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This dissertation makes a critical inquiry into how land use conflicts contribute to 

social transformation and the relevance of these processes to urban and spatial 

planning theory.  

Arguing that often traditional planning theories neglect the role of conflict as a 

transformative force with an impact beyond the planning profession, the study 

examines the ways activists and non-professional planners challenge and change 

how we think about planning and the way land is or should be used, and as such 

contribute to social transformation.  

Drawing on post-foundational political thinkers such as Jacques Rancière and 

Chantal Mouffe, and engaging with contemporary transformative planning 

approaches such as collaborative planning and insurgent planning, this 

dissertation observes that different planning approaches apply multiple 

interpretations of social transformation, hence identifying other processes in land 

use conflicts to have politicising and depoliticising effects. The thesis describes 

three perspectives on social transformation. 

A first conceptualisation sees transformation as including multiple interests in the 

decision-making process (i.e., inclusion-oriented). A second interpretation 

understands transformation as changes in power relations through the struggle of 

counter-hegemonic movements (i.e., power-oriented), and the third interpretation 

links social transformation to the emergence of new political subjects that change 

the symbolic order of society (i.e., subjectification-oriented).  
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By mobilising four cases ðthree in Belgium and a fourth in South Africað and by 

unravelling the political dynamics that make social transformation possible or 

prevent it in these empirical cases, this research finds that working with all three 

interpretations of social transformation often offers the best understanding of the 

transformative processes at work in complex land use conflicts. Additionally, the 

dissertation argues that the transformative planning field benefits from exploring 

the diversity in both politicising and depoliticising processes in land use conflicts. 

This can be done by diversifying the contexts in which land use conflicts are 

studied. 
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Een kritisch onderzoek naar de politiserende en depolitiserende processen in conflicten rond 

landgebruik en hun impact op maatschappelijke verandering 

 

In dit proefschrift bekijk ik hoe conflicten rond landgebruik kunnen bijdragen aan 

maatschappelijke verandering en onderzoek ik de relevantie van deze conflicten 

voor planningstheorie. 

De verhandeling start vanuit twee kritieken op traditionele planningstheorieën. 

Enerzijds stelt het dat de rol van conflict als transformerende kracht met een 

impact buiten het planningsberoep te vaak wordt genegeerd. Anderzijds, beweert 

het dat er binnen traditionele planningstheorieën te weinig aandacht is voor de 

manieren waarop activisten en niet-professionele planners onze manier van 

denken over planning uitdagen en veranderen. 

Het theoretisch perspectief van dit proefschrift steunt op het werk van post-

fundamentele politieke denkers zoals Jacques Rancière en Chantal Mouffe en 

wordt verder aangevuld met hedendaagse, op transformatie gerichte, 

planningsbenaderingen zoals collaboratieve planning en ôinsurgent planningõ. 

Deze planningsbenaderingen werken met verschillende definities van sociale 

transformatie en identificeren zodoende andere processen als zijnde politiserend 

en depolitiserend. In het proefschrift beschrijf ik drie verschillende perspectieven 

op sociale transformatie die ik terugvond in hedendaagse planningsbenaderingen. 

Een eerste interpretatie van sociale transformatie is er op gericht om zoveel 

mogelijk stakeholders en belangen te representeren aan de onderhandelingstafel 

(i.e. op inclusie gerichte transformatie). Een tweede interpretatie koppelt sociale 
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transformatie aan veranderingen in de machtsverhoudingen (i.e. op macht gerichte 

transformatie). Tenslotte linkt een derde interpretatie sociale transformatie aan het 

opstaan van nieuwe politieke subjecten die de bestaande symbolische orde in 

vraag stellen (i.e. op subjectivering gerichte transformatie).  

Door in vier casussen ð drie in België en een vierde in Zuid-Afrika ð de politieke 

dynamieken te analyseren die sociale transformatie stimuleren of net onmogelijk 

maken, concludeert dit proefschrift dat de transformerende dynamieken in 

conflicten vaak het beste kunnen begrepen worden wanneer alle drie de 

interpretaties van sociale transformatie gebruikt worden. 

Tenslotte stelt het proefschrift dat het op transformatie gerichte planningsveld 

verrijkt wordt door het verkennen van de diversiteit in politiserende en 

depolitiserende processen die aanwezig zijn in planningsconflicten. Dit kan onder 

meer door te diversifiëren in de contexten waarin landconflicten worden 

bestudeerd. 
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Hiding among the greenery, a lone villa overlooks the river Scheldt. An image of 

a black lightning bolt on its facade indicates that members of the squattersõ 

movement have settled here. On its right side, the manor enjoys the shadow of 

tall trees; on its left, residents can look upon a small hectare of vegetable gardens.  

In 2011, this idyllic piece of land at the outskirts of Ghent, Belgium, stood on the 

verge of being demolished. The landõs owner, the City of Ghent, planned to erect 

new training fields for the cityõs first division youth soccer team and had started 

a juridical eviction procedure against its current inhabitants. These inhabitants 

resisted and remained, arguing that the land was far more valuable for society 

when used as vegetable gardens and to alleviate the cityõs current shortage of 

affordable housing. Both the then-alderman responsible and the occupants were 

fully aware that, according to existing property and spatial planning legislation, 

the residents were in no position to make claims regarding the landõs future use. 

The alderman saw the existing legislation as a justification to ignore the residents, 

arguing that he does not negotiate with people who illegally live in property owned 

by the city. For the residents, however, their resistance was about more than just 

a choice between a training complex and allotments. They were challenging some 

of the fundamental premises of the decision to evict the residents, as one occupier 

noted: 
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The city of Ghent does a lot. They really do, and we know and respect 

that. But this is also political. It is about: ôWhat is permissible? What 

can we accept? What still fits within the neoliberal discourse?õ In fact, 

you still cannot touch the foundations of ownership. [é] Property 

law is actually a very old system that we should be able to reform. 

[é] There must be other ways possible. (resp. 2.02, 08 04 2015)1 

 

As a reader, you may or may not agree with the manõs opinion. You might share 

the aldermanõs outlook that land ownership is the best foundation to decide who 

can and who cannot determine how land is used. Nevertheless, with his remark, 

the man reveals that society, both from a social and spatial point of view, could 

have equally been organised differently.  

While you may feel that private land ownership is a logical foundation to decide 

on whose opinion counts and whose do not, 2 ownership is certainly not the only 

possible foundation. Land could be commonly owned and managed, or private 

property owners could lose their right to decide on the landõs use if they neglect 

their property. In other words, the occupier indicated with his comment that, like 

any other societal foundation, the way we think about property entitlement is 

contingent. It is challengeable and transformable. His comment equally 

demonstrates that, like any other societal foundation, private land ownership 

relations both include and exclude people: A society built on ownership relations 

gives some people more power than others and excludes people from society 

based on their ability to buy land. As such, by challenging private land ownership 

as a societal foundation, the occupier also challenges its exclusionary effects. 

