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ABSTRACT  The process of planetary urbanisation, which is currently affecting a large part of the world, im-
pacts on the existing built environment in an unprecedented way. Its dramatic rapidity often implies the sudden 
disappearance of traditional urban and rural structures and the rapid transformation of local cultures. Contextu-
ally, as never before, attempts to protect culture in its tangible and intangible expressions are increasingly central 
to international agendas on sustainable urbanisation. However, this is by no means an easy task to achieve. The 
main reason for the controversy is that the consensus around the need to protect heritage and its tools, as formu-
lated primarily in the Western world in the past, has changed. It has been challenged by alternative, non-Western, 
primarily non-materialistic views, or it has been delegitimised by the (often) exploitative practice of heritagisation, 
as a result of the process of protection itself. The main aim of this paper is to reflect on the implications of con-
temporary planetary urbanisation on the built heritage and its protection, considering that most of this process is 
taking place in fast-developing countries of Asia, Africa and South America and, at the same time, there is a redis-
tribution of economic (and therefore cultural) power from the West to the East, and from the North to the South of 
the planet.

KEYWORDS  planetary urbanisation, urban theory, built heritage, urban conservation, non-Western, material vs im-
material, community

Received July 6, 2017; accepted August 19, 2017.

Culture in the Urban Age. What We Should 
Protect?
Over previous decades, urbanisation has increased dra-
matically, especially with the contribution of the so-called 
global South, and its pace is not deemed likely to slow 
down soon. UN projections foresee that countries such 
as China, India, and Nigeria, alone, will generate almost 
37% of the total projected urban growth population till 
2050; this number is now estimated as 2.5 billion people, 
with nearly 90% of the increase concentrated in Asia and 
Africa (United Nations 2015a). Despite the controversial 
interpretation of this process, as will be reported in the 
next section, this generates concern for its overall sustain-
ability. Topics such as the impact of urbanisation on en-
vironment and climate change, the overall sustainability 
of cities and the current large migration process, both do-
mestic and transnational, have deeply informed the ethos 

of the UN 2030 Agenda for sustainable development 
(United Nations 2015b).

The existing built environment and its communities 
are deeply affected by the urbanisation process, with the 
result that local cultures are being drastically adapted, 
transformed and sometimes forcibly moved elsewhere. 
The transformation of Chinese cities, with large-scale 
demolition of inner-city historic areas and relocation of 
local people, have probably contributed more than other 
examples to this narrative, and fomented this global dis-
course. For instance, the demolition of dilapidated inner-
city neighbourhoods in Beijing started in the 1990s (Zhang 
and Fang 2004), and culminated in the Olympic Games of 
2008, whereby the traditional hutong area near the Forbid-
den City was largely torn down and the rest submitted to 
rapid gentrification (González Martínez 2016) (Figure 1a, 
Figure 1b). This is also a common trait in other countries. 
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Figure 1a and 1b Beijing, People’s Republic of China. The Olympic Games area and the remained traditional hutongs now mainly 
transformed into commercial streets (Source: the author).
Figure 2a and 2b Ankara, Turkey, 2012. The Hisar fortress of Ulus district and the surrounding view on modern residential com-
pounds (Source: the author).

 1b      

 2b      
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 2a      

For example, new real estate developments have suddenly 
appeared in and around the old city centre of Beirut in 
Lebanon (Yassin 2012), replacing the old French colonial 
houses of Ho Chi Minh in Vietnam (Clark 2011) and have 
dramatically altered the low-density, historic urban land-
scape of Ankara in Turkey (Batuman 2013) (Figure 2a, 
Figure 2b).

Local communities, on the other hand, are no longer 
relatively homogenous components of modern nation 
states: ‘The many displaced, deterritorialised, and tran-
sient populations that constitute today’s ethnoscapes are 
engaged in the construction of locality, as a structure of 
feeling, often in the face of the erosion, dispersal, and 
implosion of neighbourhoods as coherent social forma-
tions.’ (Appadurai 1996, 199) Changing localities, and their 
cultural features, are dependent on both (tangible) mass 
migration and (intangible, although even more pervasive) 
‘mass-mediated images, script and sensations’ (4) leading 
Appadurai to argue that ‘the valuable feature of the concept 

of culture is the concept of difference, a contrastive rather 
than a substantive property of certain things’ (12). 

