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This paper presents findings from a collective comparative project.' The complexity
and scale of contemporary urbanization pose various theoretical challenges. There
seems to be a widespread agreement on the need for epistemological and
methodological innovation. While a strong case has been made on the value of
comparative work across “a world of cities” (Robinson 2011) there are many
unresolved methodological questions pertaining to the procedure, criteria, and units of
comparison, when comparing across vastly different urban development trajectories
and configurations. In addressing this challenge, our project proposes a grounded and
experimental approach, in which specific urban processes across a wide range of case
studies are analyzed in relation to each other to develop new conceptual tools, and to
propose research agendas in global urbanism.

By way of illustrating our conceptual experimentations the paper introduces the
concept of ‘plotting’, which refers to the piecemeal, speculative and largely informal
development or densification of residential areas. There are existing studies on
‘urbanized villages’ in Shenzhen, and apartmentalization of gecekondus in Istanbul.
In Howrah old bustee areas have been undergoing dramatic redevelopment and
verticalization. In Lagos, plotting is seen as just the ordinary way of urban
development in its ever-expanding, and densifying urban fabric. Plotting typically
occurs in the presence of multiple claims to land and overlapping tenure regimes. The
ambiguity is exploited by the urban poor, building contractors and various authorities
in the pursuit of largely individual gain. Here the production of housing for rent plays
a key role. With the term plotting we seek to capture both the plot-by-plot logic of
development (as different from urban renewal, or wholesale (re)development), and its
informal modalities (c.f. Roy 2009). Plotting allows rapid population increase, and
usually results in highly dense spaces with low urbanistic qualities. Because of its
piecemeal nature and the prioritization of individual gain over public good the
resulting living environment is deficient in common facilities, and public spaces.
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