With his disagreement on what should happen with this piece of land and who 

should be able to decide, the young man touches quite closely upon the topic of 

this PhD. This dissertation makes a critical inquiry3 into how land use conflicts 

can contribute to social transformation. As elaborated on in section 1.2, I link 
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social transformation to reordering the social order by undoing certain forms of 

exclusion, injustice or domination. Analysing four land use conflicts, I aim to 

unravel the dynamics that make this transformation possible or prevent it from 

happening in different contexts. 

Why would a spatial planning scholar focus on conflicts and the actors that start 

these conflicts by challenging the rules and conventions of spatial planning, you 

might wonder. Surely it must be to better control these actors in the future and 

manage the conflicts they cause? 

While there is no doubt that conflict management is an essential part of planning 

theory, it would be a mistake to reduce theorising on planning conflicts to their 

management. Land use conflicts, defined here as conflicts concerning the 

organisation and use of land, are the privileged site for analysing and understanding 

the dynamics that make social transformation possible. Through conflict, 

planning processes that are exclusionary in their procedures or in their outcome 

can be altered for the better. Especially for planners who are engaged with 

contributing to social transformation, understanding the dynamics in land use 

conflicts that stimulate or prevent transformation from happening is a first crucial 

step in actually contributing to social change. When planning theory is too 

focused on prescribing how to manage land use conflicts, it runs the risk of 

overlooking the beneficial changes contentious dynamics can actually bring about 

in the dominant ways we think about spaces and their users. As such, this 

dissertation does not intend to present professional planning practitioners with a 

list of tips to eliminate or prevent conflict from happening. Rather, it aims to 

strengthen a growing tradition in planning literature that values conflict as a 

productive force for social transformation (see section 1.3). 
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Additionally, while I do not deny that it is important for planning theory to focus 

on the acts of ôthe professional plannerõ and to set out procedures for planners to 

follow, this dissertation sees those actors that challenge dominant rules and 

conventions of spatial planning - the political radicals - as equally important in the 

discipline of planning. If we reduce the subject of planning theory to the 

profession, then only those who qualify as ôprofessionalsõ are seen as relevant 

historical agents in the organisation of space (Sandercock, 1998a, p. 7). Following 

Leonie Sandercock, among others, I maintain that for planning theory: 

[s]tories of resistance to planning by the state [é] are as important a 

part of the historical narrative as are the more familiar stories of 

master plans and master planners, of planning legislation and state 

planning agencies. (Sandercock, 1998a, p. 28) 

 

By challenging the existing boundaries of what we define as planning, political 

radicals co-determine (the procedures for) the type of land use that will be 

established. As such, and in line with radical planning thinking, it is necessary to 

expand the realm of inquiry beyond the work of the professional planning 

practitioner and include ôcommunity organizers, activists, and everyday citizens as 

òplannersó working either in collaboration with, opposition to, or completely 

beyond the purview of the state-sanctioned, formal planning processõ (Beard, 

2003, p. 15). If planning scholars only tell the story of the professional planner 

and exclude or erase the story of community organisers, activists and citizens, 

they implicitly sustain the status quo, reaffirming the existing power dynamics 

(Sandercock, 1998a). 

In the remainder of this introductory chapter, I first elaborate on how social 

transformation is conceived in this dissertation and explain why the political 

dimension of planning is crucial when aiming for social transformation (1.2). 

Secondly, I present the existing transformative theorising in planning, discuss why 
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social transformation is an important goal for transformative planners and 

elaborate on planning scholarsõ recent turn toward post-foundational political 

thought (1.3). Thirdly, I reveal the main and corollary research questions of this 

dissertation (1.4.), and I elaborate on the methodology applied (1.5). Finally, I 

provide an introduction to the remaining chapters (1.6). 

Spatial and urban planning is always about transformation. It is about converting 

the current ordering of a built environment into a desired new kind of ordering. 

It is about re-imagining and restructuring a city, urban region or wider territory 

and adjusting the way its land is used. Libby Porter (2011) rightly argues that when 

things stay the same after the planning intervention, then planning has failed. 

Transformation, however, can take many forms.4 Transformative processes can 

alter society for the better or the worse. For example, when dedicated spatial 

planners and politicians drew and implemented sophisticated racial zoning maps 

during the South African apartheid era (see Chapter 5), they drastically 

transformed the built environment. The implementation of these zoning maps 

ôphysicalisedõ widely embedded racist beliefs, resulting in a socio-spatial order in 

which even more power was distributed to a white elite and in which other 

populations were oppressed. While it could be reasonably argued that this process 

is transformative, most people today would not categorise the transformation to 

be for the better.  

As such, in this dissertation, I opt to focus on the form of transformation as 

identified by the critical planning tradition. This field of planning primarily 

involves uncovering societal forms of domination (in urban and spatial planning 

practices) and transforming the related power relations that produce inequality 

(Bond, 2011).  
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From this perspective, social transformation in the South African spatial planning 

context would refer to challenging and undoing racial segregationist laws; for 

example, it would mean that skin colour could no longer be used to legitimise 

hierarchical differences when deciding how land is organised and used. From a 

critical point of view, in other words, social transformation occurs when people 

challenge existing power relationships or alter the way we look at space and the 

right to decide how a space should be used in name of equality. By perceiving 

social transformation in this manner, I narrow down the transformative processes 

that are considered in this dissertation. The rise of alt-right politics, for example, 

is a transformative process I do not consider in this dissertation, as it tends to 

produce extra inequality, to exclude more people from society instead of less. 

Perceiving social transformation as an alteration in the way we look at space and 

the right to decide how a space should be used also highlights the political 

dimension of spatial and urban development. While some aspects of the 

implementation process ð such as the required slope of a bridge to be constructed 

ð may be technical and ônon-politicalõ, the act of deciding how space should be 

distributed and organised, the way in which a plan is formulated and implemented, 

the people involved in formulating and implementing this plan, and the role a 

spatial planner is assigned in societyé are pre-eminently political decisions 

(Fainstein & Fainstein, 1971, p. 341; Friedmann, 2005 [1987]). When using the 

most common definition of ôpoliticsõ, a decision is political when it deals with 

organising our society and the fundamental disagreements concerning how we 

want to and can organise this society. As a political act, planning policy creates 

divisions between people who can co-decide and people who cannot, between 

people who can occupy certain places and people who cannot.  
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My engagement with social transformation and its connection to spatial 

development as a political planning scholar is not unique in the discipline of 

spatial planning. 

Particularly since the mid-1960s ð when mass struggles placed pressure on 

institutionalised racial discrimination in the United States, when French students 

challenged the moralistic institutions of society, and when women were fighting 

for equal rights across ôthe Westõ - an increasing number of academics started to 

realise the societal relevance of moments in which the dominant socio-spatial 

order is questioned,5 as well as the importance of grasping the processes that 

initially caused these contestations. This realisation dawned not only on scholars 

in social movement studies and social geography but also on certain scholars in 

spatial planning.  

Planning scholars and practitioners became more reflective about their own 

position in power structures, wondering how they and their field sustained 

oppressive power regimes, as well as how they could change this situation. Since 

then, transformative planning scholars have sought methods in related disciplines 

to utilise planning practices as ancillary to broader social change. 

