, of course, mottos like 

“Work like a Captain, Play like a Pirate” which was seen in Figure 5.16. In the protective 

‘bubble’ of the site, tucked away in a forgotten part of Amsterdam’s Buiksloterham 

neighbourhood, subjects are able to enjoy the space as if it were a creche, safe and provided by 

a benevolent protector. 

The playful motif is even carried through to the more permanent developments at Elephant & 

Castle, such as the Castle Leisure Centre (Figure 5.50) which has colourful, bold lettering, form 

taking a priority over function. The playful streetlamps which can also be seen in Figure 5.50 

suggest a break from the purely functional streetlamps which are in use in other parts of the 

city. Of course, more overtly but less permanently, the video game bar seen in Figure 3.3 and 

the colourful array of shipping containers that form The Artworks provided a primer for the 

aesthetic of the new neighbourhood, allowing both residents and newcomers to become 

acclimated to the new spaces which would be produced. Interestingly, over time the elements 

of community which were present in The Artworks were removed, quite literally. The mural 

in Figure 5.51 showing a group of ethnically and age diverse community members in October 

2016 was absent when I revisited the site in August 2017, having been replaced with a shipping 

container serving pizza and the Lost Rivers gaming bar (Figure 5.52). 
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Figure 5.48 - N.D.S.M. Treehouse - a playground for serious artists. (Author's own photograph, April 2019) 
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Figure 5.49 - Playful elements of De Ceuvel provide for the forms of infantilisation that Bernardini (2013) argues are desired 

in the face of crisis. (Author's own photograph, March 2019) 
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Figure 5.50 - The new Castle Leisure Centre with colourful and playful lettering. (Author's own photograph, June 2018) 
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Figure 5.51 - Mural in Elephant & Castle's Artwork showing a group of ethnically and age diverse community members. 

(Author's own photograph, October 2016) 
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Figure 5.52 - Location of the mural shown in previous picture, now replaced by Elephantastic Pizza. (Author's own photograph, 

August 2017) 
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The important element of these sites which should be borne in mind is that they do produce 

new relationships to nature and, in some ways, ones which are less ecologically damaging that 

previous forms of urban development. This is important to remember because, as I have often 

been challenged, opposing these forms of sustainable development can seem to be an 

opposition of sustainability and better housing as a general principle. This thesis is not an 

argument for abandoning the project of building better cities, dwellings, infrastructures or 

social spaces in order to tackle the very real challenge that climate change presents. Instead it 

is an argument for critically evaluating the role that capitalism should, or perhaps even can, 

play in achieving this better future. The question emerging from this analysis, then, is 

excellently presented by Žižek (2009, pp. 90-91, italics in original): 

The only true question today is: do we endorse the predominant 

naturalization of capitalism or does today’s global capitalism contain 

antagonisms which are sufficiently strong to prevent its indefinite 

reproduction? There are four such antagonisms: the looming threat of 

an ecological catastrophe; the inappropriateness of the notion of 

private property in relation to so-called “intellectual property”; the 

socio-ethical implications of new techno-scientific developments 

(especially in biogenetics); and, last but not least, the creation of new 

forms of apartheid, new Walls and slums. 

Through the fieldsites, I have demonstrated how all four of these antagonisms are present 

within the ecological gentrification developments which I have studied, and the potential for 

them to exist in all sites of ecological gentrification is high. Essentially, the complex 

entanglements between apocalyptic anxieties, sustainability, community and immunity enable 

developers to call upon the traditional concepts of nature as ‘truth’ to enable justification of 

their developments. This is not necessarily an overt and explicit process – it would be 

exceptionally difficult, even legally impossible, to find a planning document which directly 

states that the development in question will protect its residents from the apocalypse. However, 

the sites achieve this justification through signification of sustainability, reliability, long futures 

and playfulness, enabling the Anthropocenic subject to enjoy protection, living out a fantasy 

of infantilisation and immunitas. This protective element potentially reproduces ecological 

catastrophe through Jevon’s Paradox and the rebound effect, further embeds the concept of 

private property into the urbanscape, produces new techno-scientific imbroglios that are 

justified through the inevitability of climate change in a business-as-usual scenario and, in the 

securitisation of the site, produces new forms of apartheid. Importantly, as Klein (2007, 2014), 

Žižek (2009) and Fletcher (2012) argue, the forms of crisis which capitalism is prone to 



 254 

producing are usually easily re-integrated into capitalist circulation as new solutions and 

paradigms to deal with the crisis are commodified and invested in. 

The word ‘fantasy’ is also important here, especially when examining the psychoanalytic 

theories behind why humans construct fantasy. Fantasy, according to the early works of Žižek 

(1999, 2008b, 2008c), is a mechanism whereby desire can be structured to cover up the trauma 

of lack. When the subject decides on an object or course of action which they believe is able 

to satisfy some need, this object takes on a privileged position as the object-cause of desire 

(usually referred to as objet petit a in Lacanian models of the psyche) and becomes the focus 

of subjective desire. Desire, in this case, orients the subject towards a particular path to 

achieving jouissance, or satisfaction, but, importantly, the satisfaction which comes from 

obtaining the object of desire is never quite as much as desire would have the subject believe, 

and so a fantasy is constructed which allows the subject to experience part of the jouissance 

before they attain the objet petit a. In essence, fantasy is a way of covering for the traumatic 

loss that comes from not achieving full satisfaction from our object-cause of desire.  

In the context of immunological biopolitics, then, the object-cause of desire is that climate 

change be stopped. The object-cause of desire in the case of climate change is often fetishised 

to produce the objet petit a of the CO2 molecule, where climate change simply becomes a case 

of lowering CO2 emissions rather than the necessary task of complete systemic change. The 

traumatic loss that comes from the realisation that climate change may still happen and that the 

apocalypse is arguably already upon us can lead to a sense of ‘Solastalgia’, which was 

discussed earlier as the psychological trauma which comes from loss of home over time. 

Therefore, to overcome this trauma, the fantasy of protection from crisis is provided by urban 

developers constructing new ‘sustainable’ urbanscapes. In more common usage, the protection 

which the projects provide is also a fantasy, as climate change, if it happens anywhere, will 

happen everywhere. Except for the most severe forms of protection, no amount of sustainable 

architecture is likely to protect individuals and societies from climate change’s most extreme 

effects. 

Given the relationships to nature which the fieldsites signify, including elements of protection 

from climate change and the intrusion of the other, the managed decline of artefacts giving the 

impression of working with nature instead of against it and the integration of technologies such 

as photovoltaics and wind turbines to allow contemporary life to go unchanged for the most 

part, it is clear that an immuno-political fantasy is at work in at least some western European 

urban developments, and that this immuno-political fantasy appears to be intimately and 
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necessarily linked to gentrification. Importantly, given the empirical focus of this thesis, this 

conclusion can only be said to function within a capitalist, western, European context, and in 

cities which were once and, in some ways, continue to be major colonial powers. However, it 

is surprising to find that, considering the balance between purposive and convenience sampling 

methods, these sites are so easy to find, suggesting the possibility that this could be a wider 

trend. 

