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Abstract 

 The concept of planetary urbanization has emerged in recent years amongst neo-

Lefebvrian urban scholars who see urbanization as a process taking place at all spatial scales. 

This paper analyzes recent critiques of the urban political ecology (UPE) literature which argue 

that much of the work in the field has been guilty of focusing exclusively on the traditional 

bounded city unit, rather than urbanization as a process. In response, the paper reviews various 

strands of the UPE literature which have (always) moved beyond ‘the city’ to consider the vari-

ous metabolisms and circulations of humans and non-humans connecting cities with places out-

side of their borders at a variety of scales. Furthermore, it suggests how these approaches can 

productively work with the insights of the planetary urbanization literature, in considering both 

the changing nature of urbanization, and also the socio-ecological and political implications of 

these changes. Finally, the paper suggests how the methodological approach of the ‘site multiple’ 

and its focus on everyday practices and lived experiences can be useful for researching diverse 

urban phenomena and their more-than-urban connections. 
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 Introduction 

 

 In a recent article ‘Urbanizing Urban Political Ecology: A Critique of Methodological 

Cityism’, authors Hillary Angelo and David Wachsmuth tell the story of urban political ecology 

(hereafter, UPE) in the context of planetary urbanization (Angelo and Wachsmuth, 2015). The 

concept of planetary urbanization has emerged in recent years amongst neo-Lefebvrian urban 

scholars who see urbanization as a process taking place at all spatial scales. Gone are the days 

when cities were surrounded by walls to clearly demarcate the urban from the rural (see Keil and 

Graham, 1998). With processes such as ‘ruralization’ (Mitchell, 2008), and ‘post-

suburbanization’ (Keil and MacDonald, 2016), we are now confronted with the difficult task of 

making sense of the vast networks that are constitutive of cities and urbanization. Scholars such 

as Neil Brenner and David Wachsmuth have thus been highly critical of ‘methodologically terri-

torialist’ approaches, which, in their view, treat the urban as a distinct, bounded settlement type 

that is separate from non-urban zones located elsewhere (see Brenner, 2014; Brenner and 

Schmid, 2014; Wachsmuth, 2014). These interventions have been highly provocative, and have 

already inspired others to take up their call in different forms (Arboleda, 2016b; Rice and Tyner, 

2017; Saguin, 2017).
1
 

 This paper intends to spark some reflection on the claims made by Brenner, Angelo and 

Wachsmuth and others. While sympathetic to their call for more engagement with urbanization 

as a process by focusing on empirical sites outside of conventional city limits, I find that their 

critique misses out on a productive opportunity to engage with some rich strands of research 

within the UPE literature. I further contend that the hitherto lack of critical response to their 

provocation risks foregoing a potentially lively debate between scholars of planetary urbaniza-

tion and urban political ecology. The paper thus reviews the arguments put forth by Angelo and 

Wachsmuth, while also critically examining claims made by other urban political ecologists who 

have adopted the critiques of planetary urbanization and methodological cityism in recent work.  

 However, rather than adopting the analytical approach of critique utilized by Angelo and 

Wachsmuth and other critical scholars, this paper seeks to respond by way of composition. As 

Bruno Latour (2004) has argued, such forms of critique have ‘run out of steam’. Rather than run-

                                                 
1
 Wachsmuth (2014) and Angelo (2016) have also developed similar critiques elsewhere, which echo 

their joint critique (Angelo and Wachsmuth, 2015). 
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ning the risk of constructing another straw-man critique, or arguing that one theory is somehow 

better or ‘more realistic’ than another, I adopt a mode of composition which remains open to the 

insights of planetary urbanization scholars (see Latour, 2010; Lepawsky et al., 2015). But in or-

der to begin the composition, it is first necessary to ‘decompose’ the arguments against urban 

political ecology, before being able to ‘recompose’ and reassemble a political ecological ap-

proach to studying urbanization as process (see Latour, 2010). In the next section, I thus decon-

struct the criticisms of UPE, and show how its flagship concept of urban metabolism actually 

enabled urban political ecologists to problematize and question the binaries (between, e.g. ur-

ban/rural; society/nature) that had for so long plagued urban studies and previous forms of eco-

logical thinking. Furthermore, I show how this lens has enabled the sub-field to highlight (and 

explore alternatives to) the deeply uneven power relations at work through the urbanisation of 

nature as spatial process (see Heynen 2014). 