Transformative planning approaches 

Over a period of about sixty years, several planning approaches have been created 

to stimulate social transformation. Ranging from advocacy (Davidoff, 1965) to 

transactive (Friedmann, 1987) to radical (Grabow & Heskin, 1973) to 

collaborative (Healey, 2003) to agonistic pluralistic (Mouat, Legacy, & March, 

2013) to insurgent planning theory (Miraftab, 2009), these approaches all 

originated from an urge to democratise planning or to undo perceived forms of 

oppression and social injustice through planning practices (see Chapter 3). All are 
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part of the critical planning tradition, each trying to make sense of the world and 

its systems of domination and oppression, and each searching for alternatives to 

bring about a more just, democratic, and egalitarian society (Kincheloe & 

McLaren, 2000, p. 285). 

Since the rise of these critical planning studies, however, fierce discussions have 

emerged among followers of different transformative planning traditions. 

Opponents of collaborative planning, for example, accuse collaborative planners 

of consorting with the dominant neoliberal system (Purcell, 2009, p. 141), while 

collaborative planning scholars reproach their opponents as making a cottage 

industry out of criticising their approach and creating a brouhaha in an 

unnecessary turf war over whose views are correct (Innes & Booher, 2013). 

These tensions can partially be explained by the fact that each of the 

transformative planning traditions works with its own assumptions of what social 

transformation entails (Faludi, 1973 as cited in Yiftachel, 1989), often without 

making these assumptions explicit (see also Chapter 3, section 3.1). Consequently, 

a lack of precision exists in terms of how we recognise social transformation 

empirically and how to achieve transformation. An important first theoretical 

contribution to the transformative planning literature could be to make more 

explicit the differences in what social transformation entails according to different 

planning approaches, as well as to examine whether and how this polysemic 

understanding of the notion of ôsocial transformationõ could help gain a deeper 

and more nuanced analysis of the transformative dynamics at work in actually 

existing land use conflicts. This contribution is in line with Enrico Gualiniõs 

argument that connecting different approaches concerning ôthe role of conflict as 

a potential resource for political emancipation and democratic transformationõ 

provides ômuch scope for exchange and mutual focus on understanding processes 

of formation and potentials for social and political transformation of insurgent 
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practices of contestation in urban development and planningõ (Gualini, 2015, pp. 

3-4). 

The substantive focus on social transformation can also be seen as a reaction to 

the often procedural-oriented approaches in planning theory. Theories of 

planning are commonly normative, prescribing measures and processes that must 

be undertaken to reach the most desirable planning outcome. Following Robert 

A. Beauregard (2005), I agree that: 

[p]lanning theory has always been less about what planners do than 

about how they should do it. As a normative project, it elevates 

exhortation over explanation. [é] And, although substantive 

critiques of planning practice are also prevalent, they are almost 

always a prelude to proposals for more desirable planning processes, 

institutional structures, or democratic practices. (Beauregard, 2005, p. 

203) 

 

By returning to a study of the actual dynamics at work in planning conflicts and 

relating them to the different ways that one could look at social transformation, 

without feeling the need to focus on how professional planners ought to act, I 

believe that planning scholars, practitioners and non-professonial planners alike 

can gain a better understanding of the processes that make social transformation 

possible. 

Introducing post-foundational political thought into planning theory 

In recent years, transformative planning scholars have increasingly turned to post-

foundational political thought (Marchart, 2007) to reveal how a variety of 

depoliticising processes safeguard the status quo in spatial governance, as well as 

to highlight the contentious forces that challenge and transform these governance 

systems (Bond, Diprose, & McGregor, 2015; Gualini, 2015; Iveson, 2014; Legacy, 



CHAPTER 1                              
             

12 
 

2016a; McClymont, 2011; Metzger, Allmendinger, & Oosterlynck, 2015; Mouat 

et al., 2013; Uitermark & Nicholls, 2013). From a post-foundational perspective, 

social transformation occurs through the interaction between what post-

foundational thinkers define as the sphere of ôpoliticsõ and of ôthe politicalõ.6 

Politics, in this context, refers to the generally stable societal foundations on which 

any society must be built. Think, for example, of the role that religion can play in 

ordering society, or of economic models such as capitalism. These foundations 

prescribe how people living in this society ought to act in certain situations, how 

to make sense of what happens around them, and what to perceive as just and 

unjust, acceptable and unacceptable, legitimate and illegitimate. By defining ôwho 

is at his place and who is not, what can be done in a place and what cannotõ 

(Rancière, 2007b, p. 561), these societal foundations create clarity and stability.  

Although not always defined as such, planning largely deals with this dimension 

of political difference (i.e. the distinction between ôpoliticsõ and ôthe politicalõ). 

Following, for example, Jean Hillierõs (2010, p. 3) definition of spatial planning as 

ôprocesses used by agencies (in both public and private sectors) in deliberate 

attempts to influence the spatial distributions of humans and non-humans and of 

various land use activitiesõ, the managerial character of the bulk of planning theory 

becomes evident. In its practices, planning creates control and order in territorial 

spaces (Gualini, 2015, p. 82). ô[It] enables city making by imposing limits on what 

is to be done, who should be included, what proper roles should be played, and 

who needs to be excludedõ (Nicholls & Uitermark, 2017, p. 513). Planning 

practices, in other words, are generally part of ôpoliticsõ - that is, create socio-

spatial order. 

To indicate that no created societal foundations can be final, post-foundational 

thinkers distinguish ôpoliticsõ from the political (i.e., the dimension of the political 

difference that always escapes the efforts of social domestication) (Marchart, 
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2007). By highlighting this political dimension, post-foundational thought 

exposes the inevitable injustices that are created by any societal foundation and it 

demonstrates that any societal order will always include some and exclude or 

wrongly represent others. As such, any established order can be disrupted by 

those who are unaccounted for (Rancière, 2007b). 

Applying this distinction between ôpoliticsõ and ôthe politicalõ to analyse the 

contentious dynamics in the case7 of ôt Landhuis, one could argue that the 

individuals living in ôt Landhuis manor felt wrongly represented by a socio-spatial 

order that only marginally includes those who do not have the financial means to 

buy property (i.e., politics). By occupying ôt Landhuis and demanding a voice in 

the decision-making process, these occupants challenged a fundamental 

foundation of our society (i.e., the political): that is, the foundation of ôproperty-

holding democracyõ. Interestingly, the emergence of property-holding democracy 

itself has been a result of political contestation. Throughout the Middle Ages, 

societies across Western Europe were based on the foundation that people are 

natural subjects of the monarch creating a socio-spatial order in which regular 

citizens could not make claims to property (i.e., politics). In the 17th century, 

however, the growing merchant class sought safety and security for their 

individual rights and newly gained wealth, challenging this foundation (i.e., the 

political). John Locke, for example, developed his liberal theory of limited 

government, in which he argued that all men have certain equal rights, such as the 

right to life, liberty, and property; he consequently provided a theory securing the 

individual rights and property of the growing merchant class of that period, laying 

the foundation for a new grounding for society based on liberal principles (i.e., 

politics) (e.g. Chambers, 2013).  

