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Teaching and Research in Urban Geography at the University of Lausanne
A model at the beginning of a new century

Antonio Da Cunha, Jean-Bernard Racine, Lausanne

1 Introduction: the context

"Teaching and research in urban geography at the Insti-
tute of Geography, Lausanne, has been structured in
two distinct phases and focuses on two approaches:
on the one hand on the model of the city in space,
and on the other hand on the model of the city as
space, according to BrRiaN J.L. BERRY’s famous expres-
sion (1964) «cities as systems within a system of cities».
Thus, the focus on the dynamic study of the general
characteristics of the object «town» in an urban system
of dissymetric interdependencies at a regional, national
or global scale (PumaN 1997) was followed by the
study of cities as physiognomic and socio-economic
entities. This is differentiated through frameworks that
are morphological, structure-functional and socio-cul-
tural, with the emphasis on the study of urban land-
scapes. In other words, «cities amongst networks and
territories» (SAINT-JULIEN 2002).

Writing about important urban problems is inevita-
bly accompanied by new words. Sustainability has
recently entered the geographic vocabulary. It can
be presented as a descriptive concept, as a project
and as a notion that aims at the implementation of
innovating information and regulation systems. These
have to do with all aspects of the decision process
in urban communities. The fact that research per-
spectives have changed since the emergence of the
environmental question, does not however imply that
social, cultural and political dimensions are being
ignored. The aim of both teaching and research at the
Institute of Geography, Lausanne, remains and will
remain anthropocentric: the human being is both the
actor and the main concern of sustainable develop-
ment.

Lectures are offered in two main lines of study that are
nevertheless considered complementary. In the one
line of study, the Institute offers a course on urban sus-
tainable development and the contribution of cities to
ecological and social sustainability, to be followed by
a course on public politics and two specialised courses
focusing on questions of transport and mobility, and
on the topic of urban social cohesion. In essence, these
courses encourage students to question the course of
current developments and to collectively invent possi-
ble «futures» in a context of uncertainty (Da Cunna &

RacINE 2000). In the other line of study and research,
the focus is on the relationship between cities, socie-
ties and culture from a more humanistic and phenom-
enological perspective (RacINE 1993). Not only does
this perspective affect our political attitudes, but it also
affects our projects, our values, our imagination, our
socio-affective and emotional relationships with the
city through our mental representations (BocHET &
RaciNe 2002) — in other words, everything that con-
tributes towards forming the dominant ideology of a
society.

2 Cities and sustainable development

The research directions of sustainable urban develop-
ment at the Institute of Geography involve at least
three complementary concepts of the urban phenom-
enon «city»: the city as a social and physical system;
the city as a structure and as a product of the actions
and representations of the actors; the city as a living
and activity space. As a social product and a place of
economic and symbolic accumulation, the city is an
uncertain and constantly changing space, which can be
represented as a system in which cultural, economic,
political and physical factors interact. The city is the
expression of the social and technological division of
work. It produces neither the necessary raw material
nor the energy to satisfy all the needs and demands of
its population. It is thus an open system. On the one
hand its metabolism must constantly feed from exter-
nal flows drawn from a nearby or distant environment.
On the other hand, after processing and transforming
these resources, the city ejects part of its waste into the
surrounding environment. It can therefore transfer its
entropic flows into a more or less wide environment

(Fig.-L)

The quality of the buildings and the habitat is the sig-
nature of the city and is one of the fundamental ele-
ments influencing resident’s quality of life. It is also a
constructed environment, a place of life made of build-
ings and structures, made to last or to be transient, in
close proximity and serviced by diversified technologi-
cal networks. The connectivity and the quality of the
urban network insure the resident’s physical access to
the diversified commodities and functions that the city
offers simultaneously. We can therefore rightfully rep-
resent the city as an open system structured by three
systems of activity: economic, cultural and political.
These can be subdivided into one or more basic func-
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Fig. 1: The city is a system, open, complex and uncertain.

Die Stadt ist ein System, offen, komplex und mit Unsicherheiten behafiet.

La ville est un systéme, ouvert, complexe et incertain.
Draft: A. Da CuNHA

tions of social reproduction. The identification of the
device that permits economic, cultural and political
functions, places the cities, urban agglomerations and
metropolises in a hierarchy of urban centralities or fur-
ther, in a hierarchy of potential developments. Urban
change thus appears to be the result of collective
actions that organise, transform and plan the basic
structures of the city. The problems that the urban
actors have to deal with are multiple and imply varied
modes of action.

