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Conclusion

Beyond these three axes of research, the ur-
ban studies group at Neuchâtel, which includes the 
above-mentioned 10 persons, but also former mem-
bers of the Institute now active elsewhere, is inter-
ested and engaged in the development of an urban 
studies network in Switzerland. The importance of 
the urban phenomenon as a scientific question and 
as a political issue is, as yet, not matched by the exis-
tence of an organized research community in urban 
studies. There is no Swiss Centre for Cities and no Na-
tional Centre of Competence in Research on cities in 
Switzerland. Swiss urban studies scholars should col-
lectively try to change that in the years to come.
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Urban Studies at 
the University of Basel

Urban Studies at the University of Basel was es-
tablished in 2016, built from approaches rooted in 
geography, architecture, and history, and with per-
spectives from critical heritage, postcolonial studies, 
political science, and anthropology. Speaking from a 
regional focus on Africa, Europe, and the Middle East, 
our research and teaching explore the contradictory 
ways of knowing that shape cities, territories and built 
spaces.

Our research has developed through individu-
al intellectual trajectories, outlined below, as well as 
through collaborative interdisciplinary research. Our 
Masters of Arts in Critical Urbanisms, launched in 
2017, has engendered an exploratory space for peda-
gogy that traverses disciplinary purviews on the city, 
linking the University of Basel with the African Cen-
tre for Cities at the University of Cape Town. Working 
together on the curriculum design and teaching has 
shaped our intellectual agenda and a strategic ap-
proach to interdisciplinary urban studies. 

A key anchor of our research is a focus on South-
ern urbanisms, inspired by the complex and rapidly 
changing realities of Southern cities worldwide. In this 
context, Sophie Oldfield’s research engages empirical 
and epistemological questions central to urban the-
ory. Her work reflects on political practice and every-
day urban geographies, analysing the ways in which 
citizens and organized movements craft agency to 
engage and contest the state. Anna Selmeczi’s work 
builds on social and political theory and participatory 
research to substantiate the connections between or-
ders of knowledge production and urban space, and 
how practices of popular politics contest and change 
these orders. Laura Nkula-Wenz works on the nexus 
of cultural production and urban change in Southern 
African cities, focusing on the transformation of ur-
ban governance and the construction of local political 
agency through international accolades, urban ex-
perimentation and interurban knowledge networks. 
In "Cities of Integrity", a Dfid-funded research project 
together with planning theorist Vanessa Watson (Uni-
versity of Cape Town), she also works on rethinking 
common anti-corruption measures in the context 
of Africa’s rapid urban expansion, exploring ways in 
which the professional integrity of local planners can 
be activated and promoted.

Our work on the relationship between housing 
and the state stretches across Southern and North-
ern cities, foregrounding how the materiality of home 
making and the multiple forms of housing expertise 
shapes inhabitant contestation as well as state trans-
formation. Focusing on the banlieue, Kenny Cupers 
explores how dwelling serves an object of moderniza-
tion, an everyday site of contestation, and a domain 
of expertise. His work on French and other geogra-
phies examines the role of housing and architecture 

in neoliberal transformation. Sophie Oldfield and 
Anna Selmeczi’s adopt a collaborative research ap-
proach, built with partners engaged in a mix of Cape 
Town-based debates, struggles and practices around 
housing and land access. Projects – regularly involv-
ing our Masters students as active participants in the 
research process – track state-funded housing initia-
tives and how they produce uncertainty for ordinary 
residents that aspire to, and become, homeowners. In 
analysing the contingent and often surprising encoun-
ters evident in housing projects, and by examining the 
struggles and afterlives of ordinary urban dwellers in 
these contexts, this work challenges reductionist as-
sumptions that formality leads to security of tenure, 
reworking instrumental and technical understand-
ings of the relationship between (in)security and (in)
formality in practice. 

"A key anchor of 
our research is a focus on 
Southern urbanisms."

Another cluster of research focuses on (post)co-
lonial infrastructure and how built heritage shapes 
political and urban geographies. Manuel Herz anal-
yses and documents how architecture is witness to, 
and provides evidence for, the complexities and con-
tradictions of decolonization and nation building in 
Sub-Saharan Africa. He is currently preparing a sec-
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Smart City Centre, Rio de Janeiro. Photo by Dennis Pauschinger, 2014.
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ond volume of African Modernism, and an accom-
panying exhibition. Ernest Sewordor’s dissertation 
studies the historical connections between imagined 
aspirations and colonial infrastructures in the pro-
duction of mining landscapes in Ghana. Giulia Scot-
to’s dissertation examines postcolonial questions of 
logistics, mapping how the infrastructural, architec-
tural and propagandistic operations of the Italian na-
tional hydrocarbon agency ENI shaped postcolonial 
urbanization in Tanzania and Ghana. Focusing on the 
Addis Ababa-Nairobi Corridor, Thomas Betschart’s 
dissertation asks how transportation infrastructure 
transforms volatile geo-political conditions in the con-
text of rapid urbanization in Ethiopia. Together, these 

projects comprise the SNF-funded project “How infra-
structure shapes territory in Africa,” led by Kenny Cu-
pers. In this context, Cupers currently works together 
with Prita Meier (NYU) to explore how the Trans-Af-
rican highway shapes statehood and selfhood. Saad 
Amira’s dissertation employs the concept of 'slow 
violence ' in Palestine to explore the role of nature 
as a fundamental dimension of Israeli settlers’ colo-
nial paradigm. Dr. Emilio Distretti’s research projects 
take on interrelated avenues on architectural and in-
frastructural heritage, Italian fascist colonialism and 
its legacies, and overall on the question of a ‘colonial 
continuities’ in postcolonial politics in the Mediterra-
nean world and East Africa. In collaboration with Ales-
sandro Petti (Royal Institute of Art, Stockholm), Emilio 
Distretti started the project “The Afterlife of Fascist 
Colonial Architecture” which investigates and theoriz-
es practices re-appropriation and re-use of fascist co-
lonial architectural heritage in reparations processes 
for fascism’s crimes in Ethiopia and Eritrea.