European historic centres, after the Second World War, 
were surely more socially coherent than today. Cities, cul-
ture and cultural heritage were the expression and repre-
sentation of national identities. This situation has literally 
turned upside down, challenging the idea of coherence 
and ‘harmonious adaptation to contemporary life’, which 
has long been associated with the authenticity of a place 
(ICOMOS 1987).

This process of rapid transformation involves both the 
gentrified neighbourhoods of central London, purchased 
en masse by Middle Eastern and Chinese buyers, or the 
relatively deprived historic areas of the developing world. 
It is very common in China, where the historic inner areas 
of cities such as Shanghai, Suzhou and Nanjing, despite 
their traditional appearance, host a population of new-
comers, primarily composed of new urban elites or, still 
the majority, domestic rural migrants (Verdini 2015). 
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Rapid cultural hybridisation happens even in once-rural 
and more isolated areas, such as small towns in the south 
of Italy and Greece, hosting refugees and economic mi-
grants coming from across the Mediterranean.

UNESCO, among international UN agencies, has been 
globally at the forefront in raising international attention 
on the need to protect cultural heritage and local cultural 
diversity worldwide. Its focus has shifted from the spe-
cific conservation of cultural and natural heritage to the 
protection of urban heritage, historic urban landscapes 
and diversity of cultural expression. Very recently, UN-
ESCO has also promoted the first global survey on the 
role of culture for sustainable urban development, which 
has been instrumental in advocating globally the need to 
place culture at the core of urban policy and presented at 
the UN Habitat III Conference in Quito in October 2016 
as a contribution to the ‘New Urban Agenda’ 2016–2036 
(UNESCO 2016). Being probably the most comprehensive 
survey today on culture in the ‘urban age’ and promoting 
advocacy for its protection, it provides a comprehensive 
catalogue of cases where culture, creativity and cultural 
heritage are protected and managed across the world (see 
the eight study areas in part A of the Report, p. 26 and the 
final ‘Atlas’, p. 272).

 Nevertheless, the Global Report, despite being a 
powerful and useful overview of ‘what we should protect’ 
(and indeed of what is already protected), opens up also 
several unresolved questions. These are related to the im-
pact that planetary urbanisation has, and will have, for the 
built heritage and for local cultures in the years to come, 
and what this might mean for the current doctrine of con-
servation. The intention therefore is to situate the debate 
as to the protection of the past within the discussion of 
massive and rapid urbanisation. The question of ‘how’ we 
should protect will then be supported by a critical inquiry 
into the changing conditions of contemporary time, to as-
sess whether the tools available for the protection of the 
past are still valid today. 

Planetary Urbanisation and Whether It 
Matters for the Built Heritage
Over the last decade there has been a remarkable attempt 
to reposition the field of urban studies and its theoreti-
cal foundations in the light of the undeniable process of 
massive urbanisation of the planet. This process has been 
generally understood as a shift of residents from rural 
to urban areas, thus justifying the label of ‘urban age’ to 
describe it, among international agencies and academic 
scholars (Burdett and Rode 2010). This process, moreover, 

has been widely associated with cultural homogenisation 
and even destruction of the past, mobilising resources 
and fostering advocacy for reversing this trend (UNESCO 
2016). However, this statistical evidence has not generated 
consensus on the interpretation of the ‘urban age’, in pri-
mis because data to measure urbanisation have been often 
used improperly (Satterthwaite 2010), and, most impor-
tantly, because it has not been theoretically supported by 
novel approaches and methods, capable of capturing the 
complexity of the process of urbanisation at the global 
scale (Brenner and Schmid 2014). 

Interestingly, in attempts to address this gap, two 
main, conflicting streams have emerged. On the one 
hand are those who have attempted to retain a degree of 
universalism in addressing the needs of a suitable urban 
theory for such massive urbanisation (Scott and Storper 
2014) and, on the other, those who, instead, have ‘provin-
cialised’ this effort by looking at the functioning of non-
Western cities (Robinson 2006; Roy 2011). These diver-
gencies find an interesting parallelism with the current 
debate around the built heritage, as will be described later.