 Subsequently, I suggest the usefulness of the methodological approach of the ‘site multi-

ple’ advocated by Lepawsky and colleagues (2015), in addition to related methodological sensi-

bilities and tools that can be used for researching diverse urban phenomena and their multi-scalar 

connections. The site multiple is influenced by poststructural thinking, which advocates a focus 

on the everyday practices and experiences that are constitutive of cities and their more-than-

urban geographies. This insight is based on the recognition that sites are enacted through practic-

es, which are not spatially bound, or how, paraphrasing Tsing (2005: 1): urban connections are 

everywhere. This means that, as Latour (2005: 27) put it, our research must start, ‘in the middle 

of things’. While not developed from a UPE lens, these are suggested as a form of ‘methodologi-

cally adventurous’ approaches that Angelo and Wachsmuth (2015: 25) have argued are necessary 

to understand the metabolic processes and socio-environmental implications bound up with ex-

tended forms of urbanisation. As I demonstrate, such approaches are helpful for defining the ac-

tors, sites and processes which are constitutive of contemporary urbanization, rather than assum-

ing a priori how the urban is composed. 

 Finally, in the fourth section, I point to several empirical and conceptual strands of work 

within the UPE literature which has sought to highlight the changing nature of cities and their 

more-than-urban geographies. The cases chosen illustrate the creative ways in which urban polit-

ical ecologists are furthering UPE’s conceptual legacy to show not only how cities are produced 

through socio-natural metabolic flows originating ‘elsewhere’; but also that cities and their spe-
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cific sociopolitical contexts and spatial configurations have strong implications for how these 

various non-human natures are urbanized. These bodies of work are by no means the only ways 

that urban political ecologists have extended their lens beyond the city as a unit of analysis, but 

are rather indicative of emergent approaches and engagements. The goal for this paper is thus to 

suggest different ways of researching urbanization that can work together in determining what 

constitutes the urban and what sites are enrolled in the process of urbanization. The paper con-

cludes that one way of doing so is to take a methodological focus on the everyday practices and 

experiences of actors that are constitutive of cities and their more-than-urban geographies (see 

also, Lawhon et al., 2014; McFarlane and Silver, 2017). 

 

 Methodological cityism in UPE?  

 In their paper, Angelo and Wachsmuth (2015) excavate the initial premises and goals of 

the UPE literature, and how they perceive it to have derailed from this early trajectory. Subse-

quently, they develop a Lefebvrian-inspired critique of UPE and its alleged ‘methodological city-

ism’ and propose some ways in which the sub-discipline could: ‘reorient itself to being a politi-

cal ecology of urbanization rather than a political ecology of cities’ (Angelo and Wachsumth, 

2015: 17).
2
 Following a brief review of the early UPE literature, Angelo and Wachsmuth surmise 

that the sub-field has taken up two primary goals since its inception. First, to theorize urbaniza-

tion as a process that involves the transformation of society and nature into two inseparable 

wholes, and; second, to bring political ecological approaches into the mainstream of critical ur-

ban studies. One of Angelo and Wachsmuth’s chief disappointments with the UPE literature is 

the abandonment of its ‘Lefebvrian roots’, which has, in their opinion, resulted in the sub-field’s 

inability to fully theorize urbanization as process. As they write: ‘there was another goal in early 

UPE programmatic statements that has largely fallen by the wayside: to mobilise a Lefebvrian 

theoretical framework to trouble traditional distinctions between urban/rural and society/nature 

by exploring urbanization as a global process’ (Angelo and Wachsmuth, 2015: 16). 

 However, it is surprising that Angelo and Wachsmuth ignore the crucial issue of class 

struggle in shaping processes of urbanization. Lefebvre’s understanding of urbanisation - and the 

                                                 
2
 Angelo and Wachsmuth, as well as other proponents of planetary urbanization thinking draw Largely on 

Lefebvre's The Urban Revolution (2003), where Lefebvre discusses the explosion of urban society be-

yond the traditional confines of the city.  
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significance of his legacy - was not only about the ‘explosion’ of urban societies, but also that it 

is a highly uneven and socially unjust process which reinforces class divides and power relations 

(Derickson, 2015; Lefebvre, 2003; Harvey 2008; Scott and Storper, 2015).
3
 Much of Lefebvrian 

UPE and related urban research does do precisely this, as Arboleda (2016b) has recently shown 

in his analysis of the commodity boom and extractive industries in Latin America (see also 

Newman, 2015). Moreover, as Alex Loftus (2012) has pointed out, much of Lefebvre’s writing 

actually saw the urban as the antithesis of nature which has led many UPE scholars to draw upon 

Marxian political economy which understands nature as integral to the processes feeding urbani-

zation (see Keil, 2003; Heynen, 2014). Furthermore, UPE does not have any fixed theoretical or 

methodological tenets, which means that the sub-discipline has always been a rapprochement 

between ecological thinking, political economy, urban studies, and critical social and cultural 

theory (see Swyngedouw, 1996; Braun, 2005; Heynen, 2014). This is a vital characteristic of the 

UPE literature, which gives it much of its vibrancy and analytical strength.  

