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Abstract 
Many global cities and towns have experienced unprecedented economic, social, and spatial structural change in recent decades. Today, we 

find ourselves between a post-urban and a post-political world, presenting new challenges to our metropolitan regions, municipalities, and cities. 
Many megacities, declining regions, and towns are experiencing an increase in complex problems regarding internal relationships, governance, and 
external connections. In particular, a growing disparity exists between socially excluded citizens within declining physical and economic realms 
and those in thriving geographic areas. This conceptual and analytical paper, which falls in the areas of urban economics, city planning, urbanism, 
and economic geography, conveys how forces of structural change shape the urban landscape. In this paper, we discuss the Post Urban World 
Paradigm from different theoretical standpoints and various methodological approaches and perspectives; this is alongside the challenges and 
new solutions for cities and regions in an interconnected world of global economies. A short reflection is also given on the conceptual clarification 
of Trans urbanism, Post Urban World & Beyond as well as the important idea and urban phenomenon of Regional Cities. The paper also takes a 
unique perspective on Social Capital and the Phenomenon of Third (Public) Places in Post-Urban Regions, but not going deeper into the issue. The 
discussion and position paper are aimed at academic researchers interested in regional development, economic geography, and urban studies and 
practitioners and policymakers in urban development.
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Introduction

The complexities of contemporary global urban, political, eco-
nomic, and environmental issues are evident. It is not hyperbole 
to say that human beings are now confronted with the most sig-
nificant challenge that we have ever faced; in fact, it is a matter of 
life and death. The planet has recently been experiencing a conver-
gence of natural and man-made crises that are unprecedented in 
our lifetime. We are also facing the consequences of accelerating 
and rapid urbanization, the scarcity of natural resources and their 
mismanagement, the impact of major errors in our responses to di-
sasters, and the increasing demand for and complexity of greatly 
expanding transportation flows. 

In addition, our societies have undergone rapid and radical 
shifts in age and class, increasing inequities between the rich and 
poor, and intense demand for affordable and high-quality housing. 
All of these significant challenges require immediate solutions from 
architects, urban planners, human geographers, urban economists, 
regional scientists, urban designers, landscape architects, urban-
ists, and not least, policymakers; actually, we need the combined 
efforts of all good people who are concerned with the physical 
condition and future of our cities. We need these professionals and 
experts to contribute their most imaginative, pragmatic, resilient, 
innovative, and just solutions.

Mankind has spent almost its entire history in what we nowa-
days call the countryside. Cities emerged as small islands in ‘oceans 
of countryside’ when agriculture had become efficient enough to 
feed a non-farming population. Except for a few cities with solid 
management and transportation systems (such as ancient Rome), 
most cities, by today’s standards, remained small until the Industri-
al Revolution. It has been estimated that the urbanization rate in the 
world in 1800 was not more than 3% (Raven et al. 2011). Edward L. 
Glaeser has pointed out that cities with a million inhabitants before 
the year 1800 were all capitals of empires, and the reason that they 
could reach that size is that they were the best-governed cities in 
the world.

The Industrial Revolution would change the urban-rural bal-
ance forever. Industrialization meant urbanization by the growth 
of existing cities or the emergence of new urban agglomerations. 
However, urbanization also meant increased demand for rural 
products, such as food, building materials, firewood, and not most 
minor raw materials for the new industries. In this way, industri-
alization also triggered the development of rural areas – but not 
enough, so for millions of Europeans, emigration to America was 
the opportunity for a better life.

The industrial crisis of the Western world in the 1970s marked 
a transformation of the world economy. The old industrial-manu-
facturing economy took a significant step back, and a new economy, 
based on the technological shift from mechanical to digital technol-
ogy, the knowledge economy, started to rise. 

The expansion of the knowledge economy is strongly inter-
twined with the globalization spurred by technological develop-
ment and political/institutional decisions. On the one hand, the dig-

italization of banks and the international financial system meant a 
globalization of the financial sector and that national governments 
could no longer control financial flows across national boundaries. 
On the other hand, the economic reforms of China in 1978, the fall 
of the Iron Curtain in 1989, and the transformation of the European 
Economic Community (EEC) to the European Union (EU) in 1993 
and its subsequent enlargement were some of the critical political/
institutional steps in the world’s globalization. 

The knowledge economy’s integration with globalization has 
brought enormous changes to the world. This book focuses on one 
of many aspects of these changes, viz., the transformation of cities in 
the wake of the global knowledge economy’s breakthrough. This is 
certainly not the first book that addresses these issues. However, it 
is the first book that simultaneously addresses cities’ internal spa-
tial transformations and extensions to new types of city regions and 
their global networks, in Edward Soja’s words, ‘post metropolitan’ 
regions. Combining these two aspects, we conclude that we are en-
tering a post-urban world. 