In the planning literature, post-foundational political planners demand more 

attention for the political dimension. While the focus on systems installed to 

manage and control spatial development is an essential part of planning theory, 
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this focus falls short when trying to understand actually existing spatial 

developments that can be neither predicted nor managed. Particularly if one is 

interested in social transformation, more attention is needed on activities and 

processes that expose and challenge patterns of exclusion stemming from existing 

management and control attempts in the socio-spatial order, as it is those political 

actions that may shift the boundaries of what is possible in a dominant system 

(Rancière, 2014 [2009], p. 187). 

An analysis on the purely or genuinely political (Van Puymbroek & Oosterlynck, 

2014), however, would be of limited use. The dimension of ôthe politicalõ is never 

autonomous; it always exists in relation to ôpoliticsõ, and is always a response to a 

wrong created through ôpoliticsõ. Similarly, when people challenge the existing 

socio-spatial order (i.e., the political), they will almost always encounter a response 

by depoliticising forces that aim to reinforce or defend the existing order. As such, 

the transformative potential of actually existing (land use) conflicts is always a 

result of the complex interaction between ôpoliticsõ and ôthe politicalõ.  

In the empirical application of post-foundational political thinking, however, a 

significant lack of theoretical elaboration exists on the mediation between the 

dualistic poles of ôpoliticsõ and ôthe politicalõ (see Gualini 2015, p. 15). As such, 

alongside a better understanding of social transformation, further exploration into 

the interconnectedness of ôpoliticsõ and ôthe politicalõ can be seen as an interesting 

second theoretical contribution to the transformative planning literature. In 

this dissertation, I do so by focusing on the politicising and depoliticising forces 

that determine land use conflicts. Depoliticising processes, on the one hand, are 

those processes through which the existing order is maintained and defended; this 

type of process neutralises and pre-empts all challenges to the social order, thus 

suppressing democratic politics; politicising processes, on the other hand, 

challenge the contingent symbolic ground upon which the socio-spatial order is 
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built, foregrounding democratic politics. Politicising processes are essential to 

transforming the existing order. 

Relatedly, previous critiques laid against scholars addressing political difference argue 

that the different depoliticising tactics through which the existing order is 

maintained and defended are underemphasised (Van Puymbroek & Oosterlynck, 

2014), and that the variety of processes by which moments of the political either 

transform the existing order or are folded back into it (Brown, 2015, p. 25) are 

ignored. As a third theoretical contribution to the transformative planning 

literature, an exploration of this diversity in the forms of both politicising and 

depoliticising processes could be useful to understand the complexity of the 

transformative dynamics at work in land use conflicts. 

Considering the above-mentioned challenges and theoretical gaps, this study 

seeks to make visible the different transformative dynamics at work in land use 

conflicts and understand the interplay of various forms of politicisation and 

depoliticisation. 

On a theoretical level, this research is motivated by a desire to bring together 

different transformative planning approaches and enrich the field of critical 

planning by exploring the ways in which post-foundational political thought can 

contribute to existing transformative planning approaches. 

The main research question guiding this investigation is formulated as: 

Which processes of politicisation and depoliticisation shape land use 

conflicts and how and to what extent do they transform the socio-spatial 

order?  
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This question can be divided in three corollary questions, with the first sub-

question addressing the processes of politicisation and depoliticisation that shape 

land use conflict, the second focusing on the extent to which these processes 

transform the socio-spatial order, and the third looking at the ways these 

processes have transformed the socio-spatial order (see Table 1.1). 

Á Which processes of politicisation and depoliticisation shape land use conflicts? 

Á To what extent do these processes of politicisation and depoliticisation transform the socio-

spatial order? 

Á How do these processes of politicisation and depoliticisation transform the socio-spatial order? 

Table 1.1 Corollary questions 

Several concepts in these questions require further elaboration, the first being my 

understanding of politicisation and depoliticisation. Combining post-foundational 

political insights and relating them to the fields of spatial planning and 

development, I consider ôpoliticising processesõ to be those processes that 

challenge the current socio-spatial organisation of society and ôdepoliticising 

processesõ to be those processes through which the existing order is maintained 

and defended. 

The term land use conflict refers to a conflict between individuals or groups that are 

concerned with the organisation and use of a specific piece of land or area.  

The term socio-spatial order refers to a set of implicit and explicit rules on how 

spaces ought to be ordered and by and for which social actors. These rules affect 

both the spatial and the social organisation of a society, and they create a certain 

stability and order in life. A dominant socio-spatial order is maintained not only 

by urban planning laws and land use protocols but also by more implicit 

assumptions concerning the question ôWho is qualified to say what a particular 

place is and what is done in it?õ (Rancière, 2003). It defines how we commonly 

think about (who can decide) how to use space. Being aware that a socio-spatial 

order is a complex and heterogeneous entity, and that this definition remains 

broad and rather vague, I focus in this research on small fragments of the relevant 
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socio-spatial order and explore which aspects of this never fully graspable concept 

are challenged and possibly altered throughout the land use conflicts. 

The definition of transformation of the socio-spatial order is also intentionally kept quite 

general, as several aspects of this order could be challenged and altered: 

Transformation of the socio-spatial order could refer to a fundamental change in 

the (type of) actors with the right to participate in the decision-making process or 

to a fundamental change in the decision-making process itself. Equally, 

transformation of the socio-spatial order could refer to a change in the topics or 

issues we commonly accept as being relevant and open for discussion when 

organising the socio-spatial order. In general, transformation happens when 

certain rules or assumptions that lay the foundation of a certain socio-spatial order 

are challenged as being unjust or oppressive, and altered.  

 Definition  

Social transformation a reordering of the social order by undoing certain forms of injustice or 

domination 

Socio-spatial order a set of implicit and explicit rules clarifying ôWho is qualified to say 

what a particular place is and what is done in it?õ 

Land use conflict a conflict concerning the organisation and use of land 

Politicisation a process that challenges the current socio-spatial organisation of society.  

Depoliticisation a process through which the existing order is maintained and defended. 

Table 1.2 Conceptual framework 

1.5 

When examining land use conflicts and attempting to make sense of what is 

happening, it is important to keep in mind that oneõs understanding of the events 

occurring during these conflicts is only one interpretation of the situation, limited 

by certain boundaries and ôblind spotsõ. My decision to start with a critical 

approach, for example, defines what I will indicate is relevant, and not relevant, 

to the analysis. Within these limitations, however, the interpretation emerging 

from this hermeneutic process can elevate us to new levels of understanding 

(Kincheloe & McLaren, 2000).  
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I use a collective case study, in which the selected cases are not chosen to be compared 

with one another but to jointly create a better insight in the phenomenon in which 

I am interested: the interplay between political processes apparent in land use 

conflicts. The cases, in other words, are used as a heuristic device to develop a 

fuller and more coherent understanding of how land use conflicts can become 

socially transformative by examining this phenomenon in different contexts 

(Stake, 2000). 