 For instance, Erik Swyngedouw’s (1996) paper ‘The city as hybrid: on nature, society, 

and cyborg urbanization’ utilizes an eco-Marxian approach to political ecology and more specifi-

cally, the ‘production of nature’ thesis (Smith, 1984), to posit that the city and urbanization in 

general are products of metabolic processes of what he termed ‘socionatural’ transformations. In 

particular, the paper introduced the concept of socio-natural metabolism, which has provided 

much of the analytical strength of the UPE literature and has substantially transformed thinking 

on the nature of urbanization and cities. The notion of metabolism is key to UPE’s definition of 

the city, which is conceptualized as ‘a sub-system located within a larger socio-spatial system’, 

for example an urban region, which are linked through various socio-natural metabolisms (Keil 

and Macdonald, 2016: 1518). This is an inherently relational understanding of the city, which 

contrasts to the fixed view of the city that is imagined in the critiques of methodological cityism. 

As Lockhart (2015) reminds us, this understanding of cities originates in Marx and Engels’ ini-

tial conceptualisation of the dialectic between town and country and by extension, the nature-

society dialectic. Yet, Swyngedouw’s work has been equally influenced by poststructural meta-

phors and heuristic devices such as Haraway’s ‘cyborgs’ (Haraway, 1991) and Latour’s ‘quasi-

                                                 
3
 This is also powerfully demonstrated in Mike Davis’ work on Los Angeles (Davis, 1998) and Las Vegas 

(Davis, 2002) which has been highly influential in urban political ecology. Thanks to an anonymous re-

viewer for highlighting this point.  
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objects’ (Latour, 1993) - terms that are now very commonplace in the literature on urban politi-

cal ecology, and in the social-sciences more broadly.  

 More to the crux of their argument, Angelo and Wachsmuth assert that UPE has not de-

veloped a specific research program for tracing forms and processes of urbanization beyond the 

realm of the city. As they put it: ‘the bulk of empirical research in urban political ecology has 

been tethered exclusively to the city, in both its site selection and analytical framework’ (Angelo 

and Wachsmuth, 2015: 5). They find this to be a surprising contradiction, given that the limited 

attention to the expansive socio-natural character of urbanization in both political ecology and 

urban research was one of the initial motivations for UPE in the first place. Angelo and 

Wachsmuth suggest that one potential reason for this shortcoming may be that while UPE schol-

ars widely recognize the global production of uneven urban environments, they have primarily 

focused on singular, bounded (urban) case studies in supporting this observation. To support this 

claim, they point out that the edited volume, In the Nature of Cities (Heynen et al., 2006) only 

includes one case study which focuses on the political ecology of urbanization as process, ex-

tending beyond the realm of individual cities. They additionally cite Erik Swyngedouw’s previ-

ously mentioned paper ‘The city as hybrid’ as an example, due to his interchangeable use of the 

terms ‘the city’ and ‘urbanization’ (Swyngedouw, 1996).
4
  

 Yet, the work of Swyngedouw and other urban political ecologists actually tends to focus 

on elements of nature which permeate cities - both by design and unintentionally. In this way, 

such UPE research - while perhaps focused on a particular urban site - demonstrates that the so-

cio-natural flows and interactions taking place within the city are not only bounded within that 

local site. For example, Swyngedouw’s classic (1996: 66-67) observation that if he were to take 

some of the water flowing in the city, and capture it in a cup, he would: ‘pass with continuity 

from the local to the global, from the human to the nonhuman’. To demonstrate this, he uses the 

case of Los Angeles, which indicates how the socio-ecological transformation of desert land-

scapes and the subsequent manufacture of ‘silicon’ landscapes is paralleled by the simultaneous 

                                                 
4
 This is one illustration of the way that Swyngedouw’s work has been caricatured by Angelo and 

Wachsmuth in their critique of previous writing in UPE. While Swyngedouw does use the terms ‘the city’ 

and ‘the urban’ interchangeably, this is not to say that there is no difference between the two. Indeed, it is 

clear that his analysis is intended to apply to both the political ecology of the city and urbanization.  
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remaking of the surrounding watersheds and development of new engineering projects (see also, 

Davis, 1998; 2002; Ross, 2011; Gandy, 2014).  

 As such, Loftus and March (2016: 59) point out that urban political ecology has actually 

‘never been constrained by the urban form but has, rather, developed an approach that always 

moves beyond the local to understand the broader ensemble of socio-ecological relations out of 

which specific urban forms are produced’. Similarly, Darling (2005) has pointed to UPE as a no-

table exception in urban studies which challenges traditional divisions between the urban and 

rural. This simultaneous transformation of the urban and rural through urbanization is also pow-

erfully illustrated in Swyngedouw’s most recent monograph, Liquid Power, which traces the his-

tory of water engineering projects in Spain since the turn of the 20th century (Swyngedouw, 

2015). Using a UPE lens, the book convincingly demonstrates how local, regional and national 

socio-natures are combined with engineering narratives, land speculation and global water and 

money flows. In this example, the urbanization of water is deeply implicated in the political 

ecology of the local and national state, as well as regional and global hydrological cycles.  