Another indicator of the wider trend is the role of the ‘hero’ character in many cli-fi films. In 

Svoboda’s (2016) analysis, there is a striking trend for films in which climate change is the 

main plot device to employ a single character, usually male, who ‘saves the day’ (usually with 

considerable running down long, concrete corridors). Possibly one of the few exceptions to this 

is Disney’s Tomorrowland (Bird, 2015) where the hero is a young, female engineer named 

Casey Newton (played by Britt Robertson) who, together with inventor Frank Walker (George 

Clooney) and an android girl, Athena (Raffey Cassidy) expose that the governor of an alternate 

dimension (the titular Tomorrowland), David Nix (Hugh Laurie), has been using a forecasting 

machine that Frank built to warn people living on Earth of their impending environmental 

Armageddon. Interestingly in this story, the main confrontation scene between the three heroes 

and Governor Nix contains a long speech by Gov. Nix in which he discusses the value of the 

apocalyptic visions he has been beaming into people’s minds, which is worth transcribing at 

length here – paying special attention to the monologue by Gov. Nix at the end: 

FRANK WALKER: The monitor is acting as an antenna, it isn’t just receiving 

Tachyons, it is taking a possible future and making it… 

CASEY NEWTON: …and amplifying it, transmitting it, like a feedback loop… 

FRANK: …it’s a self-fulfilling prophecy that’s coming from right there. 

CASEY: But it’s not just showing people the end of the world, it’s giving 

them the idea, over and over and over again till they just accept 

it… 

FRANK: … it’s a ticking time-bomb and we’re the ones that lit the fuse… 

CASEY: We still have 58 days to try and change things, but nothing will 

work as long as that thing is still on. 

GOV. DAVID NIX: Young lady, I’m going to assume that your knowledge of 

Tachyonic Fusion is a little sketchy, shutting it down is 

impossible. There is no ‘off’. 

CASEY: I’m telling you what it’s doing… WHY DON’T YOU CARE? 

FRANK: Because he’s the one that’s doing it…. Right? 

GOV. NIX: Let’s imagine, if you glimpsed the future, and were frightened 

by what you saw, what would you do? Would you go to…who? 
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Politicians? Captains of Industry? And how would you 

convince them? Data? Facts? Good luck. 

The only facts they won’t challenge are the ones that keep the 

wheels greased and the dollars rolling in. But what if… what if 

there was a way of skipping the middle man, and putting the 

news directly into everyone’s head? 

The probability of widespread annihilation kept going up. The 

only way to stop it, was to to show it. To scare people straight. 

Because what reasonable human being wouldn’t be galvanised 

by the potential destruction of everything they’ve ever known 

or loved? To save civilisation, I would show its collapse. 

But how do you think this vision was received? How do you 

think people responded to the prospect of imminent doom? 

They gobbled it up, like a chocolate éclair. They didn’t fear 

their demise, they repackaged it. It could be enjoyed as video 

games, TV shows, books, movies, the whole world 

wholeheartedly embraced the apocalypse and sprinted towards 

it with gleeful abandon. 

Meanwhile, your Earth was crumbling all around you. You’ve 

got simultaneous epidemics of obesity… and starvation… 

explain that one. Bees and butterflies start to disappear, the 

glaciers melt, algae blooms. All around you, the coalmine 

canaries are dropping dead and you won’t take the hint. In every 

moment, there is the possibility of a better future but you people 

won’t believe it. And because you won’t believe it, you don’t 

do what is necessary to make it a reality. So you dwell on 

this…ooh…terrible future and you resign yourselves to it, for 

one reason… because that future doesn’t ask anything of you 

today.  

So, yes, we saw the iceberg, we warned the Titanic, but you all 

just steered for it anyway, full steam ahead. Why? Because you 

want to sink. You gave up. And that’s not the monitor’s fault. 

That’s yours. 

In this scene, Disney have – perhaps unwittingly – revealed the power of spectacular 

representations of the apocalypse. By stating that “they gobbled it up, like a chocolate éclair. 

They didn’t fear their demise, they repackaged it.” Governor Nix is describing a process very 

similar to that which I have described in preceding sections. This is important, of course, 

because the forms of entertainment that Governor Nix mentions – “video games, books, TV 

shows, movies” – are usually associated with the classes of people who can afford leisure time 

and the commodities which go into enhancing that time. The repackaging of the apocalypse 

therefore is only possible for the more wealthy inhabitants of the planet. Whilst it is also true 

that video games and TV shows give momentary relief to those in desperate situations, 

allowing escape to virtual worlds and into the phantasmagoric spaces of capitalism (Debord, 
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1967; Holloway, 2010), it seems unlikely given the overwhelmingly Ameri-centric audience 

of the film that this is who Director Brad Bird was seeking to speak to. Perhaps, however, this 

reveals the anxiety of the Euro-American audiences: that one may know very well that the 

crisis is upon us, yet choose to act as if it is not (Žižek, 2007, 2008a, 2009, 2011), and in doing 

so, trivialise the apocalypse to mere entertainment and enjoyment. 

5.3 The Anthropo-obScene 

The conclusions of the thesis appear to fit with a wider trend in contemporary society, which 

is described by Swyngedouw and Ernstson (2018, 2019) as the “Anthropo-obScene”, an era 

which plays on the concept of the Anthropocene and the Greek “ob skene”, which means ‘off-

scene’. By the coining of the term ‘Anthropo-obScene’, Swyngedouw and Ernstson hope to 

highlight the ways in which the Anthropocene epoch is becoming characterised by the unequal 

political relationships which Rancière (2004) discusses. For Rancière, as discussed earlier, the 

political moment emerges from a precondition of inequality in which specific voices are 

audible and heard by politics whilst others are not. During this condition of inequality, Rancière 

describes how the voices which are unheard are off-staged, taken away from the platform upon 

which they might become audible. To this, Swyngedouw and Ernstson add a nuance by 

reference to ancient Greek theatre in which acts which were integral to the plot of the play but 

unpalatable to the audiences tastes and sensibility were still performed but hidden behind the 

stage, the audience possessing an uncanny awareness of the acts being performed but never 

being confronted with them. These scenes were usually ones of intense emotion, such as 

fighting, sex, anguish, torture or torment and were termed ob skene, which later became the 

contemporary word ‘obscene’. For Swyngedouw and Ernstson, then, the Anthropo-obScene is 

typified by the voices of anguish, passion or torment about the state of the planet are made 

obscene, offstaged, never to be included in politics. This reduces the situation of climate change 

to a mere technical debate. As I write this section, the Australian Bush is in the midst of the 

worst fire season on record, with countless volunteer firefighters attempting to regain control 

of the burning forests in a situation reminiscent of the task given to Sisyphus, eternally pushing 

an enormous boulder to top of the mountain only to have it roll back down again. Much of the 

government response to the crisis has been criticised for downplaying the link between climate 

change and the fires and for refusing to commit extra resources stating instead that the 

firefighters want to be at the frontline (BBC, 2019). In this context, the voices of the firefighters 

and the climate scientists are seen as impassioned, emotional voices and are therefore too 
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‘political’ for inclusion in the government’s decisions and are therefore off-staged in favour of 

ostensibly rational decision making processes. 

In the urban context, then, the opposite process appears to be at work, where the voices of 

social justice campaigners, such as the 35% Campaign23, are off-staged in favour of the 

‘rational’ argument that climate change must be tackled ‘at any cost’ if we are to avoid the 

apocalypse. In this way, the close relationship between human activity and the environment 

which is implied by the Anthropocene concept becomes a method for drawing the boundaries 

of the distribution of the sensible, creating a new method for reproducing social, political, 

economic and ecological inequalities. Again, whether these tensions and inequalities are 

enough to bring about a political moment remains to be seen, but the fixed nature of urban 

environments and the mature stage that each of the studied developments are at will make any 

fundamental redistribution of the sensible difficult.  

The task, if equality is to be achieved, as the precondition of sustainability according to 

Swyngedouw et al. (2002), is for the boundaries of the distribution of the sensible to be as 

closely examined as possible to allow the political subject to emerge out of situations where 

environmental imperative is used to justify otherwise socially unacceptable decisions.  