Action must be based on the «precaution principle»,
a rule according to which the decisions and measures
chosen must favour caution whenever major social or
ecological damage is possible, but the knowledge is
incomplete. Even though our concept of urban sys-
tems has proved to be inadequate, the modes of pro-
duction need to be challenged. The current situation
in industrial ecology is evidence that changes in pro-
duction modes are not only necessary, but also pos-
sible. The choice of production techniques affects the
resources involved (remewable, non-renewable, recy-
clable, non-recyclable, critical, vulnerable, etc.) as well
as the type of profession and the organisation of work.
Do technological changes that are made in an effort to
preserve the environment allow us to reach the same
or a better level of services with a smaller quantity of

raw material and energy? Moreover, can dispersed or
concentrated habitat, the zoning of economic activi-
ties or social differentiation of space, or the manner
in which people and activities locate themselves have
important social and economic implications? The joint
organisation of space and transport systems, at local
regional or national levels, appears to be a major har-
monisation factor. One of the major issues in current
geography research is the different ways of changing
the collective models of spatial mobility by investigat-
ing the impact of urban density, the use of resources
and the resident’s quality of life (BocHET & PINI
2002).

We are familiar with the diagnosis linked to the cur-
rent trend in the new urbanisation regime that estab-
lished itself over the last thirty years (Da Cunna &
ScuuLLER 2001). It is characterised by the transforma-
tion of the spatial relation between the «urban core»
of an agglomeration and the suburban and periurban
zones. This implies the creation of urbanised areas that
are increasingly wide-spread, heterogeneous and frag-
mented, and that generate not only at an even larger
scale the movement of people, but also of capital trans-
fers, as well as information and service flux. The «new
urban issue» emphasises the ambiguity of the current
modalities of city-development, and the need to con-
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trol the physical effects (spatial disconnection, dis-
continuities, ruptures in residential quality), the eco-
nomic effects (functional specialisation, zoning), the
social effects (residential segregation, community with-
drawal), the environmental effects (pollution, noise
and nuisance factors), but also the political effects (dis-
persion and abundance of actors of urban manage-
ment and regulation). In response to this development,
teaching and research at the Institute of Geography of
the University of Lausanne has based its activities on
sustainable urban development around the following

ten theses (Da Cunna & BocheT 2002):

1. The city is a transformational reality: the urban
environment is a collective patrimony, a place of
symbolic and material accumulation.

2. The city is a translocal reality: the order of the city
implies the disorder of its spatial surrounds.

3. Cities are imperfect artificial ecosystems: the val-
orisation of patrimony and the control over urban
fluxes is insufficient.

4. Cities are not sustainable, but can contribute to
sustainability.

5. A compact city can favour sustainability: extensive
urbanisation is ineffective from the point of view
of the use of collective resources.

6. The organisation of urban space is a harmonisa-
tion factor for economic, social and ecological aims
in sustainable development.

7. The quality of public places and the distribution of
collective equipment is a symbolic expression of
the territorial relationship on the scale of agglom-
erations: each place is concurrently an integral
part of the agglomeration and a part of urban cen-
trality.

8. Cities must assimilate management principles simi-
lar to those that govern natural systems such as
the management of resources.

9. The urban development policy is an essential tool
for the reflection on the future development of the
city.

10. Sustainable public actions must involve new modes
of intervention essential to the practice of a col-
lective apprenticeship that guarantees good urban
opening.

Each of these theses constitute a research agenda in

themselves (Fig. 2).

A further focus of sustainable urban development at
the Institute has for several years been urban vul-
nerability in connection with violence (Nosepa 2001;
RaciNe 2002b). In this area, special attention should
be paid by both theory and practice (e.g. public author-
ities) to incivility and feelings of insecurity as mul-
tifactor phenomena. Recently, the Institute has also
included the role of the tertiary sector in the city
and urban economic interdependancy into its research
programme (MARENGO & RaciNe 2003). Both of the

above research topics are considered to be unavoid-
able dimensions of social sustainability, and are for
this reason included in Lausanne’s Agenda 21. Like-
wise, the problems of social and anomic polarisation
(danger, poverty, violence, social and cultural frag-
mentation, loneliness, consumerism, individualism) are
characteristic of cities and have a tendency to disinte-
grate social bonds and to produce spatial segregation
within the city (e.g. periurban territories) (Da CUNHA,
LErESCHE & VEz 1998). Harmonising the evolution of
the common economic, social, cultural and physical
spheres in a way that satisfies the needs of the present
and future generations has become a major issue in
urban research and activity.