 Similarly, Maria Kaika’s (2005) book, City of Flows, seamlessly teases out the material 

and infrastructural connections forming the 'socio-spatial continuum' between city and country-

side in (and outside of) Athens and London. Nonetheless, Angelo and Wachsmuth critique Kai-

ka’s book as a prime example of the ‘methodological cityism’ which they find to be ‘rampant’ in 

UPE (Angelo and Wachsmuth, 2015: 20). Though Kaika certainly does ask how cities like Lon-

don and Athens are premised upon the metabolization of nature, she also looks at spaces well 

outside these cities to convey how 'nature' and 'the city' are hybrid entities that mutually trans-

form one another. Moreover, the point of Kaika's work, is not to merely show how Athens (or 

London, or New York) are socionatural, as Angelo and Wachsmuth (2015) assert, but rather to 

demonstrate the choreography of materials, actors and places that are enrolled through the pro-

cess of urbanization.   

 The dialectical relationship between city and countryside is thus central to urban political 

ecologists’ conceptualization of cities. One of the foundational texts in this regard is Bill Cro-

non’s (1991) book, Nature’s Metropolis, which argues that urban and rural landscapes...are not 

two places but one. They created each other, they transformed each other’s environments and 

economies, and they now depend on each other for survival” (Cronon, 1991: 384). In this way, 

Swyngedouw (1997: 329) writes that ‘the city is a giant social process of perpetual transfor-
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mation of nature’. While Cronon's work is not urban political ecology per se, it has had consid-

erable influence over the subsequent body of work to emerge within the UPE literature, as Ange-

lo and Wachsmuth rightly point out.  

 Yet, while Angelo and Wachsmuth (and others) argue for a reconceptualisation of the 

urban in UPE as a global or ‘planetary’ process, it is clear that they do not refer to literally the 

whole world. Rather, there are particular sites that become useful for the process of urbanization 

due to particular (political, geographic or environmental) characteristics. What makes these sites 

in particular important for understanding urbanization then, would be worth explicating, and per-

haps differentiating from their urban (city) counterparts. In other words, what characterizes these 

peripheral regions, both in a phenomenological and an ontological sense?  

 Furthermore, I would argue that urbanization per se is (and should not be) the sole focus 

of UPE. As convincingly demonstrated by Heynen, Kaika and Swyngedouw (2006) in their flag-

ship book, In the Nature of Cities, the objects of analysis range from mundane topics such as 

food (Heynen, 2006) to lawns (Robbins, 2007), gardens (Parés et al., 2013) and these objects’ 

metabolic and circular flows which are shown to produce different effects. In addition, the roles 

of various non-human actors that appear in the book’s case studies illustrate UPE’s success in 

presenting cities as dynamic socio-ecological sites (see Braun, 2005; Gandy, 2014). Indeed, as 

Scott and Storper (2015: 4) have rightly argued: ‘any attempt to build a general concept of the 

city is further vitiated by the fact that cities also typically contain an enormous diversity of em-

pirical phenomena’. This theoretical and empirical vibrancy within UPE accounts for the vibran-

cy and richness of the field, which would be a shame to lose sight of. Unfortunately, as with 

many critiques, Angelo and Wachsmuth and others focus on the perceived shortcomings of the 

UPE literature, while downplaying many of these considerable assets. 

 

 In search of ‘the city’ 

 Despite his criticisms of the UPE literature, Wachsmuth’s recent (2014) exegesis of the 

the city as a ‘concept of practice’ proposes an interesting third way for bridging the perceived 

impasse highlighted by planetary urbanisation scholars. On one hand, he recognizes the futility 

of the city concept for characterising emergent patterns of urbanization, whilst on the other hand 

emphasising the ongoing utility of the city concept to urban theory and everyday experience 

(Wachsmuth, 2014). For instance, Wachsmuth suggests treating the city as a ‘concept of prac-
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tice’, or as a representation of people’s quotidian experience of and relationship to cities and pro-

cesses of urbanization (see also, Loftus, 2012). Similarly, Lawhon and colleagues (2014: 507) 

have advocated the approach of ‘situated UPE’, which seeks to (re)theorize cities ‘from the bot-

tom up’, through the everyday practices of urban actors. These insights accord with Bunnell and 

Maringanti’s critique of ‘metrocentricity’ (2010), in acknowledging that, while critical urban 

theorists have recognized emergent differences in the process of urbanization, these patterns 

have not necessarily impacted the way that people think of cities in their everyday conscious-

ness, nor their personal experience of the urban environment.
5
  

 These studies suggest that maintaining a focus on the city as an identifiable and specific 

space of social and economic relations is important in comprehending the changing nature of ur-

banization as understood by city dwellers themselves. Such forms of analysis could also be ex-

trapolated to non-cities such as Huasco (see Arboleda, 2016b), or exurban fringes (Walker and 

Fortmann, 2003; Cadieux, 2008, Taylor and Hurley, 2016) to identify how these spaces are being 

impacted by urbanization, as understood by local inhabitants. Importantly, as Lawhon et al. 