The young Marx in a famous formula speaks of the proletariat as a 

“social class which is not a social class but the dissolution of all 

classes.” I’ve twisted this phrase from the meaning Marx gave it to turn 

it into a definition of political subjects in general, since, even when they 

bear the same name as social groups, political subjects are 

supernumerary collectives which call into question the counting of the 

community’s parts and the relations of inclusion and exclusion which 

define that count.  

(Rancière, 2004, pp. 6-7) 

Once the “supernumary collectives” which exist but are made obscene and therefore not 

sensible are determined, the counting of the community can be made visible and therefore 

contested. However, as was discussed earlier, this may be more difficult than it was when Marx 

formulated the proletariat and bourgeoisie, as the class boundaries and senses of community 

are much more complicated. This might make the task more difficult, but it is a task we should 

arguably undertake anyway.  

 
23 The 35% Campaign is a Borough of Southwark campaigns group which pushes for social responsibility in new 

urban developments, including Elephant & Castle by demanding, among other things, that 35% of all new housing 

be socially rented or affordable. More information available here: http://35percent.org/  

http://35percent.org/
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Film also has a role to play in this task – or rather, in creating the necessity for this task – as 

Hollywood produces stories which nearly always focus on the role of a single human being or 

animal in saving the world. In Renaud’s (2012) The Lorax (Kopnina, 2012), for example, a 

single character, the Lorax (Danny Devito) acts on behalf of nature, in Elysium (Blomkamp, 

2013), Max da Costa (Matt Damon) singlehandedly changes the programming code which 

excludes the poorest from health care, in Flood (Mitchell, 2007) Robert Carlyle plays the 

engineer who designed the Thames Barrier, battling to prevent an already disastrous flood from 

destroying more of London and, famously, in The Day After Tomorrow (Emmerich, 2004) Jack 

Hall (Dennis Quaid) portrays a father desperately trying to keep his family safe from the 

apocalyptic weather brought about by climate change, a theme which Roland Emmerich takes 

forward in 2012 (Emmerich, 2009) where Jackson Curtis (John Cusack) plays another father 

keeping his family safe from the apocalypse, this time in line with the Mayan Calendar 

prophecy. Even in satirical films such as Sharknado 5: Global Swarming (Ferrante, 2017), a 

plucky band of four individuals fight off the titular ‘Sharknado’ armed only with chainsaws 

and rocket propelled grenade launchers. Whilst the scenarios and methods of dealing with them 

are different, most of these films foreground the actions and ideologies of an individual or 

small group and off stage the myriad actions of the other 7 billion inhabitants of the planet. It 

is rare to find a film which even hints at the forms of systemic change which are argued to be 

necessary, preferring to focus on the saviour figure, a natural return to equilibrium, or, in some 

extreme cases, aliens – the ultimate Deus ex Machina.   

5.4 Confirmation of Theory? 

I began this discussion by highlighting several themes from the literature review, those themes 

were: that ideology, economic practices and history produce nature and space in distinct ways; 

that urbanisation provides route for the commodification of nature especially when viewed as 

a material manifestation of the urbanisation of nature; the anxieties around climate both 

produce and are produced by a plethora of apocalyptic narratives in film and both scientific 

and fictional literature, reflective of pre-trauma operating at a societal level; apocalyptic 

narratives of events have complicated impacts on the ability of the contemporary political 

subject to recognise their own inclusion or exclusion in the distribution of the sensible; and, 

finally, that sustainability is, according to contemporary scholarship, planning’s ‘master 

signifier’ allowing for projects to be justified with reference to environmental necessity. 

Ultimately this led to a discussion of the (re)production of socio-ecological inequalities by 

examining the embedded signification of ways of relating to apocalyptic anxiety in the 
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fieldsites. Because of the foregrounding of sustainability discourses in Elephant & Castle and 

HafenCity, the discussion concluded that it is certainly possible for sustainability to be used as 

justification for gentrification in contemporary urbanscapes in western Europe. The gentrifying 

intention of the projects, which makes this study different to existing studies of ecological 

gentrification, was identified through planning decisions such as those made at One The 

Elephant to avoid provision of social housing, and at Strata to construct separate elevators for 

the social housing, thus segregating residents based on income inequality. Whereas previous 

studies mentioned in the literature review have concluded that the inequality is a result of the 

desirability of ecologically sustainable living arrangements, this empirical evidence of 

planning for inequality shows how gentrification appears to be an objective of the projects, 

justified and masked by the calls to sustainability.  

The fieldsites also tell us something interesting about the relationship between apocalyptic 

discourse (be that visual, spatial or textual discourse) and the ability for the Anthropocenic 

Subject to express their self-identity. The post-apocalyptic playground (however problematic 

this term may be) of N.D.S.M. provides a space for hedonism, escape and quite vociferous self-

expression. The suspension of the ‘normal’ social rules so that people may produce graffiti 

artwork, live in old trams and reclaim a sense of authentic being, all whilst still interacting 

through capital mediated relationships demonstrates how the apocalypse is not seen as the end 

of the world, but the making of a new one. The consumptive activity which takes place on the 

site makes this ‘new world’ problematic at best. The attempt to produce a space in which the 

daring escape from capitalism can be acted out and performed has, ironically, produced a space 

where capitalist consumption is made palatable and desirable to those seeking to escape it. 

Such is the power of cultural capitalism that this space transforms the purchase of commodities 

into the purchase of experience – you may sit and look at the river and the beaches, but only if 

you buy a bowl of friets or a Duvel24. 

Interestingly, this space also seems to bring out the narcissism in its occupants, happy to be 

seen taking photos of each other in various locations and positions, the preference is for 

outdoor, communal seating where lovers hold each other in tight embrace and kiss, groups of 

young women laugh and shout and men stand in groups taking up space. The daring escape, 

then, is not from the world which created the problem of climate change and general ecological 

crisis, but from the restrictions that social convention place upon us. Freedom of expression is, 

 
24 Duvel is a popular brand of beer in the Netherlands, and Friets is the Dutch word for French fries. 
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here, commodified as part of the package of freedom from responsibility. The freedom from 

responsibility which this site embodies fits extremely well with Neyrat’s (2010) discussion of 

Esposito’s (2010, 2011) theories on immunisation. The concept of exempting oneself from that 

which we all fall under seems to ring true across this site and the nearby De Ceuvel. These 

relationships, while less obvious, were also present in areas of Elephant & Castle, as The 

Artworks provided a space for individualistic community, with limited seating and an enclave 

of protected, phantasmagoric, artisan space. The ability to dictate one’s own narrative whilst 

simultaneously participating in the very system which calls upon us to behave solely as 

consumers of capital allows the contemporary subject to momentarily exempt themselves from 

the idea of contributing to the crisis without fundamentally changing their own practices. 

Some of the sites, particularly De Ceuvel, N.D.S.M. Werf and Trinity Buoy Wharf, while 

potentially reproducing the capital circulation and relationships of traditional cities, do show 

an important distinction: a seeming rejection of the Modernist ideal of domination of Nature. 

