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Abstract
The ‘compact city’ agenda has become commonplace and is often presented as an urban ‘good’ in main-

stream urban research, policy, and practice. Haarstad et al.’s intervention aims to bring critical geographical

research to this debate, and is a very welcome one. In this response, I reflect on the debates on the com-

pact city, consider its links to research on high density urbanisms, and present some questions for taking

this critical urban debate forward.
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Despite its prevalence in mainstream urban thinking,
policy, and practice, the compact city agenda has
received little critical attention from Geographers.
Too often, versions of compact urbanism are pre-
sented as a straightforward good (Perez, 2020). In
their paper, Haarstad et al. (2023) set out a
welcome response, bringing together a useful set of
resources through which urban geographical research
might respond and perhaps begin to develop alterna-
tives. Their focus on the commons, metabolism, and
antagonism is a welcome and useful starting point of
inter-related conceptual approaches for taking stock
of what different versions of compact urbanism do
and do not offer the city and urban life.

It is not difficult to see why compact urbanism
has proven such a seductive idea. If urban sprawl
is often linked to car use and geographically dis-
persed services, compactness offers the possibil-
ity of lower carbon and closer amenities. The
idea is also closely indexed to historical debates
about social cohesion, creativity, and economic
dynamism, often linked in particular to Jane
Jacobs’s hugely influential writing and campaign-
ing (e.g. 1962).

To take just one amongst countless possible
examples, the recent UN-Habitat (2022) World
Cities Report, Envisaging the Future of Cities,
views sprawl as ‘dysfunctional’ and unsustainable,
and argues for land use policies that promote com-
pactness. Neighbourhoods are positioned as
central here, especially mixed and green neighbour-
hoods with walkable access to everyday needs such
as affordable food and health provisions. The influ-
ential 2016 New Urban Agenda, adopted at the
Habitat III conference, made similar arguments.
During the COVID-19 pandemic, for all that
higher densities were cast as viral hazards to be
avoided at all costs, there was an intensifying of
calls for versions of the 15 or 20-min city, from
Paris and Portland to Melbourne.

As Haarstad et al. note, it would be a mistake to
ignore the potentials of compactness across
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ecological, social, and economic registers. Most
urbanists can point to actual real-world historical
successes in compact urbanism from Berlin to
Mumbai. However, Haarstad et al. are right to
argue that the contemporary discourse of compact
urbanism, and many of the projects put to work in
its name, are often very far from ecologically pro-
gressive or socially inclusive (Wachsmuth et al.,
2016). Too often, they are greenwashed, and end
up in fact excluding or displacing along lines of
class, race, and ethnicity.

While organisations like UN-Habitat are typic-
ally more careful, grounded and critical when they
argue for compact cities, too often proponents and
proposals black-box key questions. Compact for
whom, in what form, where, and with what social
and ecological consequences? How will the social
or ecological value of compactness be measured?
Compact urban developments in central London,
for instance, may occasionally contain buildings
that are relatively low carbon, but the lifestyles of
the residents and the building functionality may
well be anything but, while the housing costs are
typically prohibitive to the majority of Londoners.
If you look for it, you will also find evidence that
vilified sprawl can also itself be low carbon, particu-
larly if well connected on public transit systems.
Meanwhile, changes in energy generation systems
and the development of smart and micro-grids,
and electric vehicles, may mean that dispersed
urban forms are sometimes less energy intensive
(Ahmadian et al., 2019).

Haarstad et al. state that ‘the question seems to be
less whether cities will become more compact, but
rather what form this densification will take’. I’m less
convinced that cities will become more compact. The
tendency in most of the urban world is towards periph-
eral growth and sprawl, not compactness (Angel et al.,
2021; Keil, 2018; McFarlane, 2020; World Resources
Institute, 2019). The centre-periphery urban model
may well remain intact in many areas of the globe, espe-
cially in Africa and Europe, but the general pattern we
are likely to see is one of continuing development of
vast urban regions where densities are distributed
across space. In addition, residents do not always want
more compact cities. While class and race prejudice
can drive resistance to densification, these objections

to higher densities cannot always be reduced to mere
NIMBYism (Robinson and Attuyer, 2021). Residents
are often wary that greater density will lead to higher
housing costs, or greater pressure on existing services
and infrastructure (Wicki and Kaufmann, 2022).

Nonetheless, calls for more compact urbanism are
here to stay. In addition to critically engaging that
agenda in ways that Haarstad et al. argue for, individual
proposals for compact urbanism will have to be evalu-
ated case by case. In doing so, the lived experiences of
density can teach us what works and what doesn’t work
about different kinds of compact urbanisms. As
Haarstad et al. argue in their section on ‘antagonisms’,
more research on how higher density living is perceived
and experienced would help here. Paying attention to
how compactness is lived, and to how different
people relate to it, is often a better starting point for fig-
uring out what matters about compactness than the tech-
nical projections of planners or academics.

