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Urban anthropology has emerged as a critical discipline for understanding the complexities of human existence
within the dense, variegated, and often contradictory environments of the modern city. As global populations
continue to shift from rural to urban centers, the study of the city is no longer just a subfield of sociology or
geography but a primary lens through which we analyze the human condition. Drawing from the seminal work in A
Companion to Urban Anthropology, edited by Donald M. Nonini, this article provides a technical and in-depth
exploration of the theoretical frameworks, methodological approaches, and socio-political dynamics that define this
field.

The Evolution of Urban Anthropology: From 'In the City' to 'Of the City'

The historical trajectory of urban anthropology is marked by a significant shift in perspective. Early anthropological
studies often treated the city merely as a setting—a container for traditional kinship studies or migrant adaptation.
This was commonly referred to as anthropology in the city. However, contemporary scholars have transitioned
toward an anthropology of the city, where the urban environment itself, its infrastructure, its spatialities, and its
systemic logic, becomes the primary object of analysis.

Central to this evolution is the recognition of the city as a site of encounter and multiplicity. Unlike the isolated
communities of classical ethnography, the city is a heterogeneous laboratory where global processes—such as
neoliberalism, migration, and surveillance—intersect with local everyday experiences. The multiplicity of

everyday experiencesserves as the empirical foundation for generating theoretical propositions that challenge
monolithic views of urbanism.

Spatialities and the Rebirth of Urban Anthropology

One of the most influential frameworks in the field is the concept of Spatialities, pioneered by scholars like Setha
M. Low. In her contribution to the companion volume, Low argues that the rebirth of urban anthropology was
catalyzed by a rigorous focus on urban space. This focus involves distinguishing between the social production of
space and the social construction of space.

The Social Production of Space

The social production of space refers to the macro-level forces—economic, political, and ideological—that
physically create the urban environment. This includes urban planning, real estate development, and state-
sanctioned infrastructure projects. It is the process by which capital and power are manifest in concrete and steel.

The Social Construction of Space

Conversely, the social construction of space focuses on the micro-level. It encompasses the ways in which
individuals and communities experience, interpret, and give meaning to those physical spaces. Through daily use,
ritual, and memory, urban dwellers transform abstract 'space’ into meaningful 'place.’ This dialectical relationship
between production and construction is essential for understanding how power operates within the city.



Feature Social Production of Space Social Construction of Space

Primary Actor State, Developers, Global Capital Residents, Communities,
Marginalized Groups

Mechanism Policy, Finance, Architecture Memory, Practice, Symbolic
Interaction

Scale Macro/Structural Micro/Phenomenological

Obijective Physical creation and layout Meaning-making and identity

Sensing the City: Sensory Ethnography in Urban Environments

Modern urban anthropology has expanded beyond visual and structural analysis to include sensory ethnography.
Cities are not just seen; they are heard, smelled, felt, and tasted. "Sensing the City" involves documenting the
auditory landscapes (soundscapes), the olfactory markers (smellscapes), and the tactile experiences of urban
navigation. This approach recognizes that the sensorium is a site of social differentiation and control. For instance,
the 'cleanliness' or 'noise’ of a neighborhood is often used as a justification for gentrification or the criminalization of
certain social groups.

The Sensorium and Power

Urban authorities often employ sensory management techniques to regulate public space. High-frequency
‘mosquito’ alarms are used to deter teenagers, while the removal of street vendors targets the olfactory and visual
‘clutter' of the informal economy. Analyzing these sensory interventions allows anthropologists to reveal how the
city is curated for specific classes while being made inhospitable for others.

The Socio-Politics of Gentrification and Criminalization

A core concern of contemporary urban research is the dual process of rising wealth and increasing exclusion. As
explored in Nonini's companion, the city is a stage for gentrification, where capital reinvestment leads to the
displacement of lower-income residents. This process is rarely just an economic shift; it is accompanied by the
criminalization of the poor.

Mechanisms of Exclusion

1. Zero-Tolerance Policing: The application of 'broken windows' theory to target minor infractions, effectively
clearing public spaces for more affluent ‘consumers.’

2. Privatization of Public Space: The rise of Business Improvement Districts (BIDs) where private security
enforces codes of conduct that exclude the homeless and the working class.

3. Algorithmic Governance: The use of predictive policing and surveillance technologies that disproportionately
target marginalized neighborhoods.