Case selection 

The examined land use conflicts were selected on theoretical grounds, in a manner 

that would enable me to further refine the theory on the transformative potential 

of land use contestation and also to better understand and explain this social 

phenomenon (Billiet, 2006, pp. 20-21). 

Four cases were selected, each with a unique context that moves us forward on 

different paths of theory-building. In the selection procedure, three general 

requirements were set out as preconditions for all selected cases. 

The first requirement deals with the content of the conflict. As planning conflicts 

could refer to a wide variety of contentious encounters during planning practices, 

I decided to narrow the focus of this dissertation to land use conflicts. 

1. The contestation has to deal with the organisation and use of land. 

In all selected cases, a conflict has to occur in which (i) a person or group 

challenges the way a piece or area of land is currently used or organised, 

or in which (ii) a person or group challenges the way a dominant group 

aims to use or organise a specific piece or area of land. 

To further narrow down the research scope, the second and third requirements 

focus on the critical planning and post-foundational interpretation of social 
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transformation. Both are, in other words, theory-driven. They are based on the 

work of political theorist Jacques Rancière that deals with the political difference. 

2. The conflict transcends particular interests, referring also to more universal claims that 

are applicable to not only that specific place. 

The claims of this person or group should go further than an argument 

for ôno development in his, her, or their backyardõ. The demands should 

be motivated by more than particular and competing interests. The 

claims made in this conflict should reflect dissatisfaction with more 

universal forces concerning how society should be organised.  

While the contestation can be organised around an emblematic quilting 

point (such as threatened garden allotments, a planned megaproject 

endangering the air quality in a city, a participatory planning initiative 

trying to ban cars from the street, or a port expansion plan jeopardising 

the existence of a community), the involved actors should also 

universalise their claims to embrace a desire for a full-fledged 

transformation of the political structuring of life (Wilson & 

Swyngedouw, 2014, p. 3). 

3. The contestation has to deal with an equal right to determine the future of a place.  

This precondition is a clear normative choice, linked with the earlier 

remark that the existing socio-spatial order can be challenged and altered 

for both the better and the worse. Social transformation could also result 

in the oppression of some populations that were previously not 

oppressed. Being situated in the field of critical planning studies, each of 

the selected cases presents a conflict in which transformation is pursued 

that undoes certain forms of injustice or domination. More specifically, 

in each of the selected cases, (a) contestant(s) make(s) a claim of equality, 

demanding an equal right to determine how a certain piece of land or 
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area is used or organised. This precondition is based on the work of 

political theorist Jacques Rancière, who argued that political 

subjectification can only occur through the claim of equality. 

 
Keeping in mind these preconditions, four cases were selected based on their 

accessibility and their anticipated added value for theory-building. All of these 

cases offer learning ground to reflect on practices that produce or prevent social 

transformation, as well as on theoretical planning currents in academia. 

The case selection and methodological approach in each of the cases are 

determined in a cumulative way: things that were missing in the analysis of a 

previous case, were food for thought in the next. In this context, it is important 

to know that in the earliest phase of my doctoral research, my theoretical frame 

of reference was primarily inspired by the work of post-foundational political 

thinker Jacques Rancière. As I gradually noticed that not all transformative 

dynamics at work in complex land use conflicts can be grasped adequately when 

working solely with a Rancièrean approach to politics, I started to broaden my 

theoretical frame of reference. 

Case 1. The interplay between politicising and depoliticising processes apparent in the land use 

conflict concerning ôt Landhuis (Ghent, Belgium) 

The first case study, mentioned at the beginning of this chapter, deals with ôt 

Landhuis in Ghent, Belgium, a piece of land owned by the City of Ghent but 

squatted on by people who cultivate vegetables on the grounds and try to govern 

it as an ecological commons. While the city aimed to replace the allotments and 

residential building on this ground with training fields for the cityõs main soccer 

team, the occupants challenged this decision and questioned the idea of a 

ôproperty-holding democracyõ as the dominant foundation to make this decision. 
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Given the issue under challenge - that is property rights - the political character 

of this struggle is evident, making an ideal first case. As part of this endeavour to 

examine how the fields of ôpoliticsõ and ôthe politicalõ are interconnected in actually 

existing land use conflicts, I focus in this case study on the frames that are used 

by the involved key actors to substantiate their demands and examine whether 

and why some frames are easier to incorporate into the existing socio-spatial order 

than others. The theoretical approach in this chapter is primarily fixed on the 

work of Jacques Rancière. I examined in particular how is notion of 

particularisation works in a depoliticising way, while his notion of universalisation 

has a politicising effect. 

Case 2. The interplay between politicising and depoliticising processes apparent in the land use 

conflict concerning the Oosterweel link road (Antwerp, Belgium) 

The second selected case study deals with one of Belgiumõs most notorious 

planning conflicts in recent decades, the conflict concerning the development of 

the Oosterweel link road in Antwerp. 

The theoretical approach in this study should be understood as a reaction to the 

previous case study. Throughout the analysis of the first case, it became clear that 

not all transformative dynamics at work in land use conflicts can be grasped 

adequately when working solely with a Rancièrean approach to politics.  

Unlike the Landhuis case, the conflict concerning the Oosterweel link road is well-

documented and has been analysed thoroughly in articles and opinion pieces in 

popular newspapers, in academic studies, and in more popular reflections of 

involved activists and interested followers. Through preliminary research of these 

written analyses, I made the assumption that to explain the transformative 

dynamics at work in the Oosterweel link road case, a firmer dialogue with existing 

transformative planning approaches was necessary. Each of these approaches 

uses its own definition of transformation.  
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Additionally, many perceive the Oosterweel link road conflict to be a paradigmatic 

case of a new type of politics in the Flanders. Evaluating whether this is so 

contributes to this theoretical endeavour, to examine the variation in political 

processes and transformative dynamics at work in land use conflicts. 

Case 3. The interplay between politicising and depoliticising processes apparent in the land use 

conflict in the Living Streets experiment in Brugse Poort (Ghent, Belgium) 

As in the first case, the third case study is situated in Ghent, and it addresses the 

contentious dynamics that arose when a participatory non-profit lab teamed up 

with some residents in 2016 to redesign their neighbourhood into a car-free area 

for two months. 

This case was selected with the specific aim of examining the impact of the 

involved actorõs meaning-making practices on the conflictõs transformative 

potential. While in the second case, I examined how the variation in the meaning 

of social transformation among planning approaches can help to grasp the 

transformative effects in actually existing land use conflicts, in this case, I studied 

whether this is also the case for the multiple meanings of social transformation 

given by the actors involved in the conflict. In other words, in this case study I 

aimed to examine whether -apart from the theorists in planning literature- actors 

in the conflicts as well can have different perspectives on what the main problem 

is in the contemporary planning process and how to make these processes more 

democratic. 

