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Abstract 
 
Fritz Lang produced between 1925 and 1927 one of the most powerful 
‘allegories’ (Fischer, 2003)regarding the ‘Metropolis’. It was a futuristic as well 
as romantic script of the state of an urban society, which finds itself divided 
between the over ground managers and the underground workers, the latter 
caring for the ‘m-machine’, a mythical entity that keeps the society going. 
Metropolis is a story of salvation and betrayal, and the appearance of a first ever 
‘robot’ that influenced all future images of an ‘android’. The reception of 
Metropolis was diverse and mainly expressed huge levels of irritation. Siegfried 
Kracauer, the founding father of the sociology of film, called the movie ‘a strange 
mixture of Wagner and Krupp’ (Kracauer, (1984/1947)). In visual terms, it is 
safe to say that Metropolis set a standard, which was rarely met in later efforts. 
Despite being aged, Fritz Lang’s personal vision of a metropolis still finds a link 
to current times, where the co-creation of metropolitan futures in group vision 
making processes has become very important, looking f.i. at Les Grand Paris 
exercise – or the exercise, which is under consideration here, the Greater 
Helsinki Vision 2050 (Ache, 2011). In fact, the metropolis continues to be ‘the’, 
though somewhat fuzzy, object of our times, where the globally acting research 
community discusses its existence (Sassen, 2001), the functions (Castells, 
2010), or the way of operation (Taylor, Hoyler, & Verbruggen, 2010). The paper 
and presentation will reflect on the Greater Helsinki Vision 2050 process and 
will present a.o. the following findings: The vision exercise can be interpreted 
with the help of the institutional analysis and development framework (Ostrom, 
2005) as an action situation with specific elements and structures. Furthermore, 
the GHV 2050 process shows characteristics that can be interpreted through 
new theoretical perspectives, like soft spaces (Haughton, Allmendinger, 
Counsell, & Vigar, 2010), (neo) pragmatism (Hillier & Healey, 2008), or planning 
in post-political times (Swyngedouw, 2009). And, returning to the outset, today 
the metropolis continues to be not just a new territorial form but the result of 
the preferences and intentions of actors, who create the metropolis in different 
variants. This includes the idealistic vision, that the metropolis itself is actually 
the ‘m-machine’, of unknown providence but with the capacity to mediate 
between ‘hand and brain’ (Lang). 
  

                                                        
1 Radboud University Nijmegen, GPM, p.ache@fm.ru.nl                                       

https://www.arber.com.tr/aesop2012.org/index.php/myabstractsubmission,573#_ENREF_3
https://www.arber.com.tr/aesop2012.org/index.php/myabstractsubmission,573#_ENREF_6
https://www.arber.com.tr/aesop2012.org/index.php/myabstractsubmission,573#_ENREF_1
https://www.arber.com.tr/aesop2012.org/index.php/myabstractsubmission,573#_ENREF_9
https://www.arber.com.tr/aesop2012.org/index.php/myabstractsubmission,573#_ENREF_2
https://www.arber.com.tr/aesop2012.org/index.php/myabstractsubmission,573#_ENREF_2
https://www.arber.com.tr/aesop2012.org/index.php/myabstractsubmission,573#_ENREF_11
https://www.arber.com.tr/aesop2012.org/index.php/myabstractsubmission,573#_ENREF_7
https://www.arber.com.tr/aesop2012.org/index.php/myabstractsubmission,573#_ENREF_7
https://www.arber.com.tr/aesop2012.org/index.php/myabstractsubmission,573#_ENREF_4
https://www.arber.com.tr/aesop2012.org/index.php/myabstractsubmission,573#_ENREF_4
https://www.arber.com.tr/aesop2012.org/index.php/myabstractsubmission,573#_ENREF_5
https://www.arber.com.tr/aesop2012.org/index.php/myabstractsubmission,573#_ENREF_10
mailto:p.ache@fm.ru.nl