(2014) attest, ‘everyday urbanisms' are thus also important to understand how urbanisation pro-

cesses in the global South may be different to those in the global North, where much urban theo-

ry originates (see also, Derickson, 2015; McFarlane and Silver, 2017). This is also an aspect of 

the planetary urbanization literature that has recently attracted critique from various urban theo-

rists who have argued that its focus on universalism omits the importance of different forms and 

routes of knowledge production (Derickson, 2015; McLean, 2017).  

 In this way, urban scholars have started to describe cities as places (or things) ‘in the 

making’ (Simone 2010: 3), rather than determinate, bounded units. For instance, Lepawsky and 

colleagues (2015: 187) have developed a methodological sensibility which they call ‘the site 

multiple’ to investigate the more-than-urban geographies that works with (rather than against) 

the critiques of the planetary urbanization literature. The concept of the site multiple originates 

from Annemarie Mol’s (2002) concept of the body multiple. Much like Mol’s use of the term, 

the site multiple refers to a site (e.g. ‘the city’) that is enacted through practices. In my view, this 

concept has considerable implications for where we conduct our research as urban scholars. Ra-

                                                 
5
 Metrocentricity is Bunnell and Maringanti’s (2010) term to describe the tendency to focus on global 

cities in urban and regional research, and the conceptualisation of cities existing a priori to actually con-

ducting the research.  
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ther than being a single, discernible entity, the site multiple helps us to understand how the urban 

is actually distributed, patchy, and not necessarily one coherent space. The site multiple thus pos-

its that we as researchers should only determine in advance the empirical phenomena that we are 

interested in studying, while letting the various actors, objects and practices that constitute that 

phenomena to dictate where our research might lead us. This may ultimately lead us to sites that 

may not be considered ‘urban’ in a traditional sense, but equally cannot be fully determined in 

advance of doing the research.  

 The concept of the site multiple echoes Lepawsky and Mather’s (2011) call for research 

which focuses on ‘actions’ (rather than just ‘things’) as a way of exploring the ‘boundaries and 

edges’ of the empirical phenomena being studied - in this case, the city. As they argue, ‘when 

searching for boundaries and edges we can follow actions, but in advance of analysis we need to 

remain “as undecided as possible on which elements will be tied together”’ (Lepawsky and 

Mather, 2011: 243, citing Latour, 1987: 175). The methodological and conceptual focus on 

boundaries and edges is thus helpful in understanding how the travels of various materials com-

posing the urban constitute processes of circulation and metabolism, and their urban political 

ecologies. As Lepawsky and colleagues (2015: 187) put it, the methodological sensibilities of the 

site multiple and boundaries and edges allow us to: ‘keep open the very question of what com-

poses cityness'. Cityness refers to Simone’s (2010) term, which recognizes that cities may be 

made up of something other or more than the urban. For example, Whatmore (1999: 33) has ar-

gued for tracing the ‘routine interweavings’ operating in and through cities, which link the vari-

ous people, nonhumans, resources and infrastructures comprising urban spaces with other ‘non-

urban’ sites. This includes our own presence and interaction in the field, which Bunnell and 

Maringanti (2010: 419) have argued is central for moving beyond metrocentricity in urban stud-

ies. 

 As Lepawsky and colleagues (2015) point out, while the site multiple is different from 

multi-sited, the two are certainly interrelated. On one hand, multi-sited implies a methodological 

approach to tracing one phenomena through different related sites, while the site multiple, recog-

nizes that phenomena (and the places in which they exist) are enacted through practices, which 

are diffuse and scattered (often unevenly) across space. In tracing the particular spatial forms 

brought about by planetary or extended urbanization, it is thus important to understand the dif-

ferent actors and sites that are involved in shaping them. Moreover, as political ecologists such 
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as Freidberg (2001; 2004) have demonstrated, it is important to conduct analysis in several geo-

graphical sites in order to link place-specific conflicts and struggles to regional, national and 

global political-economic processes (see also Robbins, 2007). This will also help to further break 

down the divide that has been identified between studies in the global North and South by post-

colonial scholars such as Ananya Roy, which is something that UPE has been making great 

strides in (e.g. Ranganathan and Balazs, 2015; McFarlane et al., 2016; Cornea et al., 2017). 

 Furthermore, as noted above, we also need to move beyond studies of urban infrastruc-

ture and spatial forms to understand the everyday experiences of cities (and conversely, ‘non-

cities’), and how these vary from place to place (Lawhon et al, 2014). The site multiple can thus 

be useful in determining where to start in empirical studies of urbanization, in that it allows re-

search participants to identify which areas are most significant for investigating the questions we 

are asking, and by introducing us to other relevant stakeholders within their networks (see also, 

Cook, 2006; Crang & Cook, 2007). It also helps to trace the contingent relations at various scales 

that are constitutive of urban sites and their myriad global connections, and avoid a 'onesize-fits-

all' narrative of how the urban is composed and how to study it (Tsing, 2005). In other words, 

 viewing sites as multiple might enable us to go beyond global/local, urban/rural dichoto-

mies to chart an alternative way of understanding the empirical and conceptual connections be-

tween various sites (see Robinson, 2016).  