Preliminary research clearly indicated that different parties gave different 

meanings to the notion of democratic politics. Thus, it was presupposed that this 

case could help in the endeavour to bring different transformative planning 

approaches closer together by focusing on the actorõs sense-making processes. 
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Case 4. The interplay between politicising and depoliticising processes apparent in the land use 

conflict over the port expansion in Clairwood (eThekwini Municipality, South Africa) 

The final case study is concerned with the political and contentious dynamics that 

arose when the Durban City Council and later the eThekwini Municipality 

attempted to rezone its suburb Clairwood (South Africa).  

This case is an outlier compared to the other cases that are based in Belgium. It 

was selected to enrich the post-foundational political (planning) literature, as I 

observed that in this scholarly field, surprisingly little work has been conducted 

to relate post-foundational thinking to the oppressive dynamics of race relations. 

Especially in settler-colonial and post-colonial contexts - where alleged racial 

inequalities have long legitimised a symbolic order in which skin colour 

determines individualõs spatial, economic, and societal position but ôraceõ is equally 

used to challenge and disrupt this symbolic order - race- and ethnicity-based 

framing has a profound impact on the socio-spatial configuration of cities.  

Keeping in mind that the cases are selected on theoretical grounds, this case study 

seeks to fill a gap in post-foundational inspired planning literature by reflecting 

on the link between racial capitalism and urban development and by focussing on 

the empirical reality in ôthe Global Southõ. Doing so, I aimed to contribute to the 

third of the theoretical endeavours, providing examples on the diversity of ways 

that both politicising and depoliticising processes play out in actually existing land 

use conflicts.8 

Data collection and processing 

Depending on the specific aim of the case study and the data available, I relied on 

some techniques more than others when retrieving the necessary data. Each of 

the following chapters contains a full elaboration on data retrieval and processing 

for the respective case study described in the chapter.  
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In general, however, all empirical cases involved a mixed-methods approach that 

relied on (i) a literature review, (ii) semi-structured in-depth interviews, and (iii) 

observations. 

During the literature review, newspaper articles, policy documents, reports of 

meetings between key-actors, memoranda, and social media posts were collected 

and used to gain initial insights into the case, create a timeline of the most 

important events during the land use conflict, and - where possible - explore the 

narratives used by the different actors involved in the conflict. For the Belgian 

cases, the electronic database GoPress Academic was used to retrieve the relevant 

newspaper and magazine articles. For the South African case, material was 

retrieved via the electronic database Sabinet and the archives of the Gandhi 

Luthuli Documentation Centre and the Killie Campbell Library. 

When key actors in the conflict did not document their view on the conflict, the 

document analysis was complemented by semi-structured interviews with 

policymakers, public administrators, members of organising committees, activist 

groups and/or residents living in the affected area. In these interviews, I explored 

how the different actors framed the contestation, which assumptions they made, 

how they positioned themselves in the conflict, and why different actors were 

involved. As a general protocol, several instruments were used to inform 

participants and protect intervieweesõ privacy. First, all participants were informed 

in advance of the research topic, either by e-mail or by telephone; when these 

contact details were not available, this briefing would take place in advance of the 

interview. Before an interview, this information was repeated, and participants 

were asked to sign a consent form. Respondents who participated in an interview 

as part of their occupation (e.g., municipal employees or non-governmental 

organisation members) were informed that their answers would not be 

anonymised when quoted in the publications. The interviews with other 

respondents were stored and processed in an anonymous form. Once the 
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interviews were transcribed, when possible and requested, the participants 

received the interview transcript by email and had the opportunity to clarify 

certain statements made during the interview.9 In the case of Clairwood, each 

resident that participated in an interview received compensation of 50 ZAR. 

For the Living Streets, Oosterweel link road, and Clairwood cases, observations 

were conducted on public hearings, activities, and meetings between stakeholders. 

For the Oosterweel case, for example, I participated in meetings of the steering 

group of one of the citizen movements, attended campaign gatherings and 

information events for volunteers of all citizen movements, and volunteered in 

one of the citizen movementõs campaigns (October 2016 ð December 2016). An 

advantage to this method is that people are more at ease in these environments 

than in a one-on-one in-depth interview, additionally, they express their 

motivations and beliefs without having to be explicitly asked for them. When 

applied, this method was used to triangulate the findings retrieved through other 

methods. 

All empirical materials - the transcribed interviews, the collected written data and 

the notes from the observations - were coded in the Nvivo software program for 

efficient analysis of the results. 

This dissertation consists of an introduction, four chapters in which different case 

studies are presented, and a conclusion. The chapters that deal with empirical 

cases are originally written as academic articles. Most of them have already been 

published elsewhere.10  

Each empirical chapter brings both (i) unique empirical evidence on the multitude 

of political dynamics making social transformation possible or preventing it from 

occurring, and (ii) new theoretical insight into the field of transformative planning 
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literature. While primarily focusing on the added value of post-foundational 

political thought in the field of transformative planning, this focus remains 

situated in a broader intention to bring supposedly opposing theoretical views 

closer together. 

In Chapter Two, I analyse how the abstract concept of ôthe political differenceõ 

can be utilised to explain the contentious dynamics at work in the struggle for ôt 

Landhuis in Ghent. Starting specifically from Jacques Ranci¯reõs approach to 

ôpolitical differenceõ, I observed a dichotomy between urban studies scholars who 

either used Ranci¯reõs thinking to describe particular instances of spatial politics 

as suffering from the ôpost-political conditionõ or to identify them as ôpurely 

politicalõ. In this chapter, I highlight the relationality between the two sides of the 

ôpolitical differenceõ and search for analytical tools in Ranci¯reõs thinking to 

demonstrate this relationality in actually existing land use conflicts. More 

specifically, I utilise his concepts of ôuniversalisationõ and ôparticularisationõ to 

describe important political dynamics that affect the transformative potential of 

the ôt Landhuis struggle. I demonstrate how social transformation always implies 

navigating the field of tension between particular subject positions and acting as 

a stand-in for a universalising message of equality.11
 

In Chapter Three, I illustrate how a polysemic understanding of the concept of 

ôsocial transformationõ provides a deeper analysis of the transformative dynamics 

at work in the Oosterweel link road conflict, a conflict between citizens and the 

Flemish government concerning the peripheral ring road in Antwerp. Starting 

from existing transformative planning literature, I argue that broadly, three 

understandings of social transformation can be discovered: an inclusion-oriented, 

a power-oriented, and a subjectification-oriented understanding. To fully grasp 

the transformative dynamics at work in the Oosterweel link road conflict, all three 

approaches to social transformation must be applied relationally, as the different 
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forms of transformation co-exist and interact with one another, making the 

realised transformation more comprehensive. 

In Chapter Four, I explore the land use conflict around the Living Streets 

experiment in Brugse Poort (Ghent). I argue this conflict is partly the result of the 

different actors in the conflict having different understandings of democratic 

politics. These understandings are closely related to the political-philosophical 

views on democratic politics by Jürgen Habermas, Chantal Mouffe or Jacques 

Rancière. I also maintain that these actors use their (unevenly distributed) 

capacities to impose their specific understanding of democratic politics on the 

planning process. Hence, I argue, providing space for multiple approaches to 

democratic politics and social transformation in the analysis - regardless of their 

ontological differences - can provide a better understanding of the dynamics at 

play in this land use conflict. 