In a project funded by the European Research
Council, DenCity, I have been working with a small
team to explore closely related questions. Our focus
has been on the everyday densities of urban streets
and markets, busy neighbourhoods and crowded
homes, bustling city metros and informal economies,
and protesting crowds. These forms of compactness
—some transitory, some more enduring—are often
versions of what Jay Pitter (2020) has called the ‘for-
gotten densities’ of cities, those that lack the aesthetic
chic of often gentrifying dominant compact urban-
isms. As Haarstad et al. indicate, there is a large litera-
ture on urban density, but it tends not to ask what
density might look like when we write it from the
experience and perception of residents themselves.
In the project, this has included, amongst others,
four encounters with lived densities.

First, in research with Hung-Ying Chen on Hong
Kong which we are currently writing (Chen, 2020;
Chen et al., 2020), we investigated how density
in highly compact poor neighbourhoods and
overcrowded homes presses in on the senses,
often leaving people exhausted and depressed.
We explored too how residents and activists work
to ease living conditions and find respite in the dens-
ities. This includes activities of housing repair and
care, forming networks of learning rooted in the
lived worlds of urban densities.
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Second, in work with Romit Chowdhury and
Colin McFarlane in Tokyo (2021), we showed
how the commuting crowd on the city metro devel-
ops multiple relations to high density compactness.
This includes affective conditions of joy, laughter,
calm, withdrawal, and frustration, as well as series
of mundane negotiations as people move, wait,
and weave, and more serious concerns around gen-
dered or racial harassment. People are both drawn
to and often frustrated by compactness. We argue
that instead of a priori positions on what is ‘good’
or ‘bad’ about high density, planners and policy
might learn from what commuters think, value,
and struggle with while being on the move in
compressed geographies.

Third, in Mumbai, work with Priyam Tripathy and
Colin McFarlane (2022) has shown how people in
some of the poorest and densest areas of the city
connect density to urban atmosphere, and link
density to illness, heat, rain, labour, and social life.
People living and working at the Deonar garbage
ground in Mumbai deal with densities of waste and
woefully inadequate provisions and health care. We
were surprised to see it was the air that often concerned
residents most about compact urban life, and particu-
larly toxic atmospheres generated by the garbage
ground in which they work.

And fourth, in work with postgraduates at
Durham (Joiner et al., 2022), we examined how
people in British cities perceive urban crowds in
the wake of the pandemic. We explored how fear
and anxiety of crowds surface amongst residents,
as well as how some people long for the buzz
and bustle of the city crowd (McFarlane, 2021).
These four areas examine high density living, and
high density is not necessarily the same thing as
compact urbanism. Nonetheless, in focussing on spe-
cific elements of compactness, including how larger
urban inequalities shape the affective atmospheres
of higher density living, these cases point to the
potential of developing compact urban proposals
based on what residents themselves value and strug-
gle with.

What this opens up is another key theme in
Haarstad et al.’s arguments: that of commoning. In
particular, the question it provokes is: from where
might thinking and proposals for commoning the

compact city emerge? There is some intriguing dis-
cussion of this in their paper, but inevitably the
authors have limited space to develop that. The
lived experience of high density is one useful start-
ing point. But given that planning has been ever-
more complicit in the erosion of the commons
(Sevilla-Buitrago, 2022), what kinds of mechanisms
might we identify for commoning the compact city?
One of the elements that is sorely missing from
debates on densification of different kinds, not just
compact urbanism, is a better accounting of the
examples where radical alternatives are actually
happening. What does commoning compactness
actually look like in practice? What kinds of
approaches and examples might we point to?
What sources of knowledge might we point to?

The term ‘compact city’ is both loaded and
empty. Loaded because it carries with it normative
assumptions of being good for climate and sociality,
empty because it is so often lacking in detail and
genuinely inclusive approaches. The critical
agenda must focus on the different components
that relate to it: building form, materials, facilities,
infrastructure, services, green spaces, public
spaces, housing costs, existing residents, future resi-
dents, the spatialities of production and consump-
tion, and so on. Haarstad et al. provide a valuable
framework for doing this.

Yet, the specificity of the ‘compact’ sometimes
goes amiss in this larger debate. The critical agenda
Haarstad et al. set out to respond, including metabol-
ism, antagonism, and commoning, is a one that per-
tains not just to compact urbanism, but to cities and
urbanization more generally. Does compactness
itself imply particular forms of critical thinking and
conceptualisation? Haarstad et al. begin to explore
this in the paper but one question we might usefully
ask here is whether there are critical concepts that are
generated by compactness as an idea.

While it is often an empty signifier, the term
‘compact’ is clearly doing a tremendous amount of
work in much mainstream urban policy and practice.
Is there anything in the history of urban debate and
thinking, above and beyond the critique of sprawl
and suburbia and the Jacobsian celebration of
mixed dense urbanisms, that animates the specific
draw of the compact idea? How might the notion
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of the ‘compact’ generate imaginaries and knowl-
edges that itself opens out conceptual thinking?
What if anything has the pandemic done to how
the compact idea travels and lands today, and does
that shift the conceptual work it might provoke?
These are not easy questions to answer (and they
are questions that Victoria Habermehl and I are cur-
rently asking ourselves in relation to research on
London as part of the DenCity project), but they
are examples of just some of the range of questions
this valuable paper generates.
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