The industrial crisis of the 1970s was not only a result of rising 
oil prices but also of the emergence of new competitors in some of 
the core industries of the western world: steel and engineering in-
dustries, including even such an advanced industry as the automo-
tive industry. The breakthrough of the knowledge economy saved 
the western nations from economic stagnation but did not save all 
regions from the opposing sides of this transformation. Some cit-
ies and regions were winners, and some were losers. However, at 
national levels the breakthrough of the knowledge economy was 
strong enough to prevent protectionist policies in favor of the de-
clining sectors. This opened for the rapid industrialization of Chi-
na and other developing countries – and with that, the most rapid 
urbanization that the world had experienced. (It should be under-
lined that the current, rapid urbanization of developing countries 
not only is caused by industrialization). 

Post Urban World Paradigm Features

A first feature of the post-urban world is that while the crisis 
of the 1970s was accompanied by counter urbanization in many of 
the developed countries [3,8], the following decades have mainly 
been characterized by re-urbanization. In contrast to the traditional 
urbanization that consisted of migration from countryside to cities 
(and often within the same region) this re-urbanization of the west-
ern world has been based on other sources: 

a.	 migration from declining manufacturing cities and regions to 
expanding knowledge- and service sector cities and regions – 
or from the centers of declining manufacturing cities to sub-
urbs; 

b.	 upward migration within the national urban hierarchies, i.e., 
from smaller urban settlements to bigger ones, and; 

c.	 increasingly, on immigration from low-income, or war affected 
countries.

Another strong tendency in the current wave of urbanization is 
densification of city regions, in particular densification of suburbs. 
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Edward Soja discussed the transformation of big cities from dense 
centers with sprawling low-density suburbs, to polycentric city 
regions with relatively high density all over. “Where this process 
is most pronounced, the longstanding urban-suburban dualism of 
metropolitan urbanization has almost disappeared, as the age of 
mass suburbanization shifts to one of mass regional urbanization, 
a filling in so to speak, of the entire metropolitan area” [33]. The 
result is according to Soja a ‘Post metropolitan’ region; a new spa-
tial framework in which the idea of place is weakened and the limit 
between what is urban and what is non-urban are blurred and tend 
to dissolve.

A third important trend is the ‘region enlargement’ in the form 
of spatial extensions of labor markets due to improved transpor-
tation infrastructure and public transportation, among others in 
the form of upgraded and more frequent commuter trains. This en-
hancement of the transportation infrastructure and its traffic has 
contributed to the abovementioned densification of the suburbs 
and extended commuter traffic and thus, larger labor markets. This 
means that the city regions have not only been densified within a 
given area, but also ‘sparsified’ when more distant centers (and 
their suburbs and adjacent rural areas) have become integrated in 
the metropolitan transportation networks. 

The fourth and last trend of the emerging post-urban world 

that we want to highlight is the downgrading of the relations be-
tween city regions and their hinterlands and the upgrading of their 
networks to other city regions that has emerged with the expansion 
of the knowledge economy. One of the most important differenc-
es between the knowledge economy and its predecessor is that 
human capital has replaced raw materials and physical capital as 
the primary production and location factors. City regions’ large, di-
versified labor markets have become a key location factor for both 
businesses and labor. The more peripheral cities, towns, and rural 
areas suffer of a lack of sufficient concentrations of the now most 
important production factor, human capital, which means that their 
labor markets remain small and the knowledge economy has dif-
ficulties developing there. With the decreased relative importance 
of raw materials, these areas have less and less to offer the city re-
gions. Instead, the city regions’ exchange mainly takes place with 
other city regions, whose import and export markets are much 
larger than those of their peripheral hinterlands. From the coun-
tryside’s perspective, this means a division into two parts: one city-
close part being integrated into the extended city regions and one 
peripheral part that is less and less needed in the knowledge econ-
omy. These changes are expressions of that neither the city nor the 
countryside is what it was and that a stage that we can call post-ur-
ban has occurred (Figure 1).

Figure 1: Post Metropolitan Urban World: Los Angeles, United States (View from the observation deck at city hall), Published on November 
30, 2016, Photo by Austin Laser, Unsplashed License, Creative Commons.
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The four features of the post-urban world sketched above are 
expressions of the dissolution of two dichotomies that have formed 
much of our thinking on urban development: the urban-rural di-
chotomy and the urban-suburban dichotomy. These dichotomies 
were based on the well-grounded perception that the urban fun-
damentally differed from the rural and the sub-urban, respective-
ly. This is no longer the case. The emergence of city regions where 
small towns, as well as rural and natural areas, are included, while 
other, more peripheral rural areas and smaller cities end outside 
the positive influence fields and gradually fade away, means that 
the traditional urban-rural dichotomy is being dissolved. The emer-
gence of densified, multinuclear city regions also signals that the 
dichotomy between dense city centers and sparse suburbs withers. 
Edward Soja has denominated This latter process as ‘post metro-
politan’. Together, these two processes have formed the base for the 
post-urban world.