These projects instead show a continuing struggle to work with Nature, even if that ‘working 

with’ is troublesome and challenging at times. However, the use of plants to remediate 

contaminated soils, the collection of rainwater and allowing ‘weeds’ to break through the 

concrete or engulf the structures is, in its own way, a domination of Nature. This domination 

was discussed in relation to De Ceuvel and Schoonschip’s respective use of ‘natural’ and 

‘artificial’ technologies to achieve their aims. Whilst understanding that natural processes can 

provide a service in the urbanscape is an important step forward, the use of these processes 

should not be mistaken for letting nature take an equal role to humans in the landscape. The 

sites have a distinct aesthetic, one which symbolises that they are working with Nature, yet the 

wildness has been curated. There are obvious, clean and well used pathways through the sites, 

the windows are clean and mildew free, the solar panels are shining, and the gutters are free of 

debris. Nature, in these spaces, is at once free to develop and under human control. In N.D.S.M. 

Werf, the carefully produced post-apocalyptic urbanscape is at once dirty and clean. Rust is 

permitted, but faded graffiti or dirty windows are not.  

5.4.1 Confirmation or Challenge 

In the cases of Elephant & Castle and HafenCity, the concept of community is conspicuously 

absent from the urban imaginary. It is true that these three case studies show models of the 

community, usually articulated around groups of young, urban professionals who co-habit 

space and enjoy sitting in pavement cafés or playing frisbee on the lawn. However, this does 

nothing to structure the Symbolic Order of the urban inhabitants to refocus their ways of 
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existing and ways of living around climate change and sustainability. The focus on the ‘new’, 

‘sustainable’ and ‘green’ way of life is entirely articulated around a techno-utopic vision of 

automated luxury. The technology of these sites exists precisely to prevent any fundamental, 

radical change to the inhabitant’s behaviours and ways of understanding their role in tackling 

climate change. The phrase “don’t worry your sweet little head about it” is conjured, asking 

the residents and consumers of the space to go about their daily lives and trust in the innovation 

of the technocrats and their governance and management apparatuses: planners, engineers, data 

scientists, developers, designers, venture capitalists, financiers, and the like.  

The absence of a change in community structure in favour of a (somewhat invisible) 

technological fix in these sites makes them a prime example of techno-managerialism. The 

sites allow people a voice by asking them which colour apartment they would like to move into 

and which plot they would like to grow their vegetables in, whilst not demanding anything 

fundamentally different from their lives beyond participation in the gentrification of new 

neighbourhood. But what can be said of Trinity Buoy Wharf, De Ceuvel or N.D.S.M. Werf? 

These sites are qualitatively different in both their design and execution, attempting to 

encourage new ways of relating amongst humans and their environments. Does this difference 

assist them in avoiding a technological utopia? 

Each of the three sites creates a sense of friendliness, community and radicality but also of 

entrepreneurialism and innovation. De Ceuvel is the most obvious example of this. As an 

explicitly commercial venture, De Ceuvel hosts several start-up businesses engaged in various 

creative and environment industries – it is not a place for living, but of imagining different 

ways of doing business. However, as with Elephant & Castle, most of the sustainability goals 

are met through technological fixes. Some of the technological fixes are using plants and 

microbial life as components, such as water filtration reed beds or human waste composters, 

but there is still a significant reliance on electricity for communications, information 

technologies, lighting and heating. De Ceuvel uses solar panels to generate this electricity, but 

it still requires little or no behaviour change from the users of the space, giving the impression 

again that sustainability requires nothing more than better technical planning.  

For Trinity Buoy Wharf and N.D.S.M. Werf, both phantasmagoric spaces by water in capital 

cities, established on the basis of artistic expression and imagining new worlds, the story is 

somewhat confusing. When one walks through these spaces, one feels as though the space must 

be sustainable. It must be eco-friendly. Simply from the presence of shipping containers which 

have been upcycled into restaurants and homes, the abandoned dockyard machinery, concrete 
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flooring and metal sculpture work, the spaces bare the signifiers of a world built from recycled 

and found materials. Yet, scratch the surface and there is no substantive evidence of the 

environmental credentials the site would appear to have. In fact, the sites do not even broadcast 

their credentials. On Trinity Buoy Wharf’s website25, beyond a few vague references to 

Container City using “redundant shipping containers” and the site being constructed “using a 

simple, efficient and sustainable system based on shipping containers” there is little 

information about the environmental considerations of the space. For N.D.S.M. Werf26, there 

is even less information on the sustainability of the site, yet one cannot help but feel like this 

site is something different. 

Because of the reasons above, it is possible to confirm the theory which was developed in the 

literature review. This is, in part, because the theory generated earlier was done so in the spirit 

of constructivist grounded theory, rooting the later stages of literature review in the questions 

which emerged from the fieldsites, and rooting the data collection in the suggestions which 

emerged from the literature review. However, the existing theory of ecological gentrification 

is challenged by the arguments made in this thesis, and therefore requires modification to 

capture the complexity of the processes at work. 

5.4.2 Modifications to Theory 

Whilst the empirical work undertaken in preparing this thesis was done with the specific 

intention of exploring specific cases in detail and therefore not with the intention of producing 

a generalisable theory, it has nonetheless revealed some important insights into modifications 

which could be made to the theory of ecological gentrification (as defined and used by: 

Anguelovski et al., 2018; Anguelovski et al., 2017; Bouzarovski et al., 2018; Checker, 2011; 

Cucca, 2012; Curran and Hamilton, 2012; Dooling, 2009, 2012; Goossens et al., 2019; Gould 

and Lewis, 2017; Milman, 2018; Pearsall, 2012; Quastel, 2009; Rérat et al., 2010; Rice et al., 

2019; Sandberg, 2014; Shokry et al., 2020).  

My contribution to this set of arguments is that the apocalyptic anxiety surrounding climate 

change is a powerful justification regime for ecological gentrification projects. This means that 

ecological gentrification should no longer be used to describe the process of gentrification 

which occurs after sustainable urban redevelopment occurs, but should be thought of as 

potentially relating to any project in which there is a sustainability element and gentrifying 

force, regardless of the order that those two elements came to being. Given investigations of 

 
25 http://www.trinitybuoywharf.com [Accessed 21st June 2019] 

26 http://www.ndsm.nl [Accessed 21st June 2019] 

http://www.trinitybuoywharf.com/
http://www.ndsm.nl/
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the particular contexts, it would then be possible to decide whether the traditional process was 

at work, or whether the processes described in this thesis were at play.  

By modifying the theory in this way, a potentially productive avenue is opened for exploring 

the forms of political acting which are made possible and/or impossible by various projects.  

This brings the argument to the second modification, or at least potential link, for the theories 

of ecological gentrification: immuno-political fantasies may be at work within sites that fall 

under the new description of ecological gentrification. These immuno-political fantasies are 

currently understudied and so tentative mechanisms through which immuno-political fantasies 

operate are offered here, with the knowledge that further study is required to make the theory 

more robust. The danger of immuno-politics, however, must be recognised as the potential for 

subjects wishing to live more sustainable lifestyles under a capitalist system to actually end up 

living more environmentally damaging lifestyles due to the effects of rebound and the loss of 

community and equality which is necessary in achieving an environmentally benign existence. 
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Chapter 6  Conclusions 
This thesis set out to explore how contemporary urban planning might be responding to the 

apocalyptic anxieties around climate change represented in film, television, scientific literature 

and the media to provide a justification regime for gentrification projects which might 

otherwise face opposition from campaigners. The research questions arose from an academic 

suspicion that the types of enclosure of solutions to crisis by capitalism that Klein (2007) and 

Žižek (2009) write about as being so common might also be at work in sustainable urban 

developments. Throughout the research process I had hoped that I would prove myself wrong 

and that the large projects I studied might actually be authentic solutions at the sort of scale 

needed to tackle climate in any significant way. Unfortunately, I was not proven wrong. These 

sites, the thesis has shown, represent a new way of justifying gentrification, drawing on the 

ecological anxieties of the contemporary subject. 