In the former case, Scott and Storper (2014, 9–11) 
have insisted ‘on the distinction between issues that are 
to be found in cities but that are not intrinsically urban in 
character and issues of cities’ which ‘revolve around pro-
cesses of agglomeration cum polarisation and associated 
interactions within the urban land nexus’. In retaining the 
notions of agglomeration, polarisation and the struggle 
for scarce land as a common ground and a generalised 
analytical paradigm of cities everywhere, they identify 
‘contextual variables’, among them the fact that a ‘source 
of difference stems from cultural norms and traditions. 
These affect a multitude of practices and ways of life that 
affect the urban landscape, including the formation, evo-
lution and persistence of neighbourhoods and the opera-
tion of local labour markets’. 

Comparative urbanism, instead, as a result of post-
colonial critical studies, has been instrumental in chal-
lenging the idea of unifying principles by tracing a line 
between ‘global’ and ‘universal’ (Robinson 2016). While   
urbanisation, as manifestation of the capitalist system of 
production, is ‘undeniably global, the universality of such 
process is another matter’ (Roy, 2016), proved for example 
by ‘the persistence of economic informality, multiplicity, 
marginality and dispersion, and not agglomerations’ in 
many Southern cities (Parnell and Pieterse 2016). 

While both contributions offer convincing ana-
lytical frameworks to readjust or directly challenge the 
global discourse of the ‘urban age’ as put forward by UN 
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agencies, they are far from being reconciled (Roy 2016). 
The former approach, being rooted in economic analysis, 
offers a convenient, yet functionalist, shortcut to simplify 
a variety of international cases, which surely appears quite 
unmanageable. The latter, being rooted in critical social 
theory, offers instead an appealing horizon for action from 
a non-Western and post-colonial perspective. 

For the scope of this article, the two will both be con-
sidered plausible and discussed from the perspective of 
the built heritage. The intention here is not to raise an 
epistemological discussion on the nature of the ‘urban’ in 
contemporary debate on global urbanism (Brenner and 
Schmid 2015), but rather to situate the topic of the built 
heritage in such a discussion. This will provide a two-fold 
benefit: on the one hand, to acknowledge that heritage is 
today increasingly considered an asset for development 
and therefore widely associated with processes of planetary 
gentrification (Lees, Hyun, and Lopez-Morales 2016). In 
other words, heritage and the built heritage can be studied 
in conjunction with the major process of agglomeration/
polarisation focusing on the risk associated with its relative 
scarcity in such a process; on the other hand, to recognise 
that, around notions of identity, memory, past, history and 
so on, different localities and local cultures are still arguing 
for different interpretations and therefore ways of action 
and transformation, often in open collision with the main-
stream discourse. It is a gradual process of reinstating into 
the heritage field the legitimacy of other forms of civilisa-
tion (Braudel 1993) or, to a certain extent, of non-exploita-
tive and non-functionalistic values even within the West. It 
is at the crossing of these two different processes of global–
local, North–South, East–West that tensions emerge in the 
urban realm, determining locally the need for mediation 
between global forces and local practices. 

Coming back to the initial question posed here, as 
to whether planetary urbanisation matters for the built 
heritage, the response is based on the evidence that many 
historic areas are either strongly affected by urbanisa-
tion, with historic areas being physically destroyed, per-
manently altered and arbitrarily reconstructed or, when 
protected, sooner or later, by exploitative trends of gen-
trification. This is independent of their location. In sup-
port of this statement, it is worth adding that planetary 
urbanisation refers to a global condition where the urban 
is no longer ‘a bounded, nodal and relatively self-enclosed 
socio spatial condition’ but rather a more ‘territorially 
differentiated, morphologically variable, multiscalar and 
processual conceptualisation’ (Brenner 2014, 15). Drawing 
on Lefebvre’s (2003) radical hypothesis of the complete 