 
1. Introduction 
 
Fritz Lang produced between 1925 and 1927 one of the most powerful 
‘allegories’ regarding the metropolis. It is a futuristic, dystopian but as well 
romantic script of the state of society. That society is definitely an urban society 
and it’s most remarkable feature being a divide between over ground managers 
and underground workers, the latter caring for the ‘m-machine’, a mythical entity 

that keeps the urban society going. The romantic element comes as a story of 
betrayal and salvation, and the appearance of the first man-machine, an android 
built as the copy of the main female role/actor, an image that influenced all future 
perceptions of androids.  This vision of a metropolis was influential in many 
ways. In visual terms, it is safe to say that Metropolis set a standard, which was 
rarely met in later efforts. Much of the scenery was designed by film-architects 
and can be found almost one-to-one in modern science fiction movies like ‘Blade 

Runner’ by Ridley Scott. The reception was, as one can read from historical 

comments, diverse and mainly a result of huge levels of irritation. Siegfried 
Kracauer, the founding father of the sociology of film, called the movie ‘a strange 

mixture of Wagner and Krupp’ (Kracauer, (1984/1947)), alluding to the 
combination of a deep mythical almost Götterdämmerung kind of layer with the 
steel juggernaut.  

Film is of course not the main issue here, but urban futures are, though again, not 
in the futuristic terms of Fritz Lang. The creation and design of urban and in 
particular of metropolitan futures has become very important recently, looking for 
instance at the Les Grand Paris exercise, or looking at the exercise, which is under 
consideration here, the Greater Helsinki Vision 2050. For about a decade now, the 
metropolis or metropolitan region came into focus of such exercises of spatial and 
strategic thinking. In a EU context, the European Spatial Development 
Perspective (EC, 1999) could be named here first, sparking for instance in 
Germany a discussion about metropolitan spaces of a European importance, 
which many years later resulted in a debate about a new category to organize the 
national territory around metropolitan spaces (ARL, 2007; Knieling, 2009)3. In 
fact, the metropolis is the object of our times, albeit somewhat fuzzy, where the 
globally acting research community discusses its existence ( from a global south 
perspective Robinson, 2006; starting obvioulsy with Sassen, 2001; UN Habitat, 
2006), the function (Castells, 2010; Taylor, Hoyler, & Verbruggen, 2010), or the 
way of operation (Hall & Pain, 2006), and also its many variations (see the special 
issue of Regional Studies, Neuman & Hull, 2009), and the political or strategic 
dimensions (MacLeod & Jones, 2011).  

                                                        
3 Which brought as well a new interesting interpretation, the communities of shared 
responsibility (in German Verantwortungsgemeinschaft), i.e. combinations of metropolitan cores 
with wider hinterlands with the core taking also responsibility for the surrounding hinterland 
[(Peter Ache, 2008).]  



The article uses for its reflection a metropolitan vision exercise that ran in Finland 
between 2007 and 2009, and continues as a strategy and planning process until 
today. The Greater Helsinki Vision 2050 exercise (hence GHV 2050) might 
irritate international readership right at the beginning. Finland and a metropolis 
sound like a mismatch, for instance due to a small overall population of five 
million inhabitants spread over a vast territory, with the largest city having just 
about six hundred thousand inhabitants in 2011. Compared with other 
metropolitan spaces (OECD, 2006b; UN Habitat, 2009; Wiechmann, 2009), we 
can speak about the lower end of the scale.  

The exercise was also critically and with some irritation observed in the local 
context; until today a gross suspicion cannot be denied, expressing the fear that 
Helsinki as the capital city will be further developed on the expense of the 
hinterland. When looking into the constellations of that exercise, what can 
actually be seen is a strong link with a governmental agenda that drives territorial 
development into a specific, a ‘metropolitan’ direction. In a way, the metropolis 

becomes an object of intentions of the actors and the GHV 2050 Vision is the new 
script for that metropolis. This script, not least, is formulated as an agenda of 
creating the right spatial setting for a larger modernisation strategy. Finland’s 

economy is heavily dependent on information and communication, on advanced 
technologies and services, operating at the technology frontier, that ‘requires’ so 

to say a metropolitan space with creative ingredients (Farole, Rodríguez-Pose, & 
Storper, 2009 (January)). 