Post-Urban World in the Wake of the “New Paradigm 
Agenda”

Many authors point to a major urban transition underway in 
Saudi Arabia and around the world – what has been described by 
various authors as a so-called “new paradigm” (e.g., see Clos, Sen-
nett, Sassen and Burdett, “The Quito Papers,” 2018. Authors note 
that the process was already well underway before the pandem-
ic, but the disruptions of this period have given it a new impetus. 
At the same time, the pandemic has revealed the extent of the of-
ten-hidden problems created by the previous paradigm. 

This “old paradigm” – still very much the dominant one – is the 
late 20th-century model of auto-centric planning, with a lower pri-
ority on walkable public spaces and a mix of uses. The new para-
digm emphasizes walkability, the human scale, and a re-conception 
of public space as a continuously walkable, well-connected network 
or fabric rather than a collection of individual drive-to destinations. 

More specifically, the “old paradigm” has been described (e.g. in an 
analysis by [21]) as featuring six key characteristics: segregated 
zoning by use, segregation of automobiles onto functionally clas-
sified roadways, buildings floating loosely within superblock sys-
tems, large-scale demolition of historical patterns and structures, 
the city as technically determined creation of specialists, and the 
city as a static structure designed to meet fixed human needs that 
are technically deterministic. These features were described in de-
tail in the Athens Charter of 1933, published later by the architect 
Le Corbusier. One of the clearest articulations of the “new para-
digm” is in the New Urban Agenda, the outcome document of the 
Habitat III conference in 2016, later adopted by acclamation by all 
193 member States of the United Nations. It contains language very 
much in contrast with the Athens Charter. Instead of segregated 
zoning by use, the city contains a mix of uses at the scale of neigh-
borhoods, blocks, and even buildings. Instead of segregating auto-
mobiles onto functionally classified roadways, the city mixes pedes-
trians and vehicles, prioritizing pedestrians, and bicycles. Instead 
of buildings floating loosely within superblock systems, streets, and 
public spaces are lined with buildings with active ground-floor uses 
that open to the public spaces. Instead of large-scale demolition of 
historic patterns and structures, the city’s history (and of its natural 
environment) is preserved and built upon, with the regeneration of 
patterns and structures. Instead of the city as a technically deter-
mined creation of specialists, the city is coproduced with the res-
idents and stakeholders, including many institutions and individ-
uals acting at various subsidiary scales of space and time. Finally, 
instead of the city being conceived as a static structure designed to 
meet fixed human needs that are technically deterministic, the city 
is seen as a complex evolutionary structure, and design interven-
tions are meant to guide and enhance, not suppress, this natural 
evolution. A summary of these six points of divergence is included 
below (Table 1).

Table 1: Key characteristics of the Athens Charter of 1933, and the New Urban Agenda of 2016.

Topic Athens Charter (1933) New Urban Agenda (2016)

1.  Zoning of Urban Elements Segregated according to use and “Functionalism” Mixed uses are encouraged while regulation focuses 
on form

2.  Treatment of Streets Streets are strictly segregated by vehicle speed, and 
pedestrians are prohibited

Streets are places of multi-modal transportation and 
public spaces, welcoming pedestrians

3.  Treatment and Placement of Build-
ings

Buildings are removed from edges of streets into 
“superblocks” 

Buildings align with and enclose streets and other 
public spaces

4. Treatment of Historic Structures/
Patterns

Most historic structures are demolished, while a few 
representative monuments are retained; knowledge 

of traditional patterns is regarded as obsolete

Both tangible (buildings, monuments) and intangible 
(knowledge, patterns) heritage is conserved and 

re-used, often combined with new technologies and 
approaches

5.  Role of Specialists in Relation to 
Others

The city is a creation of specialists (economic, politi-
cal, technical, design)

The city is a co-creation of many factors at many 
levels, including informal processes

6.  Role of Time and Evolution in the 
City

The city is a static work of art and engineering, aimed 
at pre-defined human needs at a fixed point in time

The city is a complex adaptive system that must be 
continually engaged by design to transform toward 

more preferred states

The New Urban Agenda is certainly a landmark in the history 
of urbanism, with its unprecedented formal adoption as urbaniza-
tion policy by all 193 countries of the United Nations. Yet in many 

ways, it describes changes already underway in many Saudi cities: 
a greater focus on human needs and “humanization”; embrace of 
mixed-use, with zoning more focused on form; a new emphasis on 
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livability, walkability, and urban greening; a commitment to cre-
ating better-quality public spaces, including streets, with a better 
alignment of active building fronts framing their edges; better use 
of historic resources, structures and patterns, which, since they 
have already endured, are more likely to endure into the future; and 
the involvement of stakeholders and other collaborators as co-pro-
ducers of an evolving, dynamic city structure. 