urbanisation of society, Brenner and Schmid (2012, 13) 
argue that ‘this situation of planetary urbanisation means, 
paradoxically, that even spaces that lie well beyond the 
traditional city cores and suburban peripheries … have 
become integral parts of the worldwide urban fabric’. As-
suming this as true, such a pervasive process determines 
the transformation of historic districts, no matter if in the 
city or in remote rural villages, mostly into theme parks 
in the service of a global consumerist elite. The variety of 
examples in this respect is very wide, featuring various de-
grees of the so-called Disneyfication process. For example: 
(1) a combination of residential displacement and tourism 
development can be found in areas as diverse as the for-
mer French Concession of Shanghai, the Casco Antiguo 
of Panama and the Ciutat Vella of Barcelona; (2) massive 
flows of tourists, well beyond the local carrying capacity, 
affect, on a daily basis, cities such as Venice in Italy or ru-
ral villages such as Tongli in the Jiangsu Province of Chi-
na; similarly, people move (en masse) from Tokyo to the 
Mizusawa Udon Village in Gunma Prefecture in search of 
one of the most famous Udon noodles of Japan (Kim and 
Iwashita 2016). As a consequence, besides the obvious ef-
fort to restore and protect the built heritage to serve this 
mono-functional demand, local policies for clearing and 
beautification are frequently implemented for improving 
local attractiveness. This is the case with the historic centre 
of Quito in Ecuador, where a zero-tolerance policy against 
street vendors and other informal activities has long been 
in place (Swanson 2007), or the notorious case of New 
York, followed by other cases such as the historic centre 
of Bologna in Italy, where long-lasting ‘wars’ against graf-
fiti have been conducted (Iveson 2010). In the same vein, 
in China national policies were recently released to rescue 
heritage buildings from apparently dangerous functions 
like restaurants and bar, with immediate effect on the ur-
ban landscape (Figure 3a, Figure 3b).

While the examples here reported draw an undeniable 
linkage between ‘planetary urbanisation’ and ‘planetary 
gentrification’ of the built heritage, which might certainly 
be regarded as the mainstream trend, this is not sufficient 
to explain the variety of conditions found in cities today. 
First and foremost, there are still historic areas that have 
not been affected by these processes as they are simply iso-
lated by the globalisation process. There are cities affected 
by wars, permeated by strong religious beliefs, controlled 
by dictatorial regimes and so on, that simply cannot take 
part in such a process. This can be just a temporary situa-
tion, as the post-Castro Havana in Cuba has sadly proved, 
and we might realistically expect in the future such cities 



77G. Verdini

Figure 3a and 3b Shanghai, People’s Republic of China. The temple in Donghu Road. 3a: the temple was previously located inside 
a restaurant, September 2014. 3b: the temple has been isolated as monument, in a clear process of Westernisation, March 2016. 
(Source: the author).

 3b       3a      

as Pyongyang in North Korea or Kabul in Afghanistan to 
enter this condition.

However, and more interestingly, there are a number 
of other cases, that fall outside this simple categorisation. 
There are places that are marginal in respect to global 
gentrification processes, being not located at the core 
of agglomeration processes. Despite their location, they 
retain a historic identity and a certain local dynamism, 
having developed their own niche economic system, 
as reported in recent research on historic small settle-
ments in Asia, South America and Europe (Verdini and 
Ceccarelli 2017). These towns survive despite their pe-
ripherality, being either rural villages, part of dispersed 
territorial formations or informal settlements enclosed 
in large, urban agglomerations. Their built heritage is 
a component of the overall local economic life, but it is 
not at its core. 

There are also cases that are managed and planned 
not solely in response to major global economic forces. 
The way the city is organised, and the way the legacy 
of the past is treated, protected or deliberately not even 
considered as part of local identity, is instead responding 
to local motives and alternative systems of beliefs and 
practices profoundly rooted in different cultural con-
texts. Therefore, they utilise different tools and methods 
for management and conservation. Although still not 
very rich and systematic, there is an increasing body 
of literature in English showing these differences. Japa-
nese urbanism is different in essence from that of the 
West, being the pattern of a city more decentralised, 
patchy, temporary, flexible, vague (in opposition to the 
traditional Western one, which is more centralised, net-
worked, permanent, fixed and clear), to cite just a few 