3 Cities, societies and cultures

By acknowledging cities as places of memory and cul-
ture, as social fields charged with history, teaching
and research at the Institute of Geography award
similar importance to the relationship between cities
and urban cultures, taking into account the duality
of the relationship — culture forming cities and cities
forming specific cultures. Even at the simple morpho-
logical level, the study of the evolution of urban plans
and structures today takes architectural aspects into
consideration. HARVEY (1989) sees post-modernism
as the ideological parallel to the rise of flexible cap-
italism. By valuing the return to the source of the
architectural domain, this line of research plays on
forms by the collage of different styles which become
a collage of styles of life, consumption and new pro-
duction relationships, responsible for the revitali-
sation of waterfronts and of mixed and integrated
development where eclecticism is dominant. Thus, the
above appears to form a natural counterweight to the
fragmentation, the multinodality, the fluidity, the plu-
rality and the hierarchy of cities. But what is architec-
tural post-modernism and its proliferation of signs?
It appears to replace history by reference and usage
by symbols. However, it is not by adding new facades
to subsidised housing that one can resolve the prob-
lems of large housing estates; neither by re-designing
the layout of paved areas that one can create cen-
tres. It would seem that the valorization and treat-
ment of the urban past and of «places of collective
memory» have become tools of urban promotion.
One could even say that selected parts of towns
are themselves treated like sculptures, «pieces of
culture», theatre decor and monuments rather than
according to authentic terms of habitat — the build-
ings themselves being conceived as manifestations of
the urban dimension. The significance of space has
replaced its needs of space.

By highlighting the process of «going» from «having»
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Fig. 2: The issues of durable urban development change during the process of change; they rationalise public
action, harmonize economic change, social development and the renewal of natural resources.

Der Ausdruck dauerhafter Stadtentwicklung dndert sich im Prozess des Wandels, begriindet éffentliches Handeln,
harmonisiert 6konomischen Wandel, soziale Entwicklung und die Erneuerung natiirlicher Ressourcen.

Les enjeux du changement dans le processus du développement urbain durable rationalisent Uaction publique,
harmonisent le changement économique, le développement social et la reproduction des ressources naturelles.

Draft: A. Da CunHA

to «looking like» after having experienced the passage
from «being» to «<having», SODERSTROM (1990) reminds
us that
«cities undergo transformations that go more in the direc-
tion of a more intensive economic exploitation of space
and an ever-increasing spectacular appearance to urban
operations».
Are these an expression of the «prestige game» and
subtle competition between specialists, between cities,
who are all trying to give themselves both a face and
an image — a brand image which upholds their own
idea of urban living? These are the really ambiguous
problems city marketing is confronted with.

Obviously, culture and economy are not antagonistic
(Da Cunna 1989; RacINE 1989), and even if culture,
as a form of shared experience, often appears free and
non-marketable, it is still part of two undividable real-
ities. As cities offer entertainment, publications, cul-
tural clubs, exhibitions, and cinemas, they are partly in
a position to polarise and to transform regional envi-
ronments. Thus, large metropolises and small towns
compete in the areas of art and culture. The trend in

cultural investment today is to address increasingly
qualitative needs of the urban and suburban popu-
lation, while producing added value and geographic
externalities which are profitable to consumers and
businesses alike.

This emphasis on the relations between cities and cul-
ture can take different forms. One of the fundamental
questions that we ask and will continue asking, from
the point of view of the complex mosaic of social intra-
urban and metropolitan environments, is in the words
of TouraINE (1997): «How can we live together, equal
and different?». For geographers, the focus is on the
impacting of space, i.e. the role of space and the links
to individuals searching for their place therein. A spe-
cial emphasis is put on heterogeneity and pluralism,
which we consider, along with the idea of urban eco-
systems, as basic principles of urbanity, as universal
characteristics of cities. This placing of value upon
heterogeneity is today a driving-force in the trans-
formation and rehabilitation of urban environments.
Changes are occurring and the cultural minorities are
the privileged actors of this change. Jaar (2002), one



218

Geographica Helvetica Jg. 58 2003/Heft 3

of Lausanne’s former mayors, who lectures on «The

urban condition» at the Institute, recently said, in con-

nection with urban cultural minorities:
«they often express themselves in an unstable and change-
able manner. They are eminently contemporary. They
evolve like tribal cultures, global as well as partial, per-
manent and temporary. The geography of these cultures
escapes all kinds of confinement. They take-over and
occupy industrial and commercial premises, which were
not initially intended for them. They take advantage of
urban derelict land. They destroy pre-established func-
tions by using urban equipments in unexpected and spon-
taneous manners».

