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Toward a research agenda

● Reviews key thoughts and philosophies in urban geography, 
sociospatial theory, architectural theory 

● Preliminary insights/data from World Bank, UNHabitat, NESCB
● Future of urbanization and urban governances in Thailand 
● Decentralization, devolution, and Bangkok centrism 



Outline
1. Theorizing the Urban: urbanization, peri-urbanization, metropolitanization 
2. COVID19: reverse of the trend? 
3. Understanding space: topology and topography 
4. Spatial justice and uneven vulnerabilities 
5. Research agendas 
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What is urban in the twenty-first 
century? 



Theorizing the Urban

● What is urban/urbanization in the 21st century?
● Not a definitional, but paradigmatic debate 
● In the world: Western-centric urban theory 



Comparative urban theory since 2000s



“คําวา urban หมายถึงกรุงเทพ
รึเปลาคะ?”



Theorizing the Urban

● What is urban/urbanization in the 21st century?
● Not a definitional, but paradigmatic debate 
● In the world: Western-centric urban theory 
● In Thailand: Bangkok-centric understanding



เมืองกินคน
แถลงการณวาดวยเรื่องนคราภิวัฒน 
การพัฒนาเมือง และสุขภาวะเมืองของไทย



เมืองกินคน
เมืองกินเมือง









The monocentric city

● Dominant, long-standing 
paradigm of urban planning

● Experience from early 
20th-century Chicago 
(a Chicago School of Urban 
Sociology)



● Urbanization, suburbanization, peri-urbanization  
● Planetary Urbanization 
● Urban-rural divide: a false dichotomy 
● Urban-rural relation: an imbrication 

Theorizing the Urban



Desakota 

‘The village town’

(McGee, 1991)



Urban explosion

● Urbanization in the 21st century makes 
obsolete old categories and logics (e.g. 
urbanization, metropolitanization, 
peri-urbanization)

● The ‘traditional’ monocentric city is obsolete 
(and very much extinct)

● Centrifugal vs centripetal logic of 
urbanization 

● Rate of change and carrying capacities
 

● Urban primacy and the commanding core (e.g. 
‘global city’ aspirations in the global south)



Outline
1. Theorizing the Urban: urbanization, peri-urbanization, metropolitanization 
2. COVID19: reverse of the trend? 
3. Understanding space: topology and topography 
4. Zoning & design intervention
5. Spatial justice and uneven vulnerabilities 
6. Research agendas 
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COVID19 
Reversal of urbanization trends?

● Did the COVID19 pandemic reverse 
urbanization/metropolitanization trends? 

● Hypotheses: 
Deurbanization of the core
Reurbanization of the peripheries

● Evidence: initially, minimally, temporarily

● Select groups: digital nomads



COVID19 
Reversal of urbanization trends?

● Did the COVID19 pandemic reverse 
urbanization/metropolitanization trends? 

● Hypotheses: 
Deurbanization of the core
Reurbanization of the peripheries

● Evidence: initially, minimally, temporarily 

● Path dependence of built environments
(e.g. capital investment

● Inertia & sunk costs of built environment 

● Thailand’s weak rural sector



The “virtual city”
as the end of geography?

● 1990s (premature) call on the end of 
geography, obsolescence of place, 
and rise of the virtual city 

● The thesis did not stand empirical 
evidence; place grew in significance

● The panic revived again during the 
COVID19 pandemic, but doesn’t 
stand the evidence



Outline
1. Theorizing the Urban: urbanization, peri-urbanization, metropolitanization 
2. COVID19: reverse of the trend? 
3. Understanding space: topology and topography 
4. Zoning & design intervention
5. Spatial justice and uneven vulnerabilities 
6. Research agendas 
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เมืองกินคน
เมืองกินเมือง



Research agendas

What we know:

● Urban primacy 
● Environmental degradation
● Resource depletion 

What we don’t know 
(and need to know):

● How does urbanization interact 
with urban governance?



urban governance 
urbanization

เมื่อเมืองกระจายตัว
ขามเขตการปกครอง





ผังเมืองรวมกรุงเทพ 2556



Commercial and high-density residential

Medium-density residential

Low-density residential 

Open space and recreation

Agriculture and farmland

Historic preservation 

1. Land use planning & zoning



Table of allowable uses















หนองจอก มีนบุรี

● พื้นที่สีเขียวทะแยงขาว 
(อนุรักษเกษตร)