The common denominator that gives cities its decisive prowess 
is its ability to concentrate people; this is because the convenience 
of proximity benefits all, allowing the city to thrive by bringing peo-
ple and ideas together. However, if gone unmanaged, cities can lose 
out to the ‘demons of density’, paradoxically giving rise to negative 
consequences of urban concentration [13]. The advent of rapid glo-
balization and rapid urban growth has initiated a process of urban 
transformation, posing new challenges for planning, and managing 
cities. As cities grow, the lack of infrastructure, open spaces, and 
public amenities begin to undermine the well-being of its inhab-
itants. Thus, as new cities and conurbations emerge globally, and 
older ones grow or decay in urban prosperity or urban blight, it is 
imperative that we be thoughtful in planning and designing their 
futures. The cities that will do best in the future will be those that 
capsulize the public realm and the people who utilize these places. 
This is because public spaces have the potential to systematically 
support a complex agenda of livability and sociability, economic 
prosperity, community cohesion and overall sustainability for cit-
ies. The inclusion of public space in the New Urban Agenda and 
the Sustainable Development Goals is a welcomed shift towards 
improving quality of life in cities. In doing so, it encourages urban 
planners and decision makers to shifts away from the natural ten-
dency of viewing the city as an assemblage of urban infrastructure, 
to instead focusing on building integrated and holistic cities that 
deliver the experiences and interactions desired by its citizenry. 
However, success will not be achieved on its own. 

As elements of the New Urban Agenda are cemented into ur-
ban plans, strategies, and frameworks around the globe, it will take 
bold leadership from elected officials and the public to realize the 
true value of public space as a tool capable of defining the city’s 
image. Cities, both in the north and south, have fallen short in deal-
ing with the most burning problems of our society and also recent 
critical transformations in the becoming: those of mass and hyper 
immigrations, financial crisis, breakdown of the traditional indus-
tries, globalization and more. They cannot fall short or fail on the 
public space agenda. Therefore, those cities currently experiencing 
rapid urban growth need to be thoughtful in how they deal with 
public assets and amenities; those that do not plan ahead will find 
the public realm under serious threat. Thus a need to encourage 
national and local governments need to establish legislation, pol-
icies, norms, and best practices that enable a public space agenda 
to thrive and thus promote a holistic and integrated approach to 
planning and designing cities [2]. Unlike other infrastructure, pub-
lic spaces afford a human element to the city, allowing residents 
to improve their health, prosperity, and quality of life and enrich 
their social relations and cultural understanding. Although critical 
decisions have already been taken in the policy arenas of 2015 and 

2016, the future of cities is still in the hands of the stakeholders. 
Any attempt to establish a public space agenda that does not place 
the citizens at the center of it will face severe constraints in their 
attempt to build livable cities.

Post Urban World & Beyond: Post and -or 
Transurbanism Geographies

Post does not mean anything more than something undergoing 
rapid change with an unknown destination and uncertain outcome. 
The prefix “post-” is derived from Latin and is commonly used in 
English to indicate a position or state that comes after or follows 
something else. It signifies a shift, a departure, or a movement be-
yond a particular phase or era.

“Post-” often suggests a break from traditional or established 
norms, ideas, or practices when applied to various contexts. It im-
plies recognizing that the previous state or condition has been sur-
passed or that new perspectives, developments, or challenges have 
emerged. It can also signify a critical examination and reflection on 
what came before. For example, in cultural and intellectual move-
ments, the prefix “post-” is frequently used to describe a depar-
ture from a specific movement or school of thought. For instance, 
“postmodernism” refers to a departure from modernism and its 
principles, embracing a more fragmented, self-aware, and skeptical 
approach to art, literature, architecture, and philosophy. Similarly, 
“postcolonialism” reflects a period or discourse that emerged after 
the end of colonial rule. It examines colonialism’s legacies, power 
dynamics, and cultural implications in formerly colonized societies.

The prefix “post-” is derived from the Latin word “post,” which 
means “after” or “beyond.” The prefix “post-” indicates a subsequent 
stage, period, or development that follows or goes beyond a partic-
ular concept, movement, or era. It suggests a shift, a departure, or 
an evolution from what came before. When used with a particular 
concept or movement, “post-” typically implies a critical reflection 
or response to the ideas and practices associated with that concept 
or movement. It suggests a departure from traditional approaches 
and exploring new perspectives, theories, or practices that emerge 
after the initial phase.

For example, we often encounter terms like “postmodernism,” 
“postcolonialism,” or “post-industrialism.” In each case, the prefix 
“post-” indicates a departure from the dominant ideas and struc-
tures of modernism, colonialism, or industrialism, respectively. It 
represents a critical reevaluation and a recognition of the limita-
tions or shortcomings of those earlier paradigms, leading to the 
exploration of alternative theories, approaches, or worldviews. 
“Post-” does not necessarily imply a complete rejection or aban-
donment of the preceding ideas or movements. Instead, it signifies 
a recognition that new developments, complexities, or challenges 
have emerged and that a fresh perspective or framework is needed 
to address them. In summary, the prefix “post-” represents a subse-
quent stage or development that goes beyond a particular concept, 
movement, or era. It suggests a departure from the past and explor-
ing new perspectives, theories, or practices that emerge after the 
initial phase. The term “post-urban world” refers to a hypothetical 
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future or a conceptual framework that envisions a significant trans-
formation like urban environments. It suggests a departure from 
traditional notions of urbanism and explores alternative forms of 
human settlement and spatial organization.