Chapter Five applies a post-foundational political approach to explore how race-

related and ethnicity-based framing is used both to depoliticise and to politicise 

socio-spatial development in the long-lasting struggle over Clairwood (eThekwini 

Municipality, South Africa). I argue that throughout the conflict, racialised and 

ethnicity-based framing has played a crucial role in this battle and been used by 

the local elite to legitimise the racialised socio-spatial differences as the most 

logical way to organise society (i.e., as a force of depoliticisation) and by activists 

to challenge this hierarchical order and claim equality between ôEuropeanõ and 

ônon-whiteõ cultures (i.e., as a force of politicisation). For post-foundational 

political thinking, this case provides evidence of the ways in which one oppressive 

symbolic foundation is replaced by another. In the case of Clairwood, ôraceõ as a 

foundation to build a society upon, was delegitimised but still the ôhavesõ and 

ôhave-notsõ remain largely the same during and after Apartheid.  
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Chapter Six provides concluding thoughts. I give an overview of the four 

empirical studies, summarise where I see aspects of society that were challenged 

and potentially changed throughout the conflict, and specify which dynamics were 

involved in making this transformation possible or prevented it from occurring. 

I then explore how the empirical findings can advance planning theory dealing 

with the transformative potential of land use conflicts. 

In all of the articles, I have been responsible for the data retrieval, the empirical 

research and the first draft. My supervisors, Thomas Vanoutrive and Stijn 

Oosterlynck, presented suggestions for the theoretical and analytical approach of 

the articles and added some revisions. 
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Over the last decade, many scholars have analyzed the depoliticization of 

territorial governance, a phenomenon often referred to as ôpost-politicsõ (Mouffe, 

2005; ģiĤek, 1999). They argue that with the global acceptance of neoliberal 

capitalism and the entrepreneurial state as the only legitimate organizational 

foundations of contemporary society, the antagonisms emerging from the 

divisions that run through society are suppressed (Swyngedouw, 2009). Working 

from a post-foundational approach to politics (Marchart, 2007), these 

contributions make a sharp distinction between the specific practices and 

institutions through which socio-spatial order is created on the one hand, and the 

antagonisms and disagreements that are constitutive to every society on the other. 

While there are different ways of naming the two sides of this distinction (cf. 

Wilson & Swyngedouw, 2014), we work with Ranci¯reõs notions of ôthe policeõ 

referring to all practices which create order in a society by distributing places, 

names and functions (Nash, 1996), and ôpoliticsõ to indicate that this distribution 

can always be disrupted by those who are unaccounted for in the established order 

(Rancière, 2007b). 
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In this chapter, it is argued that research inspired by this perspective 

predominantly aims either at describing particular instances of spatial politics as 

suffering from the ôpost-political conditionõ (Phil Allmendinger & Haughton, 

2012; MacLeod, 2013; Raco, 2015; Swyngedouw, 2009) or at searching for 

instances of the ôpurely politicalõ in all kind of resistance movements (Badiou & 

Elliott, 2012; Basset, 2014; Douzinas, 2013). In contrast to approaches privileging 

one or the other side of this political difference, we adopt a more relational 

approach, searching for political dynamics in the interaction between ongoing 

attempts of depoliticization and properly political practices (e.g. Chambers, 2011; 

Gualini, 2015; Legacy, 2016b; Uitermark & Nicholls, 2013; Van Puymbroek & 

Oosterlynck, 2014). The proposed relational approach holds on to this binary 

distinction on the ontological level to stress the absence of an essential ground of 

any social order, thus keeping open the very possibility of politics. Still, our claim 

is that politics is not about the annihilation of the police, but that the police 

inevitably calls into being instances of politics, and that politics works through 

rather than destroys the police order, hence a relational perspective. 

To show the added value of a relational approach to the political difference, this 

chapter uses a Belgian case of contested urban developmentñthe struggle for ôt 

Landhuis in Ghent. In this case, a group of citizens challenged the Ghent City 

Council and its intention to erect a training complex for their first division soccer 

team ôA.A. Gentõ on the terrain that they had kept occupied for some time. We 

analyze the political dynamics in this case with particular attention to how both 

politics and the police have manifested themselves and how the interaction 

between the two unfolded. To make the rather abstract language in these debates 

on the political difference more operational, we focus on the frames used by the 

main actors during the conflict. More specifically, we organise our analysis of 

these frames around notions of universalization and particularization as used by 

Rancière, in which the first stands for claims grounded in universal categories 
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such as equality or humanity, while the latter refers to demands reflecting specific 

interests or positions (Nash, 1996). 

In what follows, we first introduce post-foundational political thought and explain 

why the political difference should be approached in a relational way, highlighting 

what this entails for our understanding of emancipation. Subsequently, this 

theoretical framework is used to analyse the case of ôt Landhuis in Ghent. Our 

analysis focuses on how the main actors frame their demands and thus sheds light 

on the emancipatory nature of the political dynamics in this case of contestation. 

We conclude this chapter by stressing how emancipation as subjectivization 

implies navigating the field of tension between subject positions and acting as a 

stand-in for a universalizing message of equality. 

For post-foundational political thinkers, mainstream political thinking is too 

much focused on ordering, managing and governing the social, ignoring the 

impossibility of a fully ordered society. They argue that any social order must deal 

with the absence of an essential and definitive foundation, which implies that the 

social will always be fundamentally split along many different lines (Marchart 

2007). For the post-foundational theorist Rancière, the police order is what 

emerges to conceal this absent ground. The police attempts to ground a specific 

kind of order and pacify its divisions. It is a symbolic order and consists of all the 

practices that distribute places, names and functions in society, designating 

everyone into their ôproperõ place in a seemingly natural order of things (Dikeç, 

2002). 

However, post-foundational thinkers also argue that this order can only ever be 

contingent (Wilson & Swyngedouw, 2014), as it is always open to disruption by 

those highlighting the inevitable injustices implied in grounding an order. Called 
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politics by Rancière, this activity manifests in antagonistic practices (Marchart, 

2007). As social and political analysis is too often concerned with the mechanisms 

of creating order and tends to identify democracy with the institutions ordering 

political activities, post-foundationalists are foregrounding this political difference, 

developing a different perspective on democracy (Marchart, 2007). 

We work with Jacques Ranci¯reõs interpretation of this political difference because 

of the way in which he (1) grounds democratic politics in the notion of equality 

and calls it emancipation; (2) sees equality not as a goal to be attained, but as a 

presupposition that disturbs the social order and fuels the coming into being of a 

new political subject and (3) describes this process of subjectivization/ 

emancipation in terms of the universalization of particular conflicts. As explained 

earlier, we argue for a relational approach of this political difference, as politics 

and police presuppose each other and neither has any meaning without the other. 

In this chapter, we aim to give substance to this relational approach by focusing 

on the interrelation and co-evolving dynamics between universalizing and 

particularizing framing. 