● ผังเมืองหามกอสรางหมูบานจัดสรร 

● วิธีการหลบเลี่ยงกฎหมายของ
ภาคอสังหาริมทรัพย

● Common law vs civil law 





urban governance 
urbanization

เมื่อเมืองกระจายตัว
ขามเขตการปกครอง



Mismatch
Urbanization vs urban governance



Understanding space

Topography
Topology



Topography



Topography

● Surface level
● Cartesian space
● Static 
● แผนที่หมูบาน - ตําบล - อําเภอ 



Topography
Orthogonal planning



Topology





Mismatch
Urbanization vs urban governance

Results of topological relations Understanding the city as topographic space 



Mismatch
Urbanization vs urban governance



การแบงเขตการปกครองของไทย 

● ตําบล (กํานัน)
● อําเภอ (นายอําเภอ
● จังหวัด 

● Historical context: 
remoteness & lack of communication 



Urban governance as path dependence



Urban governance as path dependence

● Metropolitanization & 
peri-urbanization around major cities
 

● The pattern calls into question the 
relevance of current juridictions 
(อบต เทศบาล อบจ) 

● Current governance/juridstriction:
Inert, fragmented, monolithic 

● Poorly equipped to deal with 
transboundary/transjurisdicitional 
environmental issues 



Topography & Topology

Topographic space is poorly equipped to deal with 
transboundary, transnational issues



Marina Bay Sands
Singapore



Cambodia



Transboundary sustainability



The topological politics of resources
From Cambodia to Singapore



The topological politics of resources



Bangkok malls





2019 Laos dam collapse



2019 Laos dam collapse

40 people were 
confirmed dead,[3] at 
least 98 more were 
missing (maybe as many 
as 1,100 more people), 
and 6,600 others were 
displaced

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/2018_Laos_dam_collapse#cite_note-FOOTNOTEFerrie2018-3


The ‘Battery of Asia’

● Flood damage
● Dam construction → loss of local plants, flora, fauna
● Displacement of agriculture farmlands
● 90% exported to other countries, including Thailand and China



The ‘Battery of Asia’

● Flood damage
● Dam construction → loss of local plants, flora, fauna
● Displacement of agriculture farmlands
● 90% exported to other countries, including Thailand and China

● (transnational) environmental justice: the outsiders receive the benefits, 
while the residents bear the risk



Mismatch
Ecological boundaries vs administrative boundaries

● Fluid ecological boundaries 
(e.g. fire, haze, flood

● Examples: Singapore haze

● Fragmented juridictions

● Absence of regional 
governance/government, 
a spatial scale that is best equipped to 
deal with transboundary environments



● COVID19 heightens role of local 
governments & municipalities 

● Direct line of responsibilities; on-the-ground 
contacts and ties

● Both innovation and hindrance 

● Innovation: flexible, adaptive, timely response 

● Hindrance: bureaucracy & rigid 
understanding/interpretation of boundaries

● Examples: inter-provincial travels; 
intra-provincial sales ban

Mismatch
Ecological boundaries vs administrative boundaries



Fragments & mismatch 

● “กรุงเทพและปริมณฑล” points to an 
accurate understanding of 
urbanization patterns 

● However, still persistently fragmented 
in practice, with each province drawing 
its own zoning map.

● Useful metaphor: jigsaw puzzle

● These zoning maps are often 
incongruous/noncontiguous 

● Example 1: ทาโขลงคลองหลวง - 
หนองจอก -  สุวรรณภูมิ

● Example 2: พระราม 2 - สมุทรสาคร



“ผังภาค” และ “ผังอนุภาค”

● ‘Regional’ and ‘subregional planning’ as 
strength and long-standing practices of 
Department of town planning

● Bottom-up, topological understandings of 
network relationships of regional towns and 
cities

● Status: policy framework (not binding)

● Glimpse of hope:
Realizing regional governance through 
consortia of อบจ?



แผน/ผังภาค
Transcends scale and artificial boundaries



Historical precedents?

มณฑลเทศาภิบาล
Scalar, but also topological



“เมืองรอง”

Tourism-focused neoliberal development
‘Frontier’ economies 



Research agendas

● A regional geography of towns 
and cities: 
Towards a topological 
understanding of urbanization

● Transboundary population data

● Reformatting metropolitan 
governance 

● “เมืองรอง” ที่มากกวาการทองเที่ยว



เมืองกินเมือง
Toward a research agenda

● Reviews key thoughts and philosophies in urban geography, 
sociospatial theory, architectural theory 

● Preliminary insights/data from World Bank, UNHabitat, NESCB
● Future of urbanization and urban governances in Thailand 
● Decentralization, devolution, and Bangkok centrism 
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