In a post-urban world, there may be a shift from dense, cen-
tralized cities to more dispersed, decentralized forms of habita-
tion. Technological advancements, changes in work patterns, en-
vironmental considerations, or social dynamics could drive this. 
The concept of a post-urban world recognizes the challenges and 
limitations of traditional urbanism, such as congestion, pollution, 
inequality, and social isolation. It imagines new models of urban liv-
ing that prioritize sustainability, livability, and resilience.

Post-urbanism often emphasizes the integration of nature into 
urban areas, the creation of green spaces, and the promotion of 
walkability and public transportation. It may also embrace concepts 
like mixed-use developments, smart cities, and digital connectivity 
to enhance the quality of life. Moreover, a post-urban world may in-
volve reimagining social and economic structures, focusing on local 
self-sufficiency, community empowerment, and cultural diversity. 
It’s important to note that the term “post-urban world” is not a con-
crete reality but a conceptual framework that stimulates thinking 
about the future of urban environments. It encourages discussions 
about alternative urban models and strategies to address the com-
plex challenges of urbanization in the 21st century.

Urbanization, Regional Cities, Cultural Urbanism, 
Compact Neighborhoods – Macro, Meso & Micro

Urbanization and growth of cities work threefold: natural pop-
ulation growth, inward migration, and spatial expansion and con-
solidation incorporating peri-urban or rural populations. Cities 
have always been the most critical places for cross-cultural con-
nections and local and long-distance trade, incubators, and trans-
fer grounds of innovation. There is a strong belief that culture can 
become a launch base for the city’s development and sustainable 
urbanization - from an economic and social point of view, a foun-
dation for its competitive recovery. In essence, the city is a culture. 
The fact that culture today is once again a center and a driving force 
for development is no surprise. Urbanism is not a monolithic term 
but complex, diverse, and centrally located in history. The aspect of 
urbanism that reflects the local culture and encourages social inter-
face we can call “Cultural Urbanism” – i.e., culturally and regionally 
authentic places. Cities are fundamentally social forms, not neces-
sarily built forms. City-making is a social process and the intricate 
and close relationship between urban environments’ social and 
physical shaping and the local and regional.

So, there is no question that we live in “regional cities” in “re-
gional places”. Our economies are regional, not statewide, national, 
or just local. That is why one part of a state or nation can succeed 
economically while others can fail. There is a local dimension, but 
in fact, it is the region that functions in the global economic and cul-
tural landscape. Culture is the software of the cities in the same way 
as the built environment is its hardware. So, urbanism and urban-
ization coupled with culture is essential to create valuable places 
where each place is unique and where there is a universal human 

trait that sets the essential DNA of those hit-filled, innovative, fair, 
and creative cities: the human scale, diverse decisiveness, and so-
cial interaction [5].

The issues of culture and contextualized urbanity seem to be an 
unavoidable element. Suppose we see the city as the spatial product 
and the product of social processes, the kinetic and static elements 
coming together. In that case, the rising paradigm of cultural urban-
ism becomes even more pivotal in the city’s struggle for just and 
all-inclusive gendered spaces. Cultural urbanism is an approach 
that has seven major elements: of paying attention to the context 
and history of the place as well as narratives, understanding the 
local preferences of all inhabitants, one which allows for a diversity 
of users and uses, providing a variety of products, taking a chance 
to be different in space and place, establishing high-quality open 
space and public realms and one that creates higher real estate val-
ue because of all the above [22].

Urbanization has most substantial impacts on the environment 
and ecology around us. Environmental impacts are felt regionally, 
not city by city or neighborhood by neighborhood. Air and water 
pollution do not stop when they cross a municipality and local, city 
line. Open (green) urban space systems and wildlife and nature do 
not obey the arbitrary boundaries we have created in our cities. So, 
when we come to urban and natural conservation, we can’t contin-
ue to do it piecemeal; we’re forced to think regionally. Socially we 
live in a regional world. As important as it is to have neighborhoods 
that are coherent and walkable, our social lives, our cultural and 
civic lives operate at a regional scale. City-making is a social pro-
cess, but the idea that city fabric is one of the ways by which social, 
economic, legal processes become real in space and time. Also, it 
is not simply that (urban) infrastructure deployment in cities pro-
duces and reproduces conditions of living, but that it may be con-
stituted, in many instances, by real, living humans, which brings us 
to three main issues concerning cities and urbanism as a way of 
life (in the spirit of Louis Wirth): size, density, diversity [38]. The 
most important one is that of density, which brings us back to the 
notion of culture again; the point about cities, pace Wirth, is not 
simply that they contain many people and that they tend to pack 
them tightly, but that they support and intensify social, economic, 
and cultural heterogeneity. That is where cultural urbanism starts 
to play a role as “Cityism” (could be urbanity or publicness or sim-
ilar) – which means the availability of space for unpredicted social 
practices [35].