Terminology is important, as the reader has seen, and varies between greater 
region, metropolis, metropolitan space, or metropolitan region, capital city, and 
capital city region4. The spatial object of this article does not fit well the existing 
scientific terminology. It seems that our existing set of categories, theories or 
concepts is insufficient. The metropolis has probably much more of a transitional 
quality (P Ache, 2007) than anything else, as the current case study shows. It is a 
blurred definitional array, allowing for agreement or accordance, frequently 
operating on the basis of a ‘perceived similarity’ between collective actors5. A 
precise terminology is maybe not that necessary, if we accept the discursive 
construction of policy (Fischer, 2003). Then, the main element of the ‘form’, 

classically formulated (Benevolo, 2000 (8)) as an idea of density, morphology, 
mono or poly-centricity, is not that essential as an element. Seeing the metropolis 
from that perspective, it is not simply a new existing territorial form but the result 
of the preferences and intentions of actors who create the metropolis in different 
variants. And the ‘vision’ is the new script, no matter whether of or for the 

metropolis.   

What will the paper do? This article will look into the outcomes of the GHV 2050 
vision exercise, in particular the follow-up activities after the original 
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5 So, one might wonder whether it is an ‘empty signifier’ (Swyngedouw and others?) 



competition. The vision exercise can be read with the help of the institutional 
analysis and development framework (E. Ostrom, 2005) as an action situation 
with some specific elements (Part 1). The content side of the vision exercise 
presents interesting insights into actor’s perceptions of what the metropolis should 

be. In particular the momentum of change is interesting to look into. The essential 
difficulty to cooperate over loose issues, the conflict filled opposition especially 
over budgets or economic items, shall be overcome by a strong but framed 
leadership, or in other words, by managers of change (Part 2).  And finally, 
returning to the outset, GHV 2050 scripted a different future for the metropolis. In 
the reference case of the Metropolis movie, Fritz Lang, being an artist, developed 
an extreme and exclusive vision. He acted as an individual driven by the interest 
in the artistically enhanced (but also ‘poetic’, see Hardy, 1998) vision of a new 
life world. Lang’s vision uses a conflict, not only dramaturgically, to elaborate a 

different future, calling for a race against the machine. Compared with that, the 
co-constructed future by a group of institutional actors has a different character, 
with one surprising aspect being, that in principle the vision is free of any conflict. 
In review of the process, the paper will reflect on this aspect and establish links 
with the discussion about soft spaces (Haughton, Allmendinger, Counsell, & 
Vigar, 2010), agnostic (neo)pragmatism (Hillier & Healey, 2008; following from 
Pløger, 2004) but also the post-political city (Swyngedouw, 2009) and the 
institutional void (Hajer, 2003). (Part 3) 

 
2. Analysing a vision process in the metropolis 
 
The metropolitan region of Greater Helsinki is an institution in the making and the 
Greater Helsinki Vision was and is instrumental in the creation of this new arena, 
addressing possible futures for the metropolitan space and creating a new action 
situation 6.  

In 2006 the international ideas competition ‘Greater Helsinki Vision 2050’ 

(henceforth GHV 2050) was announced jointly by the region’s fourteen 

municipalities, in cooperation with the Ministry of the Environment and the 
Finnish Association of Architects. The aim of GHV 2050 was to create a joint 
vision for the sustainable development of land use, housing and transport. The 
basic assumption of the brief was a rate of population growth similar to that in 
recent years, leading to an estimated 1.8 million inhabitants by 2050. Altogether 
109 entries were submitted by the deadline in 2007. Out of these, nine entries 
received an award, which was presented in December 2007. 

For the analysis of the GHV process, institutional theory provides a well-
established conceptual framework for interpretation. Institutional theory has a 

                                                        
6 The article works mainly with findings obtained in participant observation over a period of 
now five years. At several stages the author was invited to participate in the Greater Helsinki 
Vision and follow up process. During that period, a deeper insight into the operations and 
structures of the metropolitan region were obtained.   



long standing tradition with at least three distinctive scientific branches, namely 
political sciences (Scharpf, 1993), social sciences (Berger & Luckmann, 1966) 
and economics (Samuels, 1988). The work by the Nobel Prize winner Elinor 
Ostrom belongs to the latter group, providing the institutional analysis and 
development framework (IAD) 7. Especially the work done by Elinor Ostrom 
(2005) will be used as the main source for an interpretation of the observations. 