adjectives (Shelton 2012, 129). Chinese cities are even 
more diverse and their approach to the past and the built 
heritage has been effectively associated by Li (2014) with 
the idea of ‘memory without location’ in opposition to 
the great Western emphasis given to the city as a physi-
cal archive of memories. This can justify, for example, the 
practice of reconstruction in China, being interpreted as 
expression of ‘immaterial authenticity’. Similarly in India, 
the Indian National Trust for Art and Cultural Heritage 
states in its adopted Charter that ‘In consonance with 
traditional ideals, replication can be accepted as an ap-
propriate strategy not only to conserve unprotected his-
toric buildings, but especially if such replication encour-
ages historic ways of building’ and ‘Reconstruction based 
on minimal physical evidence is appropriate where it is 
supported by the knowledge of local craftspeople, includ-
ing folklore, beliefs, myths and legends, rituals, customs, 
oral tradition etc.’ (INTACH 2004)

In summary, while heritage and local cultures are surely 
scarce resources within the process of urban agglomera-
tion, they might not necessarily play the same role, or be 
treated in the same way in cities. It is for this reason that, 
similar to what ‘comparative urbanism’ has attempted to 
unveil in urban theory, a non-Western approach to the 
built heritage seems to provide a necessary and more nu-
anced understanding of the global conservation practice 
today. In light of the introductory part on the role that cul-
ture has assumed in international agendas on sustainable 
urbanisation, this will allow, in the discussion and con-
clusion, confronting the reality of daily practices in many 
parts of the world with the international discourse on cul-
ture and heritage to unfold overlaps and discrepancies. 
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Non-Western Cases and Post-colonial 
Debates around the Built Heritage
Non-Western approaches in the field of urban studies are 
related to urban models that do not necessarily fit into 
the Western paradigm of the ‘industrial civilisation’. Such 
a form of civilisation is related to modern colonialism as 
perpetrated by Europe in the 19th and early 20th century 
(Loomba 1998). Therefore, for the scope of this article, 
the label ‘non-Western’ will be primarily associated with 
the resurgence of interest for alternative systems in post-
colonial studies. This will prevent us from falling into 
reading the entire Western culture as an imposition, over-
looking the processes of mutual learning always existed 
between the East and the West (Shan 2016). The alter-
native non-Western approaches here mentioned do not 
comply entirely with the mainstream model of urban ac-
cumulation of resources. This model consists primarily in 
the set of urban policies historically employed to manage a 
process of linear accumulation, characterised by country-
side-to-city migration processes, and embodied in the tra-
ditional, centralised and comprehensive urban-planning 
approach exported to cities of the global South. Conse-
quently, in the field of heritage studies, the notion of herit-
age itself has assumed a specific connotation. In the West, 
heritage is largely related to the legacy of the Industrial 
Revolution, where the definition of ‘historic monuments’ 
and consequently the idea of urban conservation arose. 
The brutality and the speed of transformation of this pro-
cess have influenced the debate around the modern con-
cept of heritage and obsession for its physical protection, 
especially in England and France in the early 19th century 
(Choay 1992). This will later generate a wider intellectual 
movement advocating for the protection of the tangible 
forms of the past. Understandably, the aggravation of the 
physical damages of the two World Wars, which mostly af-
fected the developed world, imposed a new international 
agenda for the protection of cultural properties, developed 
in the second half of the 20th century. This has material-
ised in the adoption of the International Charter for the 
Conservation and Restoration of Monuments and Sites (the 
Venice Charter) in 1964, culminating few years later in 
the approval of the UNESCO World Heritage Convention 
in 1972 (Cameron and Rössler 2013).