The link between urban society (urbanization), culture, public 
space, and planning approaches becomes essential in understand-
ing the complexity of urban transformation in the city and its public 
and private realms [1]. As we celebrate our local and regional dif-
ferences and build environments that promote community interac-
tion, we should also see what makes our cities unique and exciting 
and create genuine and authentic places. Sustainable urbanization 
– functioning built environments and urban networks are only pos-
sible when we think, plan, and design systems on a regional city 
level. These systems incorporate social and economic life, urban 
politics, culture, and arts. We see research “lacunas” that need to be 
investigated. In that sense, our proposal is for significant research 
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questions in future studies: To determine the main factors that af-
fect urbanization towards social and cultural changes among differ-
ent municipalities and the effects that regional city might have on 
neighborhood’s urban and social fabric; second, to investigate the 
main attributes that give the positive or negative impact towards 
urbanization using size, density, diversity in measuring successful 
cultural landscapes and urban economies at the local scale. Third, 
to identify whether urbanization impacts social and cultural chang-

es among different actors on the ground and the differences be-
tween those that see their localities as part of the regional network 
regarding the economy, social changes, and culture and those that 
do not. Finally, fourth, to theorize if urbanization and urban envi-
ronments that face ever-increasing flows of human movement and 
an accelerated frequency of natural disasters and iterative econom-
ic crises can dictate capital allocation toward the physical compo-
nents of cities (Figure 2).

Figure 2: Regional City: Reactivating regional train networks in Southwest Finland, Turku Regional City; Photo Author: Marja Tommola 
(Valonia, Regional Council of Southwest Finland) 2023, March, Used by Kind Permission.

A Regional City is not a novel concept. The small, one-dimen-
sional town Sinclair Lewis painted on Main Street disappeared 
from the American (urban) landscape as he wrote it 80 years ago 
[20]. At least a century ago, as emerging hubs of the industrial 
economy, New York, Chicago, and other cities grew to abnormal 
sizes, the concept of a “metropolis”—a big and complex urban en-
vironment—was first proposed [5]. Since then, our metropolitan 
areas have grown consistently more significant. Metropolitan life 
throughout the urban regions now rests on a new foundation of eco-
nomic, ecological, and social patterns, all operating in unprecedent-
ed fashion at a regional scale [5,18]. We now live in a regional cocu-
rated metropolitan world clustered with regional cities. A regional 
city is a central urban hub within a larger region, offering various 
services and opportunities. Regionalism is an approach that recog-
nizes and supports the distinctiveness of different regions within a 
larger geopolitical entity, promoting local decision-making, cooper-
ation, and equitable development. In our discussions and meeting 
with Peter Calthorpe, he explains, as he does in his books [5]. The 
Regional City, Planning for the end of [9]. Urbanism in the Age of 
Climate Change, Island Press: Washington DC):

‘There is no question in my mind that we live in regional cities, 
in regional places. Our economies are regional, not statewide or na-
tional. There is a local dimension, but in fact, it is the region that 
functions in the global economic landscape. Environmental impacts 
are felt regionally, not city by city. Air pollution and water pollution 
do not stop when they cross a jurisdictional line. Open space sys-
tems and wildlife do not obey our created arbitrary boundaries. So, 

when we come to conservation, we cannot continue to do it piece-
meal; we are forced to think regionally. Finally, I think socially, we 
live in a regional world. As important as it is to have coherent and 
walkable neighborhoods, our social, cultural, and civic lives operate 
at a regional scale. And yet, we do not have regional governance. It 
is as if we have a blind spot.’

The metropolitan area has become the fundamental building 
component of this new regional economic system since the con-
clusion of WWII and the Cold War, as our economy’s globalization, 
regionalization, and glocalization have accelerated. In the modern 
global economy of the post-urban world, we discuss regions and 
regional cities as their spearheads rather than nations competing 
for global economic domination. Additionally, we have made rap-
id advancements in our understanding of (urban) ecology due to 
our realization that the region is the ecosystem’s fundamental unit 
[5,15]. When we think of neighborhood and public spaces on the 
micro level, we need, in parallel, to think of city districts on the 
meso level and regional cities and landscapes on the macro level, 
i.e., any changes or transformations on the micro or meso level will 
have direct consequences on the macro level and vice versa. Peter 
Calthorpe and Joe Fulton contribute to regional cities by advocating 
for sustainable, walkable, and well-connected urban environments. 
Calthorpe emphasizes transit-oriented development and mixed-
use planning, while Fulton focuses on the specific urban planning 
model known as the “fused grid.” Both approaches seek to create 
regional cities prioritizing environmental sustainability, accessibil-
ity, and quality of life.
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Social Capital and the Phenomenon of Third 
(Public) Places in Post-Urban Regions