Much of Ostrom’s work is interested in the management of common pool 

resources. One could argue that with the new spatial structure of a metropolis a 
very complex variant of a common pool resource problem is addressed, starting 
with the dimension of land-use and stretching to the complex resource climate 8. 
The most exemplary theme is probably urban sprawl (European Environment 
Agency, 2006) as a negative land-use phenomenon which brings arguments in 
favour of a better coordinated metropolitan space and calling for more effective 
planning institutions at the level of the functional urban region. The 
characteristics of common pool resources create conditions for cooperative action 
in distributed institutional settings.  

The GHV 2050 exercise is essentially a spatial planning exercise, using the 
metropolis as it’s object. Typically spatial planning is a public service produced in 

shared constellations, though increasingly using also private service producers (P 
Ache, 2010). The orientation for the service provision can be understood as 
guided by a preferred state of community affairs (V. Ostrom, Tiebout, & Warren, 
1961), not least emphasising the political influence on the service provision. In 
such a context of preferred states of community affairs, preferences and intentions 
are more likely to be negotiated again, re-emphasising the common pool 
dimension of the metropolis. Overall, the metropolis in principle fits the common 
pool resource criteria quite well, though in the discussion at the end of the article 
we also point out an alternative view.  

The framework of institutional analysis as outlined by Ostrom (2005) is multi-
dimensional and complex. In the context of the current article, it is especially 
important to look into what is called the action arena. The GHV 2050 vision 
process can be seen similar to an action arena. There are several elements that 
institutional analysis applies to understand an action arena. Biophysical or 
material conditions, attributes of the community, and rules are the exogenous 
variables of an action arena. The action arena itself consists of a specific action 
situation, in our case the core of the GHV competition and follow-up process, and 
of participants. Participants interact in the specific external framework and create 
in an action situation the outcomes which are evaluated, therefore having an 

                                                        
7 Which is compatible and partly integrates theories and concepts from game theory, 
microeconomic theory, transaction cost theory, social choice theory, public choice, 
constitutional theory, theory of public goods, concept of common pool resources (Ostrom 2005, 
28).  
8 The World Meteorological Organization makes this claim of seeing climate as a resource. See 
http://www.wmo.int/pages/mediacentre/infonotes/info_17_en.html  
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impact on following rounds of action situations. The internal structure of an action 
situation focuses on the production of solutions or outcomes. Actors, assigned to 
positions which literally allow to act, are linked in the action situation. They have 
information about and a control over actions and are knowledgeable of potential 
outcomes, possibly including a view towards the costs and benefits of the 
potential outcomes. Using additions like potential or possibly denote an obvious 
element of uncertainty, which is that the probability of specific actions leading to 
certain outcomes is unknowable. Actors are restricted in that respect and cannot 
fully grasp all outcomes; in other words they are not fully rational in their 
behaviour and decision making. One essential element of institutional analysis are 
the rules which both, exist as exogenous variables but which are also applied or 
co-created in the problem solution. Rules order relationships in the action 
situation. Three categories are basically in use: operational, collective choice, and 
constitutional rules. If individuals voluntarily participate in an action situation 
they must share some general sense that most of the rules governing the situation 
are appropriate. However, as it says most, there is always an element of 
ambiguity, which brings another essential element, that of learning. Actors can 
learn in action situations, either from each other or from the achieved outcomes, 
and can adjust their behaviours accordingly.  

Using above outlined basic principles, the Greater Helsinki vision competition 
and the continuation process can be understood as an action situation which is 
faced with many challenges: The external framework conditions over past years 
have developed a metropolitan policy angle, which partly pushes actors to think 
and act metropolitan. The national government created some external pressure on 
the discussion of a metropolitan concept, including management structures and 
processes.  