6.1 Summary of Key Arguments 

To enable a full exploration of the ways in which cities function in relation to politics and 

nature, an urban political ecology approach was chosen as it allowed the argument to develop 

along the lines of viewing cities as a practice of managing nature and humans in line with 

whichever dominant ideology guides the relationship between nature and humans. In the 

contemporary era, the dominant principle of organising society is capitalist neoliberalism and 

therefore the city becomes a method by which nature is commodified, reshaped and produced 

for human consumption. Taking the commodity form as a basis of analysis allowed the 

argument that money (as the universal equivalent commodity) is nothing more than a symbolic 

entitlement to the rights to access various forms of nature necessary for human existence – the 

more money one possesses, the better and more abundant natures they have access to. Given 

that this thesis’ political ecology approach holds that the main function of politics is the 

management of nature, and that the city is the main mechanism by which this management 

takes place, the city was conceptualised as the arena in which specific forms of political action 

are made more or less impossible. Of course, this is not to say that the city is the only arena 

within which politics happens, but it is to say that regarding the management of nature the city 

is the main arena. This also leads to the conclusion that the theory of planetary urbanisation 

bears relevance to the argument being advanced, making the city itself and the processes of 

urbanisation which support and sustain it an important unit of analysis for exploring how 

sustainability discourses and apocalyptic anxieties might interact with one-another. 
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The relationship between politics and the city also highlights the argument that space is 

produced by individual and collective experiences. This point was examined in relation to 

Lefebvre’s (1987, 2000, 2009) arguments that space is essentially dialectic with an inseparable 

relationship between form and logic, opening a path for the city’s physical presence to be 

examined as reflective of the logics which produced it and which it produces. The production 

of space thesis also gives the thesis a way of understanding the city as constituted by practices 

but also in playing a role in constructing those practices. Furthermore, the dialectic approach 

is also taken when examining the complex concept of ‘nature’, with traditional assumptions 

around nature being synonymous with ‘truth’ being replaced with a more contemporary theory 

of nature as also being produced. Given the production of both space and nature, the thesis 

argues that these concepts interact in complex and unpredictable ways, but always reflective 

of the ideology which is dominant at the time of their production. By decoupling the notion of 

nature as a bearer of truth, the politics of nature and the way nature is enrolled in specific 

ideological processes can be explored critically. 

From this point, the thesis began to explore the way in which the commodity of ‘sustainability’ 

might gain its value and, therefore, the theories of Marx were turned to. From this discussion, 

Marx’s argument that the commodity value is composed of three components, the use-value, 

exchange-value and price, was found to be useful in determining that the exchange-value was 

insufficient in explaining the value of sustainable urban developments. This is because 

exchange-value, as a measure of the amount of socially average labour-power congealed within 

a commodity, does not take into full consideration the symbolic value of certain commodities 

and, in any case, there is little hope of quantifying the congealed labour-power of a concept as 

vacuous and empty as ‘sustainability’. At this stage, the price, as a measure of the socially 

acceptable value of the commodity, is linked to the notion of fetishism, allowing the capitalist 

to charge more than the exchange value of their commodity. This increase in value is partly 

achieved by geographies of uneven development, pushing elements of the damaging 

relationships which go into producing the commodity to other parts of the planet where the 

damage is either obscured by distance or deemed socially acceptable. In Smith’s (2010) 

elaboration of the theory of uneven development, the focus was on labour regulations where 

regions in which, typically in the Global South, labour is cheaper and less regulated by health 

& safety provisions are sought out and therefore enable the capitalist to achieve lower 

production costs by purchasing labour-power elsewhere. This shift in production location 

means that, whilst the price is set at the socially average amount of labour-power for the country 
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of consumption, the exchange-value is set at the cost of the labour-power for the country of 

production. These practices, along with improvements in technology and manufacturing allow 

the capitalist to exploit geography and technology to enable their consumers to have a lower 

price for the commodity, the capitalist receives a higher profit, and the continuing enclosure of 

new lands and communities is assured by new nations opening their markets to deregulated 

labour-power purchases. 

This theory can also be applied to apocalyptic environmental catastrophes, as Williams (2011) 

argues in his work on the Combined and Uneven Apocalypse, in which the negative effects of 

environmental catastrophe are experienced elsewhere on the planet in order to preserve a 

relatively high standard of living for Global North societies. The obfuscation of the 

complicated relationships which enable western societies to experience relatively good lives is 

also explored through the theories of Benjamin (1972 [2002]) and Debord (1967) who 

developed ideas around phantasmagoria and spectacle respectively. Phantasmagoria describes 

the way in which capitalist, modern environments are composed of beautiful, elegant and 

technologically advanced elements which obscure the untold stories of the workers, 

maintainers, distributors and waste managers of the capitalist economy. Importantly for 

Benjamin, these spaces evolved for the specific purpose of allowing the capitalist elite to enjoy 

the commodity as a thing-in-itself, separate from any potential suffering it may have involved 

in its production. The theory of phantasmagoria, therefore, describes how urban form is 

intimately linked to the processes of commodity fetishism, yet does not provide sufficient 

explanation on its own for the increased price of sustainable urban developments. For this, 

Debord’s Society of the Spectacle is turned to, which explains how the desire to consume a 

commodity for its use-value was transformed in Marx’s era to the desire to possess a 

commodity because the commodity itself possesses value. Debord adds to this process a third 

stage which is the desire to possess a commodity because it gives the appearance of possession. 

This is evidenced in two ways: the existence of counterfeit markets where commodities which 

imitate higher-value commodities are produced in order for the consumer to appear to possess 

something of greater value, and the production of unnecessarily high-priced commodities, 

which gives the consumer the ability to appear to be wealthy, whether they are or not. Buying 

these high-priced commodities on credit is also a good example of spectacular consumption as 

it allows the consumer to purchase the occasional commodity which is beyond their normal 

purchasing power. 
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Once the actual value of a commodity no longer matches its perceived value, and the 

consumption or purchase of the commodity is no longer related to its use-value but to its ability 

to symbolise desirable aspects of the personality or lifestyle of the owner, then every ‘thing’ in 

the society of the spectacle becomes a representation of itself and no longer necessarily linked 

to the use it supposedly has. In sustainable urban planning, then, the thesis argued that 

sustainable living may no longer be the main objective of sustainable urban developments, but 

the appearance of sustainability in order to gain extra value from living there. This opens the 

possibility for a project to be marketed by signifying sustainability without the necessity to 

fundamentally change the system which is unsustainable. 

Following the discussion of commodity and value theory, the thesis turned to examine the role 

that apocalyptic narratives might play in contemporary society by examining film, scientific 

literature, ruins and the contemporary psyche. By taking a Lacanian psychoanalytic approach, 

via Žižek, Lebeau, Metz, Pohl and Swyngedouw, the thesis demonstrated how the fictional 

narratives of apocalyptic climate change in the cli-fi genre are both reflective and implicated 

in the production of anxieties surrounding actual climate change. This discussion led to an 

exploration of Kaplan’s (2016) work on ‘pre-trauma’, the stress disorder caused by the 

perception of a traumatic event which is yet to happen. This pre-traumatic stress disorder, 

whilst currently understudied, opens the possibility that decisions about how to deal with 

climate change and ‘the coming storm’, to borrow from Malm (2018), are being made through 

the lens of traumatic stress, making them potentially ill-advised or damaging to societal 

objectives. This matches well with the assertion by many scholars that trauma makes people 

more susceptible to ‘bad’ solutions, the installation of new ideologies or the deepening of 

existing ones (Fletcher, 2012; Klein, 2007; Žižek, 2009). The thesis then moved to examine 

the basis for understanding new forms of sustainable urban development as providing 

justification regimes for gentrification and the further enclosure and commodification of urban 

spaces. 