The theoretical base of this paper is the hypothesis of the 
post-urban world (Haas and Westlund, 2018) that underscores 
the decisive role of city regions for sustainable development and 
growth and the hypothesis of the regional city [5] that stresses 
the metropolization of cities. We assume that by integrating con-
cepts of the economic region, the ecological region, and the social 
region, with an understanding of the spatiality and uniqueness 
of each physical context, there might emerge a new paradigm for 
understanding regions and places that thrive and are rich in social 
capital and those that not. Rapid urban growth in many developing 
countries worldwide is one of today’s most significant challenges. 
If managed well, it presents opportunities for development and im-
proved livelihoods; however, if gone unmanaged, the pace and scale 
of urban growth can outstrip the capacity of local governments 
to provide essential basic services (water and sewerage) and im-
proved quality of life (urban amenities) for their citizens. Consider-
ing these challenges, interventions are often directed towards the 
supply of physical infrastructure (housing, hospitals, sewer, water, 
etc.), with little emphasis on improving the social fabric of cities 
(safety, culture, heritage, public space, etc.). However, recently, a 
notable shift has occurred in which issues about quality of life have 
gained recognition. This is best characterized by including a public 
space agenda in several global processes (Habitat III & SDGs). Social 
Capital and the Phenomenon of Third (Public) Places in Post-Urban 
Regions [10].

The phenomenon of third places, public places that allow for 
the accumulation of social capital in urban neighborhoods and city 
districts, has been discussed. Social capital is about the value of so-
cial networks, bonding people of similar interests and bridging di-

verse people with norms of reciprocity. Social capital is fundamen-
tally about how people interact with each other. If third places are 
enabled and exist, then such capital could flourish and be a corner-
stone of a viable community or city [25,16]. For a long time, it has 
been claimed that third places are essential for civil society, democ-
racy, civic engagement, and establishing feelings of a sense of place 
and that the interaction between physical form and social capital 
is critical – but the empirical evidence has been weak and consist-
ed of scattered examples and anecdotes [37]. Communities include 
things held in common, like government and social structure and a 
shared sense of place or location. The primary function of the com-
munity (local community-Gemeinschaft) is to mediate between the 
individual and society (Gesellschaft), and that people could relate to 
their societies through both geographic and non-geographic sub-
structures of communities [17].

The third place is an outcry for the return to the fundamental 
values of a community, some of which have been forgotten and 
erased in today’s age of fast changes, superficial values, and eradi-
cated places. The popularity of a place where new social networks 
are built and old ones maintained can never be made obsolete. 
Third places have existed for hundreds of years. They were places 
that had appeal and were symbols and active mediators in commu-
nity communication (Figure 3). As Oldenburg calls them, social con-
densers places, agoras if you will, where all citizens of the commu-
nity or a neighborhood meet to develop the place where citizens of 
a community or neighborhood meet to develop friendships, discuss 
issues, and interact (social changes, positive and negative ones alike 
[25]. A well-functioning public realm with a third-place richness 
can build social capital by enforcing and melding social relations 
[28]. This happens through in-continuo social contact among peo-
ple in multiple overlapping role relationships [19].

 

Figure 3: Third Place: People Inside the Restaurant Coffeshop, Barber and Parlour, London, UK, Photo July 2017 by Toa Heftiba, Unsplash 
Licence, Creative Commons.
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These third places are crucial to a community for several rea-
sons. They are, firstly, distinctive informal gathering places; sec-
ondly, they make the citizen feel at home; thirdly, they nourish rela-
tionships and diversity of human contact; fourthly, they help create 
a sense of place and community, and they invoke a sense of civic 
pride [26]. The critical ingredient lies in the fact that they are so-
cially binding, encouraging sociability simultaneously and fighting 
against isolation. They make life more joyous and colorful, enrich-
ing the city’s economic activity, public life, and democracy. The life 
of third places in coffee shops, cafés, hair salons, restaurants, baker-
ies, semi-informal meeting places, bazaars, other markets, gardens, 
etc., are in alignment with the argument that these types of places 
are the facilitators of vibrant and good public life and that in most 
cases they are in synergy with open public spaces, like squares, 
bazaars, and other markets [16]. Oldenburg points at the essential 
ingredients for a well-functioning third place [25]: 1. They must 
be free or relatively inexpensive to enter and to purchase food and 
drinks. They must be highly accessible; ideally, one should be able 
to get there by foot from one’s home; Several people can be expect-
ed to be there daily; All people should feel welcome, regardless of 
their race, gender, or religion, and it should be easy to get into a con-
versation. A person who goes there should be able to find old and 
new friends each time they visit. Third places are retreats into so-
cial spaces from a selfish need with those of like mind. It’s where we 
foster some of our self-esteem and a great deal of our social capital 
that helps us survive and bridge home and work [27]. Coupled with 
is dignified, affordable and livable housing but in the network of 
sustainable neighborhoods. The most basic building block for good 
urbanism is walkable neighborhoods, places where children can get 
around without having their parents drive them everywhere, where 
elderly people could live without needing to own a car, where just 
about anybody could walk down the street to do something inter-
esting and useful. But that walkable neighborhood is just the build-
ing block. There’s got to be a larger framework. And that’s regional 
design and regional planning [6,9,32,34,11].