The competition as such started as a one-off exercise and turned into a 
continuation process; meanwhile it shifted from the rather informal original 
setting to the more formal institutional arena of regional planning. Using the 
concepts of institutional analysis and development, the one-shot action situation 
turned into a flow of action situations, including a change of institutional 
composition. Within both action situations, actors from different institutions with 
different powers cooperated. That starts at the level of the municipality, which can 
be understood as as collective actors (Le Galès, 2002)9. Helsinki has primacy in 
the current action arena, being the economic, political, cultural capital. However, 
the basic situation is asymmetric not least in terms of the problem solution 
capacity, namely the provision of developable land, which is mainly provided by 
the surrounding municipalities. The vision, though highly complex, can be 
understood as a new collective choice rule, prescribing and invoking norms for 
future development. The vision intends to shape the behaviour of actors, though in 
its final form, it provides a rather loose framework of orientation and is not 

                                                        
9 Le Galès quotes the Italian author Pichierri (1997) and his model of the collective actor: 
Common interests within the city, and those perceived as such; Collective decision-making; 
Internal and external representation;  Integrating mechanisms, and; Capactiy for innovation. 



strictly implemented.  Sanctions cannot be given, unless the state steps in 10. A 
positive link is sought with a letter of intent, binding aims and objectives of the 
vision to investment programmes, partly financed by the state.  

However, in the most common case participants bring back the vision into the 
individual institutional structures and will influence the activities there, as a script 
framing the mind-sets of actors. The process of taking the vision into institutions 
brings a separate element for consideration. If we turn away from an institutional 
actor perspective and bring the individual to the fore, what then can be said about 
the vision process and its importance?  

The first perspective results from post-empiricist research and concepts in policy 
science, especially from an understanding of public policy as a discursive 
construct (Fischer, 2003). In a discursive setting, belief systems of policy makers 
do play an important role, not only in policy making as such but also in 
administrating decisions. Those believe systems shape facticity and are reflections 
of the myth of the given. From such a perspective, the metropolis can be 
interpreted in many ways: It is a metaphor, linking past experiences and 
perceptions in a comparative fashion to current times. As a synecdoche it stands 
as pars pro toto, resembling the nation state and its fate. It comes as a story, 
usually the story of globalization, which helps to accommodate the amorphous 
challenges resulting from global space of flows (Castells, 2010). It can also be 
understood as a model, a metaphor elaborated with further details, frequently 
using existing role models elsewhere (like the global cities London, New York, 
Tokyo). So, the metropolis is highly symbolic and therefore, as the interpretation 
of symbols says, it also has a high potential of ambiguity (Fischer, 2003). 11 The 
‘vision’ of a metropolis covers before mentioned categories  

Before-mentioned aspects all point out, that the metropolis as a new action arena 
is a very ambivalent structure and process; its main quality probably being a 
transitional object (Ache, 2008). On the other hand, in complex institutional 
settings like the ones posed by metropolitan spaces, the interactions in land-use 
are of such a magnitude, that a full rational control ultimately will fail 12. The 
solution might be found in the creation of a 'soft space' (Haughton et al. 2010), 
which bring in an element of vision making. In a stepwise approach, consider the 
following remarks:   

“What has changed today is the complexity and scale of the mega-city region, and 
its multiple intersections with virtual spaces and flows of globalization. This 
complexity and scale not only has clouded our image of the city (even as it has 

                                                        
10 Which is why the vision would not qualify as a rule ‘proper’, when for instance applying the 
IAD syntax (Basurto, Kingsley, McQueen, Smith, & Weible, 2010) 
11 And from a more radical perspective, it also has the quality of being an ‘empty signifier’.  
12 In a sense, this argument is pointing back to the old debate about rational vs. incremental 
perspectives. The system maps on drivers of the land-use system, provided by the foresight 
exercise in the UK, are a good demonstration of that complexity (The Government Office for 
Science, 2010).  



reinforced its centrality), but also has clouded our very ability to construct an 
image of the city region. This of course has direct consequences for the ability to 
govern one. If we cannot imagine, then we cannot manage.”  (Neuman & Hull, 
2009, emphasis added) 

An approach applying an ‘incrementalism with perspective’ might be more 

appropriate (Hutter, 2006) in such a situation. The incremental action is taken by 
various institutions. The perspective is provided by the vision, an imagination of 
the future. The article actually proposes to reverse the argument made by Neuman 
and Hull (2009): We can only manage if we can imagine!  