 

 Urban political ecology and the nature of urbanization 

 In their paper, Angelo and Wachsmuth (2015) point to several bodies of critical urban 

studies which they argue have done a better job of investigating urbanization processes that ex-

ceed the confines of the traditional city. Among these are ‘worlding cities’ (Roy and Ong, 2011) 

and ‘assemblage urbanism’ (Farias and Bender, 2010; Brenner et al., 2011; McFarlane, 2011), 

which seek to ‘chart urban processes that incorporate nature and extend beyond the boundaries of 

the traditional city’ (Angelo and Wachsmuth, 2015: 24). However, apart from a few brief exam-

ples in the conclusion, they overlook the components of the urban political ecology literature 

which have actually gone beyond the city to consider their transnational connections and integra-
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tion within their broader regions and hinterlands.
6
 In this penultimate section, I thus provide an 

overview of several of these strands which have (explicitly or not) sought to grapple with the ex-

pansive nature of contemporary urbanization and its socio-ecological effects. They are included 

here to demonstrate that, rather than solely focusing on ‘nature in the city’, UPE is actually a 

much broader form of analysis which can highlight the various metabolisms and circulations of 

humans and non-humans connecting cities with places outside their borders at a variety of scales 

(Swyngedouw, 2006; Loftus, 2006; Keil and Macdonald, 2016). I also indicate how these ap-

proaches have made use of the methodological focus on practices put forth in the previous sec-

tion, and where these can be further developed.   

 As indicated above, the concept of urban metabolism has been a central conceptual de-

vice in urban political ecology, which has been continually expanded by urban political ecol-

ogists to analyze emergent socio-spatial formations and their political-ecological effects (Keil 

and Boudreau, 2006; Swyngedouw, 2006). Much of this work has also continued to problematize 

boundaries and divides between the urban and rural, while explicating the implications for local 

actors - especially those marginalized or otherwise negatively affected - through such transfor-

mations (Gandy, 2004; Loftus, 2006). Attention to rural-urban and socio-natural metabolisms are 

thus of critical importance to understanding the spatial dynamics, as well as the socio-ecological 

implications of planetary urbanization.  

 In this regard, Gustafson and colleagues (2014: 665) have developed the approach of 

‘megapolitan political ecology’ to work ‘across the nature-society and urban-rural matrix to ac-

count for the flows of people, objects, resources, and knowledge that constitute regional urbani-

zation’. The authors use the term ‘megapolitan region’ to capture the connections between multi-

ple cities (of various sizes) and their hinterlands which allows us to move beyond static defini-

tions of the city. Gustafson and colleagues additionally argue for the need to transform research 

questions to consider the connections between what they call ‘regional urbanization' and the pro-

cesses of environmental change bound up with it. They use this regional lens to build on Cro-

non’s earlier (1991) insights into the urban-hinterland relationships and the related metabolic 

functions of the city which, as noted above, are foundational to the UPE literature. For instance, 

                                                 
6
 Moreover, the examples chosen do not actually track urbanisation out of the city, but can rather be seen 

as cases of ‘nature in the city’, which Angelo and Wachsmuth are so critical of.  
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drawing on the work of Karl Marx (1976) and Neil Smith (2006), Gustafson and colleagues 

(2014: 667) argue that the importance of the concept of metabolism is that it illustrates how ‘new 

socio-spatial formations, collaborative enmeshing of nature and society and uneven social rela-

tions come into being’. As such, the approach engages with key insights of the planetary urbani-

zation literature, while also maintaining a dialectical urban political ecology framework.  

 As Gustafson and colleagues note, megapolitan political ecology echoes work in the ex-

urban political ecology literature, which considers the transformation of historically rural places 

through processes of ex-urbanization and urban-rural or ‘amenity’ migration (see Walker and 

Fortmann, 2003; Cadieux, 2008; Hiner, 2014; Hurley et al. 2017). While not explicitly utilising 

the concept of metabolism, the exurban political ecology literature does enable an understanding 

of rural-urban metabolisms through an examination of the practices and underlying conditions 

that affect the nature of urban metabolisms and their effects. In this way, the exurban political 

ecology literature makes use of the methodological focus on practices advocated through writing 

on everyday urbanisms (discussed in the next section) by highlighting enduring rural practices in 

urbanizing areas and the import of urban practices into historically rural places. The literature 

additionally utilizes the concept of landscape to interrogate urban, suburban and rural morpholo-

gies while avoiding the rural-urban dichotomy (see Hiner, 2016).  