To Rancière (2004), politics is not merely about conflict. Antagonism only carries 

emancipatory potential when the notion of equality is at stake. For him, 

emancipation emerges because democracyõs promise of unconditional equality is 

inevitably broken. Since every order is based on ôa distribution of names, places 

and functionsõ, it necessarily institutionalises inequalities. Emancipation is then 

the process through which this unequal (police) order is confronted with the 

democratic promise of equality. It is 
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the verification of the equality of any speaking being with any other 

speaking being. It is always enacted in the name of a category denied 

either the principle or the consequences of that equality: workers, 

women, people of color, or other. (Rancière, 1992, p. 60) 

 

Thus, when a wrong is being declared, a new political subject comes into being 

by dis-identifying itself from the place, name and function given to it in the social 

order. This is what Rancière calls political subjectivization, i.e. òthe production 

through a series of actions of a body and a capacity for enunciation not previously 

identifiable within a given field of experience, whose identification is thus part of 

the reconfiguration of the field of experienceó (Rancière, 1999, p. 35). Hence, 

there is no privileged political subject pre-existing the occurrence of politics as 

this subject only comes into being when and if claiming equality (Chambers, 2013, 

pp. 16-17). 

According to Ranci¯re, this coming into being of new political subjects òrests on 

the capacity to universalize particular conflicts as general instances of dissensusó 

(Panagia & Rancière, 2000, p. 125). Emancipation then is about a òstruggle [of 

people] to free themselves from the place assigned to them, to assert themselves 

as bearers of a project that could be universally sharedó (Rancière, 2014 [2008], p. 

178). It is only when a demand transcends a particularizing framing and starts 

functioning as a stand-in for a universalizing message of equality, that we can say 

that a conflict is properly political. Although always initiated by a part, i.e. someone 

with a specific name, place and function, it is the process of dis-identification 

from the symbolic order by claiming universality in the name of equality that 

triggers a process of politicization. 

While politicization and depoliticization are two sides of the same coin, attempts 

at particularization have the effect of depoliticizing a conflict by keeping it within 
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a certain fixed partitioning of social space, identities, interests and positions. As 

Baeten (2009, p. 248) puts it, through depoliticizing processes 

particular demands (for example the demand for more schools) are 

kept particular (the demand for more schools) in an attempt to avoid 

them acquiring a wider, universal status (demand for universal state 

provision of high-quality public services) that could make them enter 

the sphere of the political. 

 

By holding a conflict in a particularizing frame of demands and interests, it can 

be given a place within the existing police, hence not forming a direct threat to 

this order (Oosterlynck & Swyngedouw, 2010). 

It should be stressed that particularizing and universalizing framings can take 

various forms and are inextricably linked to one another, and several ways of 

framing often occur at the same moment. Universalizing framing cannot exist 

without a particular conflict, and often particular interests are also at stake when 

universalizing frames are used in a conflict. Additionally, it must be highlighted 

that attempts at the universalization of demands inevitably fold back in forms of 

particularization. However, we do argue that the use of universalizing claims 

changes the very nature of conflicts, enlarges the basis of struggle, is necessary to 

open the debate of what is negotiable and what is not, and makes it more difficult 

to incorporate these claims into the existing order of things.1 The performativity 

of forms of politics grounded in this understanding of emancipation as political 

subjectivization can then be gauged from the extent through which the police 

order is transformed in the process. The importance of universalization for 

emancipation, and its interrelation with a particular context and particularizing 

frames, will form the focus of the empirical analysis in the remainder of this 

chapter. 
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In order to explore the merits of a relational approach to political difference, we 

utilize this approach to assess the political dynamics in the struggle for ôt Landhuis 

in Ghent, a mid-sized Belgian city. ôt Landhuis, literally translated as ôThe Manorõ, 

is a former organic farm located at the outskirts of the city.  

This domain -housing a central building, a herring smokehouse, outbuildings and 

some organic farmland- was abandoned in 2009 and squatted in the spring of 

2010. The initiating group of occupants were searching for a place to start their 

own open, urban farming initiative. 

 

Figure 2.1 Logo vzw De Warmoezeniers 
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For about one and a half years, they lived and worked there with the consent of 

the private owner, who did not mind them occupying the land since he was 

planning to sell the land to the City of Ghent and had no further intentions to do 

something with it. During that time, they held sessions on urban gardening, 

organized vegan peoplesõ kitchens and allowed neighbours to have their own 

allotments in the organic garden. By 2015, about 50 people were involved at ôt 

Landhuis, of whom about 40 were gardeners who used only the allotments and a 

dozen who also used the residential building. However, since the purchase of the 

plot of land by the City of Ghent in the winter of 2011, the continuation of this 

ôautonomous ecological centreõ has been threatened by expulsion and demolition, 

as the city council intended to erect a training complex for the cityõs first division 

soccer team (Van Pee, 2012). 

In what follows, we examine how this conflict has unfolded since 2011 and the 

effects on the city as a space that may nurture ecological commons.2 To 

reconstruct the conflict, we collected data from newspaper articles reporting on 

ôt Landhuis, policy documents and reports of internal meetings of the association 

ôDe Warmoezeniersõ, meetings between occupants and employees of the City of 

Ghent, meetings between different departments of the City of Ghent and a 

meeting between the members of the ôMunicipal Committee for Spatial Planningõ 

(GECORO). Furthermore, we interviewed several actors involved in the conflict. 

On the basis of this empirical material, we identified three phases in the conflict: 

(1) a first phase in which a non-negotiation policy was applied towards the 

occupants, (2) a second phase in which the city council started negotiating with 

them and reached an agreement on the maintenance of the allotments, and finally 

(3) the revival of the conflict due to the occupants affirming the right to housing. 
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Figure 2.2 Allotments at ôt Landhuis. Source: Elisabet Van Wymeersch, 2016 

{ǉǳŀǘǘƛƴƎ Ψǘ [ŀƴŘƘǳƛǎΥ bƻ ±ƻƛŎŜ ƛƴ ΨtǊƻǇŜǊǘȅ-IƻƭŘƛƴƎ 5ŜƳƻŎǊŀŎȅΩ 

In the first phase of the conflict, the city council refused to negotiate with the 

occupants. Even though they used the land and invested their time and resources, 

the occupantsõ voices were ignored by aldermen at the time, who identified the 

occupants as squatters with no legal ownership. The alderman used the policing 

effects of property rights in the existing social order to reduce the occupantsõ 

voices to noise. In December 2011, the parcel at the ôWarmoezenierswegõ was 

purchased by the City of Ghent and it soon enough became clear that Christophe 

Peeters, the alderman at the time, would not tolerate squatting. Between 2007 and 

2012, Christophe Peeters was alderman of Finance, Facility Management and 

Sports in a city council that consisted of members of the socialist (SP.a-Spirit) and 

the liberal (VLD) party. His approach towards squatting stemmed from a long-

lasting anti-squatting stance within the Flemish liberal party, of which this 




























































































































































































































































































