Research on camps, borders, and the infrastruc-
tures of migration management also significantly 
shapes our programme. Manuel Herz’ research and 
his collaborative practice with Sahrawi refugees ex-
plores how camps can be spaces of social emanci-
pation and are used to prefigure the institutions of 
a nation by a refugee population living in exile. Mar-
en Larsen’s dissertation explores the city-making, 
home-making, and world-making potentials of UN 
peacekeeping camps in Eastern Congo, as part of the 
SNF-funded project “Making the City: Agency, Urban-
ity, and Urbanisation in Ordinary Cities.” A collabo-
rative research project, led by Bilgin Ayata (Unibas, 
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Sociology) and co-coordinated by Kenny Cupers, ex-
plores the newly implemented EU hotspots. Funded 
by the Swiss Network for International Studies, the 
project explores how such migration infrastructure 
reshapes the Mediterranean border regime. Within 
this project, Alaa Dia’s dissertation explores the de-
sign of the hotspots as a new type of bordering device 
and humanitarian space. Emilio Distretti, together 
with documentary-photographer Mimi Mollica devel-
oped a research project across Sicily and Tunisia that 
reads contemporary migrants’ deaths at the Mediter-
ranean Sea borders as part of the longue durée of Eu-
rope’s colonial history. 

"Our research and teaching 
explore the contradictory ways 
of knowing that shape cities, 
territories and built spaces."

A growing area of research explores how design 
shapes urban, transnational, and planetary politics. 
Kenny Cupers’ research and forthcoming book focus 
on German colonialism to reveal how conflict over 
land in Africa and the borderlands of central Europe 
shaped the modernist belief that the world can be 
governed by design. Manuel Herz’ construction of 
public health and education infrastructure in Sene-
gal, funded by the Josef and Anni Albers Foundation 
rethinks the practice and implications of design in a 
Southern context. Future work on this thematic in-
cludes, in collaboration with Claudia Mareis (FHNW 
Academy of Art and Design) and Orit Halpern (Concor-
dia University, Montreal), Kenny Cupers’ new project 
analyzing how design - in its broadest sense - influ-
enced and changed political thinking and governance 
in the second half of the 20th century. Funded by an 
SNF Sinergia grant and starting in spring 2020, the 
project brings together over a dozen researchers with 
the aim to open a new field for interdisciplinary de-
sign research. As a postdoctoral scholar on the proj-
ect, Laura Nkula-Wenz will build on her experience 
researching the diverse and situated expressions of 
creative cityness in Cape Town to explore ‘design for 
development’ as an emerging governing paradigm 
in post-apartheid cities. Michelle Weitzel will focus 
on resilience in Israeli/Palestine security design, and 
Kenny Cupers on Eurafrican afterlives in infrastruc-
ture design and governance. 

Taken together, these threads weave an excit-
ing research tapestry that is underpinned by a set of 
shared values, which celebrate collaborative, engaged 
research, sensitive to its context. These commitments 
also inform our common pedagogy, collective work 
which will be reflected in a forthcoming exhibition at 
the University of Basel in March 2020, accompanied 
by the publishing of an edited volume later this year.
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tural and propagandistic operations of the Italian na-
tional hydrocarbon agency ENI shaped postcolonial 
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� LQ� 3DOHVWLQH� WR� H[SORUH� WKH� UROH� RI� QDWXUH�
as a fundamental dimension of Israeli settlers’ colo-
QLDO�SDUDGLJP��'U��(PLOLR�'LVWUHWWLȇV�UHVHDUFK�SURMHFWV�
take on interrelated avenues on architectural and in-
frastructural heritage, Italian fascist colonialism and 
its legacies, and overall on the question of a ‘colonial 
continuities’ in postcolonial politics in the Mediterra-
nean world and East Africa. In collaboration with Ales-
VDQGUR�3HWWL��5R\DO�ΖQVWLWXWH�RI�$UW��6WRFNKROP���(PLOLR�
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es practices re-appropriation and re-use of fascist co-
lonial architectural heritage in reparations processes 
for fascism’s crimes in Ethiopia and Eritrea.

Research on camps, borders, and the infrastruc-
WXUHV� RI� PLJUDWLRQ� PDQDJHPHQW� DOVR� VLJQLȴFDQWO\�
VKDSHV� RXU� SURJUDPPH��0DQXHO�+HU]ȇ� UHVHDUFK� DQG�
his collaborative practice with Sahrawi refugees ex-
plores how camps can be spaces of social emanci-
SDWLRQ� DQG� DUH� XVHG� WR� SUHȴJXUH� WKH� LQVWLWXWLRQV� RI�
a nation by a refugee population living in exile. Mar-
en Larsen’s dissertation explores the city-making, 
home-making, and world-making potentials of UN 
peacekeeping camps in Eastern Congo, as part of the 
SNF-funded project “Making the City: Agency, Urban-
ity, and Urbanisation in Ordinary Cities.” A collabo-
rative research project, led by Bilgin Ayata (Unibas, 
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