The forms of trauma which apocalyptic anxiety may lead to also have a profound effect on the 

different forms of politics which can be practiced, and for this reason, the works of Schmitt 

(1996), Rancière (1999, 2004, 2015), Swyngedouw (2010a, 2010b, 2013b) and Žižek (1999, 

2008c, 2009, 2011) were consulted in order to identify the potential for six different kinds of 

political moments: politics proper, post-politics, meta-politics, archi-politics, para-politics and 

ultra-politics. By exploring each one in turn, the possibility for meta-politics and ultra-politics 

to be at work was identified alongside the more common post-political moment.  
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The review of literature on the topic of ecological gentrification revealed a number of important 

issues. The first of these issues is that different names appear to be being used for the same 

process, with only minor nuances – whilst ‘climate gentrification’ is used to refer to 

gentrification caused by climate migration and ‘low-carbon gentrification’ is used for 

gentrification as a result of building low-carbon infrastructure, ‘eco-gentrification’, ‘ecological 

gentrification’ and ‘green gentrification’ are used to describe all forms of gentrification that 

result from any form of ecologically focussed improvements. Whilst this may not be a major 

issue for the advancement of the field, it highlights the difficulty that the academic community 

have in pinning down terminology related to such a complicated term as ‘nature’. 

The second issue for the ecological gentrification literature is that it does not examine the 

various ideologies of nature which might be present in the developments it focusses on. In the 

majority of studies which have already been conducted, the technologies and environmental 

impacts of the developments are uncritically accepted as being ‘better’ and the focus is directed 

towards the social and economic inequalities which are produced by the development as a 

secondary effect of building environmentally friendly infrastructure and housing.  

I argue in this thesis that to neglect the role which nature plays in these developments is to 

potentially miss a key site of resistance, allowing developers to construct developments which 

are intended to gentrify by making reference to natural imperative. In this way, the thesis 

arrives at its main original contribution: the argument that, through apocalyptic anxiety, 

developers are now more able to justify gentrification projects by invoking the empty signifier 

of ‘sustainability’. A secondary argument made is that the apocalyptic anxiety of society can 

be alluded to in two ways: either by embracing the apocalypse as a way of living out a displaced 

desire for the end of the world (displaced from the desire for the end of capitalism) which 

results in spaces such as N.D.S.M. Werf and De Ceuvel, or by rejecting the notion of the 

apocalypse, securitising spaces and signifying longevity, futurity and stability in order to give 

residents a sense that the particular development is immune from the effects of apocalyptic 

climate change. 

The second method of relating to the apocalypse also fits well with theories of sociality and 

infant identity formation proposed by Lacan (2006), Lebeau (2001) and Bernardini (2013), 

each of whom draws upon various works of Freud to argue that, importantly, the anxious 

subject calls upon the other to provide security against perceived dangers and threats. This 

‘other’ in the case of ecological gentrification is the produced and, in some cases, imaginary 

community which is signified by developers (i.e. technocrats including governance experts, 
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engineers, designers, venture capitalists, eco-friendly entrepreneurs, etc), allowing the 

individual subject to live amongst a group of people who are perceived to be united in the fight 

against the apocalypse. It could also be argued that technology itself becomes part of this 

community, but that would be the subject of another research project. 

The thesis, in order to test and verify the theory which had been generated, moved to a set of 

empirical case studies which were examined through an experimental methodology of urban 

visual semiotics. This methodology was based upon existing work in urban semiotics (Barthes, 

1986; Boudon, 1986; Choay, 1986; Duncan, 1987; Eco, 1973, 1986a; Gottdiener, 1982, 1983, 

1986; Jencks, 1969) which views the city as an intensely semiotic landscape, full of signs and 

signifieds which together go towards producing meaning for their audiences. The 

methodological approach was also based upon the work of many visual methodologists (Banks 

and Zeitlyn, 2015; Clark, 2012; Degen et al., 2015; Emmison et al., 2012; Gilmore, 2012; 

Ledin and Machin, 2018; van Leeuwen and Jewitt, 2001; Marion and Crowder, 2013; Mitchell, 

2011; Pink, 2007, 2011; Prosser, 2013; Wagner, 2007; Wiles et al., 2011) but, in particular, the 

work of Rose (2016) shaped the project fundamentally with her explanations of the 

methodologies of visual semiotics and visual psychoanalysis. Combining this set of 

methodological approaches with the spirit of constructivist grounded theory (Charmaz, 2003, 

2014) and case study methods (Adelman et al., 1980; Stake, 1978, 1995, 2000; Sturman, 1994) 

allowed me to explore a limited number of cases in depth with constant conversation between 

the fieldsites and the literature to produce a theory which was both rigorous and grounded in 

the real-world examples which I studied. 

From the study of N.D.S.M. Werf as a site which reflects apocalyptic aesthetics and a break 

from traditional urban and capitalist planning, through De Ceuvel which represented an 

experimental site of ‘creative reuse’ in the words of Barba Lata and Duineveld (2019) alongside 

Trinity Buoy Wharf which, while less apocalyptic in appearance, shared many features with 

De Ceuvel, the thesis began to relate these themes to what was witnessed in Elephant & Castle 

and HafenCity as sites of mature capitalist urban developments which seek to achieve more 

sustainable urban paradigms whilst not fundamentally changing the way the city works. These 

sites revealed interesting concepts, as will be discussed in the next section. 

6.2 Findings of the study 

The study revealed that the theories of ecological gentrification which were explored and 

generated through the literature review can be modified to include sustainability as a 

justification regime for continuing gentrification. This is the first major original contribution 
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of this study and one which I hope will be taken up by scholars since its publication in the 

International Journal of Urban and Regional Research (Harper, 2020). Sadly, the publication 

of this contribution means that, whilst it is an original contribution of the research, it is not an 

original contribution of this thesis. However, the thesis does contain a number of other 

contributions which appear to be original. These contributions are discussed as the major 

findings of the study below. 

The apocalyptic anxiety which many western subjects appear to be experiencing, as shown by 

the recent explosion of Extinction Rebellion and climate strikes seen globally, is potentially 

shaping the decisions which are made about the future of cities and community. The forms of 

Solastalgia and pre-trauma which are permeating film, news reports and fictional literature 

represent a potentially worrying trend – no longer are we worried about which ideology will 

govern our futures as we were in the 1950s and during the peak of the cold war, but now we 

worry about which ecological or nuclear catastrophe will befall us in the next 100-years. This 

is worrying because it represents a shift in capitalist entrenchment in society, suggesting that it 

has become so naturalised as to make apocalypse more likely than a change in the system which 

might cause it. As Frederic Jameson (2003, p. 76) remarked: “someone once said that it is 

easier to imagine the end of the world than to imagine the end of capitalism.” Capitalism’s 

monotonous repetition into the future is, perhaps, the only future the contemporary subject can 

imagine, therefore leading to the apocalyptic scenarios of Hollywood and literature becoming 

a preferable alternative.  