 Similarly, Keil and Macdonald (2016) have recently put the UPE literature in conversa-

tion with the literature on suburbanization and post-suburbanization in grappling with the regula-

tion of urban expansion, agglomeration, and ‘metropolisation’ (Parés et al., 2013; Meijers et al., 

2014). They argue that the UPE lens is useful for examining the ‘metabolic and discursive con-

stellations’ engendered by suburbanization across different spatial scales, and how this in turn 

enables conceptualisation of the city as a sub-system located within a broader urban region. In 

particular, they use the case of urban greenbelts to illustrate how nature, in the form of the urban 

environment, has become a key component of urban policy tools which are used to control the 

form and extent of urban-regional development. Yet, as a form of ‘produced nature’, Keil and 

Macdonald argue that greenbelts actually serve to obscure the divide between rural and urban, 

even as they are an attempt to demarcate a ‘natural’ boundary of the city. Much like the afore-

mentioned approaches of ‘megapolitan’ and ‘exurban’ political ecology, Keil and Macdonald 

(2016) demonstrate how work in urban political ecology is much more than a study of ‘nature in 
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the city’ through their examination of the various forms of negotiation and socio-ecological me-

tabolisms that take place on the urban fringe.   

 Engagements with landscape political ecology (LPE) additionally provide a productive 

lens for conceptualizing extensive forms of urbanization through the focus on landscape as a hy-

brid urban/rural or cultural/natural entity (see Walker and Fortmann, 2003; Neumann, 2011; 

Connolly, 2017). In such a way, political ecologists have drawn attention to the ideologies and 

discursive strategies bound up with the transformation of urban space, seen, for example, in Paul 

Robbins’ and others’ work on the suburban ‘lawnscape' (see Robbins, 2007; Robbins and Sharp, 

2003). This is an approach that I developed previously to analyse the recent transformation of 

urban environments through the highly controversial phenomenon of ‘swiftlet farming’ in Ma-

laysia, which involves the utilisation of existing commercial or residential buildings in cities to 

harvest the edible nests of swiftlets (see Connolly, 2016; 2017). This practice encourages swift-

lets to nest in urban structures rather than caves (their ‘natural’ habitat), which has had signifi-

cant impacts on public health, well-being and urban heritage, as well as ecological implications. 

Such cases speak further to the agency attributed to the non-human in UPE analyses, which illus-

trate the crucial role of animals in altering urban form, aesthetics and everyday life, in often un-

anticipated ways (see, e.g. Braun, 2005; Yeo and Neo, 2010; Instone and Sweeney, 2014).  

 In a similar vein, recent work in UPE on the expansion of urban agriculture (UA) seems 

to be a productive way of considering how UA projects ‘are reshaping urban landscapes, and ex-

perimenting with alternatives to the capitalist organisation of urban life’ (Tornaghi, 2014: 551). 

Like the exurban political ecology literature and the swiftlet farming case mentioned above, UPE 

work on urban agriculture further reinforces how the import of traditionally rural (or agricultural) 

practices fundamentally changes the nature and everyday experience of urban (and agricultural) 

landscapes (see, e.g. Freidberg, 2001). As Tornaghi (2014) has pointed out, for example, the case 

of UA poses difficult questions related to how urban planners and policy makers will make space 

for agriculture in the city. Yet, given the emphasis on action-research in UPE, she notes that the 

sub-field can be at the forefront of efforts to address this question, in collaboration with grass-

roots groups and urban policy makers. Moreover, Colasanti and colleagues (2012) make the case 

that UPE can also provide a more critical lens for revealing the potentially detrimental effects of 

the socio-ecological metabolisms and injustices created through UA projects, which are typically 

framed under the guise of sustainable city development and food security initiatives.   
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 Such cases thereby demonstrate how new modes of production and socio-ecological in-

terventions can bring about ‘a dramatic rewriting of urban landscapes and urban-nature relation-

ships’, which urban political ecologists are particularly well-placed to explore (Keil and Graham, 

1998: 106). Work on ‘eco’ and ‘smart’ cities is another example of the ways in which urban po-

litical ecologists are beginning to explore the political, social and ecological ramifications bound 

up with the transformation of contemporary (and future) cities (e.g. Pow and Neo, 2013; Neo and 

Pow, 2015). As Neo and Pow (2015: 402) note, eco-city development ‘positively cries out for 

urban political-ecology analysis’ given its embeddedness in circulations of global capital, infra-

structural networks, resource distribution, and the power of discourse in legitimising their devel-

opment. More importantly, such studies reveal the profound socio-ecological injustices bound up 

with seemingly benevolent attempts at restructuring urban society. 