However, in recent years, the consensus around the 
need to protect heritage and to employ the tools to pre-
serve its physical integrity and ultimately its supposed 
authenticity has changed. Interestingly, the discussion 
around the need to redefine the boundary of the heritage 
discipline has been driven primarily by attempts to 

reinterpret heritage as a process rather than as an object, 
rediscovering its pre-modernist roots (Harvey 2001). It 
was common practice in the past to reuse quite freely 
structures and materials readapting the past to modern 
functions, as happened with the Thermae of Diocleziano, 
the ancient roman baths converted by Michelangelo into 
the church of S. Maria degli Angeli in the middle of the 
16th century. The long-lasting international discussion on 
the protection of cultural landscape has also shifted atten-
tion to the dynamic relations between man and nature, 
with interesting convergences between Western and Asian 
approaches (Taylor and Lennon 2011). However, it is 
mainly around the notion of authenticity of heritage that 
the hegemonic power of Western values and beliefs in the 
heritage field has emerged. This was openly challenged by 
the Nara Document on Authenticity in 1994, where Asian 
scholars (with the particular engagement of the Japanese 
ones) have advocated for reconsideration of Asian ap-
proaches to materiality beyond the dogmatic assumptions 
of the Venice Charter. The Nara Document was ‘a tacit 
acknowledgement of the plurality of approaches to the is-
sue of authenticity … [which] does not reside primarily in 
Western notions of intact fabric’ (Taylor 2004, 430). 

This debate is rooted in the deep difference between the 
East and the West, as highlighted by Braudel (1993, 169): 

What we must try to understand, forgetting our 
Westerners’ experience, is that the two great civilisa-
tions of the Far East are thousands of years old. In 
the Far East monuments deteriorate and decay all too 
quickly, in so far as they are often made of fragile ma-
terials, as in China and Japan. Human society and cul-
ture, by contrast, seem indestructible. … Hinduism, still 
very much alive, has been the almost unaltered basis of 
the Indian civilisation for more than a thousand years. 
… In China, the cult of ancestors and of the gods of na-
ture, which dates from at least the first millennium BC, 
has continued in Taoism, Confucianism and Buddhism. 
… These ancient and tenacious religious systems are 
linked with social structures which are no less hardy, 
castes in India, family and social hierarchies in China. 
… Unlike the West, which clearly separates the human 
from the sacred, the Far East makes no such distinction. 

This consideration stimulates a discussion on what 
should be really protected, whether it should, and, in that 
case, which criteria should be applied in a non-Western 
context. It is the case of China where the recent resur-
gence of interest for the protection of extremely fragile 
structures such as the natural villages in rural areas has 
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legitimised flexible conservation approaches (Zhu 2015). 
Moreover, the substantial diversity of social structures is 
another fundamental element to consider when dealing 
with heritage issues in the East and the West. This is to-
day even more important than before, as the international 
conservation doctrine has expanded, including a differ-
ent set of tools not explicitly contemplated before. It is the 
case of the UNESCO Recommendation on Historic Urban 
Landscape of 2011, that advocates for the application of 
an integrated approach to conservation including tools to 
foster, for example, civic engagement and public participa-
tion (UNESCO 2011). In a recent study aimed at refram-
ing the theoretical boundary of the current urban con-
servation discourse in China, this element has resulted as 
being one the most controversial points for a meaningful 
application of the HUL approach in China, given the high 
level of social divide within communities (Verdini, Fras-
soldati, and Nolf 2016). 

It is not surprising considering that the concept of 
community and citizenship derives from the civic tradi-
tions of the ancient polis and commune of the Middle 
Ages in Europe, while being almost absent historically in 
Asian cities. The ideal-type of the city depicted by Weber 
in ‘Wirtschaft und Gesellschaft’  (1978), differs from cities 
in India, China and Japan where associations or guilds 
were not linked to the right of citizenship but people, de-
spite their association in corporations, were still attached 
to their original village, caste, clan and so on. Without 
entering into a debate on whether the idea of the polis is 
still applicable in Europe or the West in general, given the 
high level of social fragmentation and diversity within 
communities, it is by no means a factor that can be under-
estimated in repositioning the debate on heritage and its 
conservation in a non-exclusively Western context. 

This brief consideration on the East–West dualism sug-
gests that an increasing multiplicity of perspectives exists 
around the notion of heritage with a direct implication 
on the tools in use to protect it. The non-materiality of 
heritage and its spiritual dimension has been probably one 
of the most convincing arguments to challenge the official 
doctrine and it has found responses in additional official 
conservation documents. One example is the establish-
ment of the List of Intangible Cultural Heritage in 2008, 
as a result of the 2003 Convention for the Safeguarding of 
the Intangible Cultural Heritage. It is not a coincidence 
that the majority of cases in the list are from countries like 
China, India, Japan, Korea and Vietnam. 