Further, the Institute focuses on both the change in
cultural geography and its ambition to surpass the
assumptions made by a geography of perception and
representations, thus aiming at «unmasking the city»
by discovering its symbolic meanings. The goal is to
see cities not just a collection of material artefacts,
but as places through which ideologies are projected
and through which cultural values are expressed and
power is excercised, where symbolic meanings of land-
scapes and buildings can be established by builders,
architects, constructors, planners or owners, but that
these actors themselves are influenced by dominating
concepts of culture and class. The greatest difficulty in
this line of research is that the change in the symbolic
meanings of space occurs at the same time as the soci-
cties that surround them evolve (Harvey 2000). The
social evolution can be rapid during a revolution, or
gradual and influences the symbolic meaning of land-
scapes. Of interest is the way people interpret it, react
to it, or absorb these significations and ideologies that
are inscribed in the city. Is there really a link between
the meanings that are inscribed in the urban land-
scapes and those that are perceived by people who
come across these same landscapes? Obviously, the
meanings that people put on these urban landscapes
are much more diverse and complex than scientists of
semiotics have made us believe.

By taking into account these basic principles, from the
phenomenological and actionalist point of views dear
to GIDDENS (1984) and his «double hermeneutics» to
the acknowledgement of the key-role of «competent
actors», our field research and courses allow room
for ethno-methodological techniques widely used and
implemented in Lausanne (MARENGO & RACINE 1998;
RACINE & MAGER 1999; MARENGO 2002; RACINE 2002a)
within the context of the Institute’s participation in
the NRP 39 (National Research Programme) of the
SNRF (Swiss National Research Fund). The pro-
gramme with the title «Migrations and intercultural
relations», and the generic title «Places of intercultur-
ality» looks at how foreign and native social actors
manage to classify their relationship to the environ-

ment and the society in which they live. We no longer
want a description of places that depends only on
the disembodied knowledge of the researchers, but
rather a descriptive activity from the actors. MONDADA
(2000) reminds us that an actor’s/agent’s social activ-
ity cannot be separated from the acts of description,
interpretation and symbolic elaboration that define
them, giving them a meaning while taking them into
account. Classification procedures are part of these
activities. Not only do they allow the actors to identify
known or unknown people, but also to interpret the
activities, positions, options, frequentations that are
part of the categories. The welcome opportunity to
conduct an analysis that includes the actors’ real-life
experiences and representations has been conducted
at several levels: the city’s space, the relational space
of associations, and the private space of actors, which
covers, creates and gives sense to these various spaces.
In view of the results obtained, we remain convinced
that in order to be fully meaningful and useful for
action, ethno-methodology, as we have practised, must
be accompanied by reflections on the objective struc-
ture of the relationships between actors (individual,
collective, institutional) and by the respective posi-
tioning of these actors in the social environment. Indi-
vidual perceptions and categories of interpretation
that actors apply to reality come partially from this
same objective structure.

4 Conclusions and perspectives

The concept of socially sustainable development gives
us the opportunity to «re-read» a large variety of urban
subjects from a new perspective. It leads us to reflect
on the economic changes in cities, on their social and
cultural development as well as on the conditions for
a cautious development in terms of ecological conser-
vation. Further, this sustainability concept also leads
us to discover new methods of urban management.
Designed as a governing system capable of linking up
political institutions, social actors and private organi-
sations in a process of elaboration and implementa-
tion of collective decisions, the search for an «urban
governance» method can also be considered as the
search for a planning and urban action technique. It
expresses the need and intentions to collectively build
a true «urban development policy» that depends on
the active participation of city dwellers. Thus, this con-
cept merits being put to the test as a fundamental
social issue.

The students are encouraged to consider distinct spa-
tial and temporal scales of analysis when investigating
the different links between economic, social and eco-
logical processes. They are also encouraged to over-
come the dichotomy between knowledge and know-
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how and between research and action by observing
the different dimensions of change in urban societies.
And finally they are warned to be careful not to pre-
vent democratic debate by favouring a simple exer-
cise of methods of investigation. It is obvious that the
management of cities and territories will profit from
a better understanding of the interactions mentioned
above. Their study calls for the use of distinct disci-
plines and lines of questions.

It is clear: in our opinion, urban problems do not have
disciplinary boundaries. Our scientific research focuses
on the Swiss urban and territorial development. In com-
parison to other countries, Switzerland already has a clear
background in reflective and critical evaluation, which
enables suitable investigation into the quality of govern-
ance in economic, social and ecological areas and in the
practices of public life. In echo or in essential contrast,
we also use our heritage and our experience of North
American, and in particular of Canadian cities. Recently,
we have incorporated research on new African cities.

Cities constitute specific innovative environments that
play a pioneer part in innovative processes. Thus cities
must necessarily produce innovation in order to find
solutions to the new problems they face — from within
the city, as well as from their relation to surrounding
territories — which would imply that cities are environ-
ments that naturally favour innovation in terms of gov-
ernance and management of economic changes, and
of socio-cultural diversity and differences, as well as
habitat production. Initiating a reflection on the «new
urban issue», on the changes in cities, their issues and
their implications for research and action, is the pri-
mary target of our teaching and research.
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