These mechanisms ensure that as the city becomes a site for global wealth accumulation, it simultaneously
becomes a site of intense surveillance and punishment for those deemed 'unproductive' by the market.

Technical Methodology: Conducting Urban Ethnography

The methodology of urban anthropology requires a rigorous, multi-scalar approach. Unlike traditional ethnography



that might focus on a single village, the urban ethnographer must navigate the transience of urban realities. This
requires specific technical workflows to ensure data validity and depth.

Phase 1. Multi-Sited Mapping

Researchers must move beyond a single neighborhood to track the flows of people, capital, and ideas. This might
involve following a commodity through the city or tracking the displacement of a community across different
boroughs.

Phase 2: Participant Observation and Shadowing

Traditional participant observation is supplemented by shadowing—following participants as they navigate their
daily commutes, work routines, and social interactions. This reveals the tactical ways in which people navigate the
rigid structures of the city (what Michel de Certeau calls 'pedestrian speech acts').

Phase 3: Digital and Archival Integration

Urban realities are increasingly digital. Ethnographers must analyze social media interactions, digital maps, and
urban planning archives to understand the historical and virtual layers of the city. This data triangulation is crucial
for capturing the multiplicity of everyday experiences.

Transience vs. Permanence in Urban Planning

A critical tension in urban studies exists between the permanence of the built environment and the transienceof
urban life. Urban planners and designers have traditionally been preoccupied with creating permanent structures
and fixed master plans. However, anthropological research suggests that the city’s vitality often resides in its
transience—temporary markets, pop-up communities, and migrant pathways.

Comparison of Planning Models



Model Focus Anthropological Critique

Modernist Master Planning Rigid zoning, permanence, visual Ignores the organic social use of
order space; leads to alienation.

Tactical Urbanism Short-term, low-cost, scalable Captures transience but can be co-
interventions opted by gentrifiers.

Infrastructural Citizenship The right to basic services (water, Highlights how physical infrastructure
power) is a site of political struggle.

Case Study: The Laboratory of Everyday Experience

To illustrate the practical application of these theories, we can look at the study of informal settlements in the
Global South. These areas are often dismissed as ‘urban decline' or 'chaos' by planners. However, an
anthropological lens reveals them as sophisticated laboratories of social and economic innovation. Residents in
these areas utilize the multiplicity of everyday experiencesto build complex networks of mutual aid, informal
economies, and adaptive infrastructure.

By studying these settlements, anthropologists challenge the criminalization of the poor and demonstrate how
urban design can learn from the transienceand flexibility of informal systems rather than trying to erase them. This
research has direct implications for creating more resilient and inclusive urban policies.

The Role of Ethnography in Future Urban Design

As we face global challenges such as climate change and mass migration, the technical insights of urban
anthropology become indispensable. The discipline provides the tools to move beyond 'smart city' rhetoric—which
often prioritizes sensors over people—to a more human-centric urbanism. This involves:

e Participatory Design: Using ethnographic data to ensure that new developments reflect the actual social
needs and cultural identities of residents.

¢ Conflict Resolution: Understanding the sensory and spatial roots of urban conflict to create more equitable
public spaces.

¢ Resilience Mapping: Identifying the informal networks that allow communities to survive crises, from economic
downturns to natural disasters.

The city is not merely a collection of buildings but a dynamic, pulsing network of human relations, power struggles,
and sensory experiences. By employing the frameworks of spatialities, sensing, and everyday multiplicity,

urban anthropology provides a vital counter-narrative to the top-down models of urban management. It insists that
the city must be understood through the lived experiences of those who inhabit it, particularly those on the margins
who are often rendered invisible by the grand designs of permanence. As we continue to build and inhabit the
urban world, the companion to this field remains an essential guide for navigating the complexities of our shared
urban future.

In conclusion, the study of the city through an anthropological lens reveals that urban life is a constant negotiation
between the forces that seek to order and control space and the individuals who seek to live within it. Whether
through the study of gentrification, the analysis of sensory landscapes, or the investigation of transient urban
realities, urban anthropology offers a profound understanding of how we create the city and, in turn, how the city
creates us. The multiplicity of the everyday, the struggle over space, and the sensory richness of urban life all



combine to make the city the most significant laboratory for understanding the human condition in the twenty-first
century.

Tags: #Urban Anthropology #Ethnography #Setha Low #Donald Nonini #Urban Planning #Spatialities



Page 1 of 5



Page 2 of 5



Page 3 of 5



Page 4 of 5



Page 5 of 5