 

3. Metropolis - creating a new script 

Section will follow later 
 

 

4. Re-reading the vision exercise – a new script for the 
Metropolis?  

In terms of evolving planning practice, a number of dimensions become visible 
from the previous sections that result from such an exercise: the competition 
setting; the quality of an informal instrument; the intention to create ownership by 
experts; the attempt to create an accord on the basis of a vision; but also the 
coexistence of many visions, including that of planning experts and that of 
politicians. What more can be learned from such a vision process, in terms of the 
metropolis and its governance? 

Figure 2 Metropolitan co-operation arrangements (see Annex) 

The GHV 2050 competition and follow-up process attempted to create a vision to 
facilitate planning processes and cooperation at the level of the metropolitan 
region. Figure 2 (OECD, 2006a) provides an overview on metropolitan co-
operation arrangements, using already existing examples from around the world. 
Besides organisational forms, for the current argument it is also interesting to see 
the row on long-term strategic vision in Figure 2. The element of having or not 
having a vision is a distinguishing moment. The academic discussion here takes 
an even stronger stance, as the presence or absence of a vision is considered as 
one binding if not essential element in the strategy formation process. We have 
already introduced the quote from Neumann/Hull alluding to the ‘un-imaginable’ 

metropolis, and it was also said, that in principle a reversed version of the 
argument is suggested here. The example of the GHV 2050 process has shown 
that developing a vision is resorting to a soft instrument to steer the otherwise 
distributed planning action in a setting of partly cooperating, partly competing 
institutional actors. The exercise of ‘imagining’ or ‘en-visioning’ had a boundary 



spanning element, and at least attempted to change the course of events, not to 
speak of breaking path dependency. The material and normative aspects of the 
vision provided sufficient space for interpretation, due to the principal fuzziness 
of their character (de Roo & Porter, 2007). However, the fuzziness contributed to 
the communication function, in both the expert face-to-face communication 
settings but also beyond that in terms of a wider communicative or symbolic 
setting. Following system theory ("climate as a resource,") that communication 
function is very important to create autopoietic 13 self-adjusting systems. 
Following the argument made by Fischer (2003) on the discursive construction of 
public policy, the highly symbolic value of the metropolis can penetrate the 
institutions and change policy and action.  

And, as it seems, such strategies can be found in many other places over the 
recent past and provide further prima facie evidence (P Ache, 2011): ‘Milan 2030’ 

attempted to create an ‘open space as the main resource to act upon to ensure 

democracy’; ‘Zaragoza 2014’ wanted to keep momentum by using the ExPo 

Landscapes 2014 as an experimental continuation of ExPo 2008; ‘Belgrade 2021’ 

provides an ‘open space for visions’; ‘Turin 2011’ applied a communication plan 
utilising amongst other elements ‘images, stories, narratives’; ‘Bologna 2015’ 

works with ‘seven cities’ and focuses on habitability; and finally ‘Paris 2100’ is 

considered a general ‘consultation’ exercise.  Actors in metropolitan spaces are 
obviously experimenting with many similar processes and try to utilise the various 
potentials or capacities provided by such vision exercises.  

The motivation side of actors can be further explored using the idea, the 
metropolis resembles a common pool resource. On the basis of before findings 
and with a view to the specific set of actors, this statement needs to be adjusted; 
looking at the GHV 2050 example and for the time being, the metropolis has 
rather a ‘club good’ character. The set of actors, the addressees, even aspects of 
the wished for metropolitan society show aspects of ‘exclusiveness’.  The club 

good feature can also be seen as the main reason, why no conflicts became 
visible. Using concepts of ‘agnostic pragmatism’, no real antagonistic behaviour 

was obvious during the process. The absence of conflict relates not only to the 
chosen aims and objectives, the material sites of which seem to go together 
seamlessly, but also in terms of the processes. At the time of writing the paper, 
some form of antagonistic behaviour becomes visible. Mergers and other forms of 
joining up municipalities have been put up for discussion by central government, 
where cities assess their options by looking into the advantages or disadvantages 
of the proposed new institutional structures, and not all actors subscribe to the 
option of a metropolitan merger around Helsinki. The conflict finds here a 
different arena. The stakes are negotiated and rejected, mostly in or between 
different political bodies, not surprising with municipal elections at the end of 
2012. Politicians fear a cut back of capability, especially in economic questions, 
which are overly understood as competitive situations; other regarding 

                                                        
13 Applying the thoughts of H.R. Maturana and F. Varela, who developed this notion to describe 
self-adaptive systems.  



preferences fall back behind a maximizing strategy in competition for exclusive 
investments. In other words, a club good perspective (if not even a private good 
perspective) takes over.  