More controversial is instead the fact that most of the 
historic artefacts today unanimously considered worthy of 

protection are colonial buildings or urban colonial ensem-
bles, especially in Africa and South and Central America. 
Despite the attempt to foster a consensual past, especially 
from international agencies such as UNESCO, and to 
mitigate the potential conflict inherent in certain sites by 
developing uniform narratives (Vahtikari 2017), some lo-
cal conflicts remain de facto unanswered. This is the case 
with the already mentioned historic centre of Quito in 
Ecuador, which was listed as a UNESCO World Heritage 
in 1978 as being a unique example of South American 
Baroque. Since 2003, the capital city has been the object 
of a vast renewal project, comprising specific policies to 
revive the city centre and to attract tourism and global 
investment (Middleton 2003). A specific target of this 
policy was the regulation of indigenous street vendors and 
beggars, mainly coming from the surrounding villages 
and affected by programmes of agriculture restructuring 
(Swanson 2007). While the potential conflicts between 
the new, wanted image of the city and the informal use 
of the space are evident, such policy tends to replicate a 
colonial logic that perceives the indigenous people as ex-
traneous from the daily life of the city, pushing them away 
from the sanitised central areas of the city. However, their 
presence is paradoxically an element of the conflictive 
urban landscape and identity that colonial cities had and 
still have, posing a question of what is really authentic in 
such contexts (Figure 4a, Figure 4b). Similar approaches 
might be found even more recently in cities as diverse as 
Mexico City, with the ‘Rescue Programme’ of the historic 
city centre (Crossa 2009), or in Guangzhou in China, with 
the ‘Forbidden Area for Street Vendors’ warning issued 
by the Urban Management Authority in 2010 (Huang, 
Xue, and Li 2014). However, the case in Guangzhou shows 
an ambivalent and more pragmatic approach, as it tends 
to regulate the phenomenon excluding informal street 
vendors just from some key representative areas, such as 
‘the administration area (in historical city centre), city 
parks, CBD, the exhibition centre and train stations’ (184).  
Nevertheless, the built heritage seems to be excluded from 
any form of real-life activities, as if it should be isolated 
from the real functioning of the city. 

The tension between orderly and informal, clean and 
unregulated, planned and random, which is the legacy of 
modernism, finds correlations with the contrasts between 
the Western and Chinese/Asian thought highlighted by 
the French philosopher, Francois Jullien. In his recent 
work De l’etre au vivre (2015) he points out the tendency 
of Western thought, since Aristotle, to rely on models and 
to conceive the entire essence of reality as a consequence 
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Figure 4a and 4b Colonia del Sacramento, Uruguay, 2005. The gentrification of the colonial historic centre, with the opening of 
restaurants and hotels, which is very common in colonial cities of South America (Source: the author).

 4b       4a      

of its ideal configuration. Conversely, Chinese thought 
conceives of reality as a gradual maturation, much more 
related to the organic rhythms of nature. It is evident in 
the different approaches of the ‘Art of War’, where deci-
sions are contextually taken based on situations, rather 
than strategically defined a priori. This has an influence 
on the way Chinese and Asian cities function and it is 
used by Jullien to depict the paradoxical situation whereby 
the traffic in Asian cities is not (only) formally regulated 
by traffic lights but, due to the huge number of vehicles 
in the street, by collective customs and informal behav-
iours, which result in being very effective despite the ap-
parent chaos. The thought–provoking metaphor of the 
orderly chaos of Asian cities is an intellectual stimulus 
to reflect on whether the Western models of cities and, 
consequently, the way of protecting the past utilised over 
the last two centuries are still entirely valid today.

Discussion and Conclusion
This paper has highlighted the uneasy relationship be-
tween the speed and scope of contemporary planetary 
urbanisation and the transformation of both the built 
heritage and local cultures. While advocacy for the pro-
tection of culture (what we should protect), in both its 
tangible and intangible expressions, is increasingly central 
to international agendas on sustainable urbanisation, this 
paper has argued that the ultimate reason for doing it and, 
consequently, the tools for its protection, are subject to in-
tense debate and, in some cases, reconsideration.