Conclusions and Discussion

Aside from these features of the post-urban world, some of the 
leading ideas and discussions in the Urban-Global-Age of develop-
ment have and are still associated with cities: The concept of global 
cities [30] Rise of the creative class [12], The network society [7], city 
of bits [23] and ultimately the Triumph of the city [13] Infinite sub-
urbia [4] and Well-tempered city [29]. These discourses see many 
structural transformations and emerging patterns in place, hap-
pening, or in the continuous ‘becoming’. Creativity is becoming a 
more critical part of the economy as cities hinge on creative people, 
i.e., they need to attract creative people’s human capital, which gen-
erates growth, and therefore, the cities are engines of growth and 
economic prosperity when they exemplify this “creativity”. We are 
witnessing a significant flow of social and economic dynamics of 
the information age, virtual places and physical ones, and intercon-

nection using telecommunication links as well as by pedestrian cir-
culation and mechanized transportation systems. The new network 
society becomes structured around networks instead of individual 
actors and works through a constant flow of information through 
technology. This is closely connected to the ongoing miniaturiza-
tion of electronics, the commodification of bits, and the growing 
domination of software over materialized form. The emphasis on 
the formation of cross-border dynamics through which cities be-
gin to form strategic transnational networks is seen in the case of 
global cities; the dynamics and processes that get territorialized 
are global. Celebrating the city becomes an impassioned argument; 
the city’s importance and splendor, humanity’s most incredible 
creation and our best hope for the future, is bestowed with a vital 
role in addressing the critical issues in these challenging and cri-
ses-ridden times. Ultimately, the cities will be battlegrounds where 
the twenty-first century’s environmental, economic, political, and 
social challenges will be addressed and ultimately fought (or lost). 

The value of creating social capital through public space and its 
funnel, the third place, is of extreme importance in creating values 
and benefits for community cohesion. The third place (surround-
ings separate from home and work) is essential for civil society, de-
mocracy, civic engagement, and establishing a sense of place [25]. 
While home (the first place) is private and work (the second place) 
offers a structured social experience, third places are more relaxed 
public environments where people can meet and interact in various 
ways. The third place, “label,” can be applied to various social spac-
es, but for many, the most prominent example is the coffee shop: a 
friendly, informal meeting place to catch up with friends and even 
meet new people. Another crucial element, one we did not mention 
here, is cultural heritage management in the post-urban world - a 
cultural preservation approach emphasizing built environment, cit-
izen input, local character and history, narratives, memories, and 
sense and image of the place – tangible and intangible elements and 
assets is needed and opens doors for economic incubation to hap-
pen [14]. Finally, the importance of economic exchange for public 
goods cannot be underestimated - good public space has proven to 
attract investment, increase property values, generate municipal 
revenues, and provide economic interaction and improved liveli-
hoods [10].

The post-urban world can also be deducted from a philosoph-
ical framework. The transformation of the urban-rural relations 
can be described in a Hegelian dialectical framework, in which an 
antithesis meets a thesis, and the two eventually are transformed 
into something new and ‘higher’: a synthesis.2 In this framework, 
the rural forms the original thesis, and the urban emerges as the 
antithesis. Over the centuries, the rural thesis and the urban an-
tithesis have acted as the two main poles of spatial interaction. The 
Industrial Revolution meant a substantial balance shift between the 
two poles in favor of the urban. With

2The German philosopher Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel (1770-1831) is generally seen as the father of this framework. It has been claimed that Hegel 
considered the thesis-antithesis-synthesis framework a “lifeless schema” and that he did not use it in his works. Instead, the framework should have 
come from Kant and Fichte (Mueller 1958). However, this claim does not seem to have been accepted by the mainstream interpretations of Hegel’s 
dialectics.
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work, the rural forms the original thesis, and the urban emerg-
es as the antithesis. Over the centuries, the rural thesis and the 
urban antithesis have acted as the two main poles of spatial inter-
action. The Industrial Revolution meant a substantial balance shift 
between the two poles in favor of the urban. With the emergence of 
the knowledge economy, a synthesis has arisen: the big cities have 
incorporated surrounding towns and countryside and transformed 
them into parts of multifunctional city regions that are connected 
by global city networks. Outside are the remote parts of the former 
hinterlands that, in the words of Lefebvre (1970/2003, p. 3), slowly 
“are given over to nature.” The urban-rural dichotomy has ceased 
to exist, and a synthesis has emerged where neither the city nor 
the countryside is what they were. A world with these new spatial 
relations is a Post-Urban World.
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