The thesis has, therefore, produced what I believe to be the first example of this relationship at 

work in a major urbanscape: N.D.S.M. Werf. By arguing that the apocalyptic anxieties of 

climate change are capitalised upon, much as in filmic consumption, but here materialised as 

quotidian fantasy, to produce a space of apocalyptic enjoyment in N.D.S.M. Werf; the end of 

the world is effectively packaged into this place to produce a space where the end of the world, 

and with it, capitalism is realised. Importantly, however, and as with the arguments of Žižek 

and Klein, this space is yet another example of the commodification of solutions to crisis, 

allowing a momentary escape from capitalist circulation by entering a commercial space of 

capitalist enclosure of anxiety. Jameson’s argument can also be seen in the description of 

N.D.S.M. Werf, a post-industrial landscape, as a ‘post-apocalyptic’ space, suggesting that in 

times of de-industrialisation and therefore the diminishing effects of capitalist circulation, the 

aesthetic which is produced is more readily associated with the end of the world rather than the 

end of capitalism. 
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The third contribution that this thesis offers is the recognition of an immuno-political fantasy 

linked to the concept of ecological gentrification. Through the dual signification of 

sustainability and security, the sites suggest that the residents are immunised against the 

apocalyptic anxiety which enables the developers to justify the site. The pervasive signification 

of the exclusion of the other through images showing individuals isolated from the dark, grey 

and smoggy city of London or the provision of elevated gardens in HafenCity allows residents 

to exist within an isolated community, bounded by both the common purpose of tackling 

climate change and the ability to afford property in the development. The specific sustainability 

discourses employed in these sites also allow residents to effectively purchase immunity 

against having to act on climate change – their membership to the community is perceived to 

be enough on its own. This places the onus of responsibility for tackling climate change on the 

developers, giving them the status of communitas in Esposito’s work, and the residents the 

status of immunitas, able to exempt themselves from that which we all (should) fall under. The 

absolution of responsibility for the community is also symbolised by the construction hoardings 

of Elephant & Castle where community members are simultaneously surrounded by other 

community members, yet never appearing to have meaningful interactions in the way that you 

might expect. This appears to be a method by which the individual is signified as a subject 

surrounded by the other of community which will act on their behalf in times of crisis, enabling 

individual exemption from the changes necessary to avoid climate change, if such a task is still 

possible. 

Importantly, this realisation comes from a shift in the empirical focus of studying 

gentrification. Traditional studies, such as the ones mentioned in the literature review tend to 

focus on the psychosocial effects of gentrification on those people who have been displaced by 

the process (Brenner and Theodore, 2005; Davidson, 2009; Elliot-Cooper et al., 2019; Jones 

and Evans, 2013; Lees et al., 2016; Smith, 1986, 1987, 1996, 2002). The literature also 

examines the capital investment flows, finding that Smith’s (2010) Rent Gap Theory still has 

relevance today. However, the present work takes a different approach by exploring the 

psychosocial effects of gentrification on those moving in to the projects. By doing so, the thesis 

reveals an important, and as yet understudied, aspect of gentrification: the people moving in 

are affected in profound ways, with the new urbanscape shaping their relationship to politics, 

the environment and community. Whilst studying those moving out is, of course, an important 

and compassionate task, the increased consumption and purchasing power of those moving in 
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makes their influence on the development of cities important to understand. This potential new 

direction for research agendas exploring the city forms the final contribution of this thesis. 

6.3 Implications of the Findings 

The findings of the study by themselves do not inform a course of action or the possible 

direction of cities if no action is taken. Of course, it is not the place of this thesis to provide a 

‘solution’ or to definitively predict what will happen and so, I offer these implications as 

suggestions of possible pathways and as ways of critiquing and deconstructing similar 

phenomena in the hopes that a better world might result. Some of these implications are less 

academically rigorous as the preceding sections and as such should be read as suggestions, 

educated guesswork and political provocations. 

The thesis raises a number of important issues around the uncritical acceptance of terminology 

and processes which are associated with nature. For example, the use of the term 

‘sustainability’ is used internationally, with very few exceptions, to refer to a situation which 

allows the human species to go on existing as it has done for many centuries before, yet, our 

current ideology and the practices that engender it is inherently unsustainable, at least in the 

western, capitalist world. The term’s emptiness means that it can be used by all sorts of actors 

and agents whilst it can also be understood by an equal number of actors and agents, creating 

the possibility that those who call for sustainability are less united in their goals than they might 

at first think. This is dangerous for the future as, without specific objectives, goals and plans, 

it becomes difficult to assess whether the forms of sustainability which are signified through 

the use of the term actually are agreeable to a wide range of people. I do not wish to suggest 

that consensus is the necessary pre-condition for action here, but it is important to recognise 

whether the practices which are carried out under the name of sustainability are actually 

beneficial to the widest possible section of society. In my teaching activities whilst writing this 

thesis, I have often critiqued the language of crisis and emergency which has led to students 

who are members of the Extinction Rebellion movement telling me that they are uncomfortable 

with the name of the group but agree with their objectives. In many ways, the sustainability 

agenda works in the opposite way, with a name which unifies many people under it but actions 

which can, at times, be counter-productive.  

The implication of this finding is that calls for sustainability must be critically examined to 

understand how they impact social inequality in whatever form. Balancing equality with 

ecological concerns is, as Swyngedouw et al. (2002) note, essential to achieve some form of 

long-lasting and meaningful transition to an ecologically sensitive society. The propensity for 
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capitalism to produce inequality, and indeed the knowledge that inequality is not a by-product 

of how, but a mechanism by which, capitalism functions, should be enough to persuade the 

contemporary subject that the ecological catastrophe facing us cannot be solved with more of 

the thinking which produced it.  

Perhaps crucially, the projects studied in this thesis are all located in the Global North. Taking 

into consideration the argument that we are already living on a planet gripped by an ecological 

Armageddon (Swyngedouw, 2013a), just distributed unevenly in time and space (Williams, 

2011), the implications of a project which creates happy enjoyment of the future in the North, 

surely has profound consequences for the same happy enjoyment in the Global South? By 

creating urban enclaves and immuno-political fantasies, these projects displace the problem of 

climate change on to those least able to shoulder the burden, or at the very least ignores those 

impacts. Whilst work is being conducted on improving the resilience (for want of a better term) 

and adaptability of Southern nations, climate change will make this harder and harder to 

achieve. Importantly, because the universal equivalent commodity of money is a symbol of the 

holder’s entitlement to access Nature(s), this inequality is likely to only increase in the coming 

decades. The wealthy, and by implication those causing climate change through consumptive 

behaviours, are able to buy the protection that ecological gentrification affords. The poorer of 

the planet are only able to modify consumption slightly, whilst being given responsibility to 

‘save the world’ by reducing deforestation in Brazil, or Peru or Madagascar. 

But this implication is, and always has been, part of the immuno-politics of ecological 

gentrification. It could be argued that the spectacle of these sites requires that the consumer 

can witness the apocalypse whilst remaining safe themselves in order to gain value from their 

investment. This is because the value of the project comes precisely from its perceived ability 

to protect and from the status it gives the occupant. If the occupant is not placed above non-

occupants in the level of protection they receive, then what was the point in spending the extra 

money? Framing sustainability and immunisation as a technical process defined by the exact 

amount of CO2 a project saves, or the quantity of rainwater harvesting that takes place enables 

the projects to be easily commodified and commodification leads to the idea that the more 

money is spent, the better the result. Therefore, the spectacularisation of these forms of 

commodity enables the de-politicisation of them by suggesting that they are things to be 

purchased rather than solutions to save the planet. Of course, the fight against de-politicisation 

of the urbanscape, and therefore the mechanisms by which it can become gentrified, is 

important, but more important than that is the fight for the commons. Taking this as a starting 
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point, the argument for re-imagining climate change as a collective issue which requires 

collaboration and cooperation rather than the purchase of ‘better’ or more ‘advanced’ 

technologies emerges. With this recognition also comes some issues, many of which were 

hinted at in previous chapters, but the most important being: which nature are we trying save? 