It is at least since the 1990s that alternative, non-
Western and primarily non-materialistic approaches 
to heritage have emerged in the international arena, 

determined by the firm position taken by Asian countries 
to redefine the principles of the international doctrine of 
conservation. As a matter of fact, this doctrine relies today 
on what de facto has been legitimately and multilaterally 
negotiated in the so-called international diplomacy of 
heritage (Winter 2015). Therefore, even if it still reflects a 
core of ‘European’ values, around notions of buildings and 
monuments conservation, it incorporates wider perspec-
tives on protecting and managing, in a sustainable way, 
communities, cultural landscapes, traditional knowledge 
and so on (Winter 2014).

In addition to that, the paper has explored the am-
biguous nexus between planetary urbanisation and cul-
ture, in particular around the question of ‘deterritorial-
ised and transient’ local communities and the scarcity 
of built heritage. The former issue impacts on some of 
the assumptions at the basis of the conservation doc-
trine, namely the supposed coherency and authenticity 
of places and communities and, consequently, on the 
effectiveness of tools such as community participation 
and civic engagement. The latter determines instead ex-
ploitative practices of heritagisation, which have been 
here associated with planetary gentrification processes. 
It is not uncommon (and it will be even more the case in 
the future), that the process of protection itself is a pre-
condition for social exclusion and spatial fragmentation, 
whether in Western or Asian countries. The divide will 
be even fiercer, especially if applied to former colonial 
heritage sites, where inherent conflictive narratives are 
still far from being reconciled, from Quito in Ecuador to 
Ho Chi Minh in Vietnam.

Therefore, the underlying argument of this paper is 
that the sense of inadequacy of the existing tools for 
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conservation is not dependent on a simplistic East–West 
divide, but is instead more generally linked to the sense of 
failure of the ‘industrial civilisation’ exported by the West 
during the colonial period and once assumed as universal. 
This supports consequently the advocacy for the acknowl-
edgement of a pluralism of practices and the contributions 
of other civilisations to the discussion of what is worth be-
ing protected. It ultimately poses the question of why, and 
consequently, how we should protect the past.

Post-colonial urban studies have attempted to move 
from a narrow application of universalistic principles to 
urban development by looking at non-Western countries. 
It is still a field of investigation that requires the consoli-
dation of a more critical body of knowledge, but it has 
also already traced some intriguing research directions. It 
is even more so for the broad topic of the conservation of 
the past. Besides the institutionalised international con-
servation doctrine, the process of planetary urbanisation 
determines frictions between the current practice and 
the legitimate, although sometimes controversial, claims 
of those who refer to other forms of civilisation (non-
Western) and to non-exploitative and non-colonialist sys-
tems of conservation. 

Planetary urbanisation imposes the need to acknowledge 
a pluralism of practices in the discussion of what is worth 
protecting and how to achieve this. The new journal Built 
Heritage could play a significant role in the years to come 
in two main directions in the field of urban conservation:
• To give voice to non-Western practices of conservation, 

particularly looking at China, India and Japan, without 
a Western bias and without necessarily assessing their 
outcomes against Western experiences;

• To give voice to non-exploitative practices of conserva-
tion both in the West and in post-colonial countries, 
rooted in a long, pre-modern tradition of dynamic 
transformation of the past, largely antithetical to the 
more recent and ‘modern’ heritage ‘objectivisation’; 
These research directions should feed into an alter-

native critical-research agenda for sustainable urban 
development, which is still too much driven by an under-
lying neo-liberal ideology and which is still overreliant 
on data and examples coming from Western countries. 
The ultimate goal would be to rethink a post-colonial ap-
proach to urban conservation to ensure pluralism and 
wider democratisation of the conservation doctrine. This 
is a fundamental step toward reassessing non-Western 
practices in a fairer way. This might be also regenerative 
for the West itself, too often relying on obsolete and over-
exploitative models of conservation of the built heritage.
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