 Finally, infrastructure has continued to be a considerable topic of interest for urban politi-

cal ecologists since the pioneering studies in the field, and much of this interest has focused on 

water infrastructure, in particular.
7
 In addition to the studies by Kaika (2005) and Swyngedouw 

(2004) discussed above, there is now a new wave of engagement with urban (water) infrastruc-

ture that has provided an additional way of understanding the nature of extended urbanization 

(see Gandy, 2014; Ranganathan and Balazs, 2015). Much of this work similarly uses the concept 

of metabolism in examining flows of water, energy and waste that are integral to the survival of 

cities, but further link them with non-urban sites, both near and far (e.g. Silver, 2015; Loftus and 

March, 2016; Huber et al., 2017). An important strand of research in this area is that of urban 

electricity networks and their dependence on hydropower generation in sites that could not be 

more remote from the cities that they serve. Silver (2015), for example, demonstrates how elec-

tricity interruptions in urban Africa stem from an over-reliance on hydro-power. This point sup-

ports the author’s larger argument that the intensifying nature of urbanization necessitates the 

exploitation of more energy-intensive forms of urbanization and increased inequality both in cit-

ies and the places which bear the costs of their growth. In this way, writing on the urban political 

ecology of infrastructures enables a more complete understanding of the politics, ecologies and 

                                                 
7
 Water has been a primary empirical and analytical lens for urban political ecologists, particularly in or-

der to illustrate the power relations and social injustices bound up with the urbanisation of water (see, e.g. 

Brechin, 2006; Loftus, 2006; Kooy and Bakker, 2008).  
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metabolisms of urbanization, as well as demonstrating the importance of the ‘site-multiple’ ap-

proach for parsing the connections between cities and their hinterlands (see Huber, 2017).  

 The approaches outlined in this section thus seem to constitute a more productive way of 

renewing attention to the expansive, ecological and political nature of contemporary urbanization 

as process, than abandoning or even reformulating the conceptual foundations of the UPE 

school. Moreover, they retain and push forward the rich conceptual tools and insights of UPE, 

many of which originate outside of Lefebvrian approaches. Chief among these is the concept of 

urban-metabolism which offers a dynamic way of analysing the emerging connections; spatial 

transformations and (more-than-human) relationships that are associated with urban expansion. 

Together with a methodological focus on everyday practice and lived experience, they are better 

able to pinpoint the various sites that are bound up with the process of urbanization. Finally, as 

noted above, these bodies of work are not the only examples of work in UPE which can add pro-

ductively to the insights of planetary urbanization. Rather, they are meant to be indicative of 

emergent forms of analysis that can chart the new phenomena that are (re)shaping the urban, 

both as site and process.  

 

 Conclusion  

 This paper has sought to show how, contrary to the critiques of ‘methodological cityism’, 

the urban political ecology literature is particularly well-suited to ‘work across traditional disci-

plinary divisions and provide insights into a new era of planetary urbanization’ (Angelo and 

Wachsmuth, 2015: 1). In evaluating the critiques of planetary urbanization scholars, I have ar-

gued that to claim the majority of research on UPE to be guilty of methodological cityism is to 

overlook many of the sub-field’s important contributions, the vibrancy of which account for the 

strength and vitality of the body of literature. As Latour (2010) has argued, this is a fundamental 

problem with the analytical method of critique, in that it can only debunk, dismantle, and demol-

ish. As such, I have responded by way of composition, which has attempted to stitch together 

existing work within urban political ecology with the insights of the planetary urbanization lit-

erature, rather than foreclosing one form of analysis in favour of another, more ‘realistic’ concept 

or theory. This includes traditional writing in UPE on socio-natural and urban-rural metabolisms; 

the production and urbanisation of nature; as well as more recent engagements with poststructur-

al and post-humanist theory. 
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 The various strands of UPE research reviewed here important for highlighting the signifi-

cant socio-ecological effects of extended urbanization. The cases show how concepts such as ur-

ban metabolism can aid in understanding the multi-scalar and transnational connections that link 

contemporary cities with places elsewhere. The review of this work has reinforced the point that 

UPE does actually examine the urbanization of nature, rather than simply the occurrence of na-

ture in the city (see Kaika and Swyngedouw, 2011). This is premised on the view of the urbani-

zation of nature as a dialectic process - which necessitates engaged urban research - while also 

being sensitive to relations with sites elsewhere. As such, the paper has argued that these insights 

can be further developed through a focus on the everyday practices and experiences of actors that 

constitute cities and their more-than-urban geographies. 

 In particular, the methodological insights of the site multiple and boundaries and edges 

encourage us as researchers to follow actions, and in doing so, explicate the relevance of our 

findings to different, though related, sites. If we as scholars were to arbitrarily determine that the 

urban is everywhere, then the empirical phenomenon that we study and the practices through 

which they are enacted would count for nothing, ‘since we would be presuming to know in ad-

vance who and what was relevant and how they are arranged’ (Lepawsky and Mather, 2011: 247; 

see also Latour, 1987). This speaks to the import of approaches such as situated urban political 

ecologies and everyday urbanisms in understanding the ways in which landscape transformation 

is experienced and contested on an everyday basis by urban residents, and the complex factors 

involved in managing contemporary urban landscapes.    
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