Recognising that sustainability is based upon multiple natures, giving rise to multiple versions 

of sustainability, and that community often requires that we disavow elements of our own 

understanding of nature gives us a potential way to rectify the mess we find ourselves in. If the 

city is a particular moment in the urbanisation of nature, then Lefebvre’s (2003) concept of the 

‘right to the city’ is also a ‘right to nature’ – a call to constantly take ownership of the concepts 

of nature, remaking and reshaping them to resist enclosure of the commons – a call Rancière 

would no doubt be happy to join as well. A new paradigm of messy and irreplaceable forms of 

organic nature (Neyrat, 2019) requires, no doubt, that we protect and secure the nature which 

is already out there, but that we recognise the difficulty in doing so appropriately. 

There would be something amiss with this chapter if it did not also take a moment to offer a 

word on the shipping container, so present in most of the fieldsites visited. Alongside the 

seemingly ubiquitous use of ‘sustainability’ as an empty signifier in order to signal 

immunisation from the apocalypse, the shipping container is, apparently, the companion to 

sustainability. Reclaiming these symbols of global capital in order to repurpose them into 

creative industries, housing the homeless, or providing modular construction designs thus 

reducing the amount of resources needed to build in an area seems like a fantastic idea, and 

one which has been taken up in all but two of the sites studied in this thesis. But, if the shipping 

container is used for sustainable developments, it is also used much more for its antithesis. 

Given its ability to go anywhere, carry anything and eliminate the need for storage warehouses 

or skilled dock workers, the anonymity and ubiquity of the container gives it its emptiness as 

a signifier. They are seen in docks, on roads, in housing developments, beside railways, stacked 

in colourful formations at Camden Market, in exciting fight scenes in movies and on television, 

at music and art festivals and therefore become nothing of note, and therefore unworthy of 

noticing. Like the anecdote told by Žižek (2007) about his leftist journalist friend being asked 

to remove the word ‘capitalism’ from his article in favour of the phrase ‘the economy’, the 

shipping container, like capitalism, creeps into the collective consciousness, bereft of any 

significance to the global system. “The container is thus a vital component within the 

‘assemblage’ of economies based upon cheap unskilled labour, low energy costs, limited 

pollution standards and increasing ‘free trade’. This sociomaterial system has remade global 
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production, especially since China became the new ‘workshop of the world’” (Urry, 2016, p. 

105). Perhaps our attachment to them comes from their mystical status as conveyors of capital 

from lands far away? In their ubiquity, they take on the role of phantasmagoric spectacle, 

obscuring the relations which they make possible.  

6.3.1 Possible Further Research 

A number of questions arose from this research, many of which have been left open throughout 

the thesis. However, there are two main questions which I believe would form the basis of 

interesting and important future research. The first question concerns the role of cultural 

differences in the application of a semiotic and psychoanalytic methodology. I mentioned in 

the methodology chapter that difficulty was had in interpreting the HafenCity fieldsite 

effectively. Given that both semiotics and psychoanalysis require that the researcher relates 

what they observe to their own knowledge and Symbolic orders, these methodologies are 

highly contingent on having sufficient cultural overlap with the fieldsites to be able to interpret 

them in meaningful ways. The outsider perspective can be useful for sure, but the relatively 

small differences in culture between my own background and that of the city of Hamburg 

created difficulties in interpretation. Given more time, this would have been an interesting and 

valuable discussion to include in this thesis, and so I offer it here as a suggestion for future 

research agendas. 

Secondly, and perhaps more pressingly, there is a growing recognition in academic circles and 

in the public that gentrification is taking a new tack, via ecology, into the urban fabric. The 

continuing enclosure of new forms of development, many of which have been developed and 

devised with the genuine intention of bettering the way in which humans live in cities and 

impact the wider planetary ecosystems, has led to a situation where even the (to borrow a 

phraseology from Hollywood) ‘good’ guys might be the ‘bad’ guys. Using ecology in the ways 

that I have described, and preying on collective anxieties, in order to raise the price of housing 

units in economically poor areas is, simply put, violent. The dispossession of peoples and the 

displacement and fragmentation of their communities to make way for new developments 

which enrol trauma and apocalypse in order to make profit is something which we should not 

stand for as a human species and is something which must be understood in the most critical 

ways possible to provide avenues of resistance. 

One of the main conclusions of this research is that immuno-political fantasies provide an 

intoxicating sense of security, safety and stability, allowing those who might otherwise seek 

out more effective ways of reducing their impact on the environment to absolve themselves of 
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this responsibility. Yet, this area of political acting is understudied in the contexts which I have 

used it. I argue, therefore, that immuno-politics should be the subject of possible future 

research, to enable an exploration of this potent new method of subverting political dissensus 

and action in favour of consensus over capitalism. I also argue that immuno-politics will 

become more prevalent, especially as collective action on climate change is potentially diverted 

into projects which employ it, making the ecological catastrophe worse as fewer people are 

engaged in effective methods of mitigating it. It is essential, therefore, that stock be taken of 

the state of the planet, including the people that inhabit it, and attempts to individualise action 

and enclose commons be resisted at every possible opportunity to avoid post-politicisation of 

our responses to the apocalypse. 

6.4 A Final Word on Apocalyptic Discourses 

Throughout this thesis I have talked about apocalyptic discourses as the driving force of a range 

of socio-economic ills. At this stage, I feel it is important to note that I do not see apocalyptic 

discourses as bad, per se, just that their enrolment in the justification of capitalist developments 

is concerning. We are living in apocalyptic times, to be sure. Australia is on fire as I write this 

sentence, the permafrost is melting, CO2 concentrations in the atmosphere long exceeded 

400ppm, cities experience choking fogs, the desert is rapidly advancing into arable land and 

the seas and oceans of the world are becoming inhospitable to so many of the species they have 

supported for millennia. The scientific community, and the reporters of their research, are 

absolutely justified in their use of urgent, catastrophic and pessimistic language when 

discussing the state of the planet. 

What I hope has come across in the arguments I have presented, however, is that the link 

between this reality and the solutions which are presented is what must be critically evaluated 

at every turn. If the art of the possible is understood to be the ruling principle, and therefore 

the post-politicisation of climate change to be rampant, then it is the ‘impossible’ solutions 

which must be thought of to challenge the system in any fundamental way. The destruction of 

the planet, or at least it’s human-supporting eco-systems, is something which should be 

emotive and inspire passionate responses. Importantly, these responses must not be based on 

searching for the next piece of technology to get us out of the mess created by the elites, but 

on searching for the elimination of an elite class, reconfiguring society to remove the gross 

over-consumption of a select few which endangers the planet for every person. Whilst I am not 

suggesting that Elephant & Castle’s residents are as much to blame for climate change as 

corporations such as Shell, BP, Texaco Oil or Gazprom, it is important not to fall into the trap 
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of arguing that their level of inequality is any better than that between the poorest and richest 

of the planet. Through the capital mediation of human relationships with nature, inequality is 

built into the system, guaranteeing access to nature for some and a struggle to survive for 

others. Capital shapes what is imagined to be possible, what can be perceived and put into 

action. The apocalypse should, in the ancient Greek sense of the word, be a revelation, an 

opening up of new possibilities, new ways of relating, and new solutions. The solution which 

presents itself as the only one should be viewed with suspicion and the disdain it deserves. As 

activists often mention, the ‘impossibility’ of the solutions which achieve equality is what 

makes them so tantalising. In an era of the ‘art of the possible,’ we can and should be realistic 

by demanding the impossible. 
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