A critical comment made by Allmendinger and Haughton (2010) about soft-
spaces and soft-planning and the post-political condition is evoked here:  

“This body of literature emphasises how a consensual pluralist mainstream 

organised around loosely defined and hard to refute ‘feel good’ issues and labels 

such as sustainable development (and spatial planning) can in effect deny 
legitimacy and influence to more radical alternatives, in the process narrowing the 
search for creative approaches to planning”. (Allmendinger & Haughton, 2010, p. 
804) 

On the basis of his analysis of UK developments and a critical comment on a 
debate of the city region, Harding (2007) emphasises that not all phenomena 
derive from a neo-liberal logic and nuances count; his claim is more positive in 
that “a much more fundamental rethink [is needed] of what it means to be 

progressive in an age characterized by perforated sovereignty and stretched urban 
hierarchies … but increased urban accessibility and more flexible work patterns 

…”; and further “(w)hat we currently lack are the conceptual frameworks and 

practical tools which might best facilitate such a balance”, with balance referring 
to regional growth patterns combined with social and environmental benefits 
(Harding 2007, 456). The practice of the Greater Helsinki Vision process can be 
seen with a similar perspective. Although some institutional actors claim, that 
already the cooperation of the fourteen municipalities as such constitutes a 
creative approach, a more radical perspective was left out.  

The lack of a radical perspective, in particular regarding issues of breaking up 
well-trodden paths, can be linked to the idea of a metropolitan identity. The 
metropolitan identity is not only an issue for workshop settings, the metropolis 
brings or requires as such a new ‘civitas‘, a newly defined political subject. In the 

words of Agamben (2006):  

“Going back to the metropolis, my idea is that we are not facing a process of 

development and growth of the old city, but the institution of a new paradigm 
whose character needs to be analysed. Undoubtedly one of its main traits is that 
there is a shift from the model of the polis founded on a centre, that is, a public 
centre or agora, to a new metropolitan spatialisation that is certainly invested in a 
process of de-politicisation, which results in a strange zone where it is impossible 
to decide what is private and what is public.” (Agamben, 2006, 2) 

The polis here is the city constituted by the subjects and by identity, both linked to 
the power to act, as Agamben continues at a later point. Citizens and their 
inclusion or exclusion gets into focus as a central actor in the entire system. 
Agamben claims, that the metropolitan spatialisation invests in processes of de-
politicisation. In the view of the GHV 2050 jury decision, a contribution like City 



2.0 that wants to establish a social silicon valley on the basis of city-cells and 
direct decision making by citizens, has been selected as a resourceful idea 
countervailing those perspectives. City 2.0 adds one dimension to the new 
governance setting by introducing basic democratic features. These are combined 
with strong positive leadership (open mayor) but also with regional citizen 
assemblies. At the core are the citizens and their communities. The local 
administration supports their ideas and motivations. This support is channelled 
through the "city-cells", neighbourhoods consisting of 10.000 to 25.000 
inhabitants. The support can be money, expert services or space.  

GHV 2050 and the other examples mentioned here are attempts to shape life 
worlds which are relevant for a very large population segment in Europe. In 
statistical approximation, geographical Europe has about five metropolitan 
regions of more than five million inhabitants, seventy larger than one million, and 
about 650 metropolitan regions with between 500,000 and one million 
inhabitants, though they are not equally distributed across the European space 
(Wiechmann, 2009). The latter group of metropolitan regions obviously 
accommodates a rather large sum of inhabitants. The hypothesis of the collective 
actor city (Le Galès, 2002) applies to the various citizens as actors, too. It is of 
importance to look into issues of identity or loyalty in an actually very open or 
porous situation, with reference to the transitional quality of the metropolis, and 
how the relationships between citizens and sovereign entities are constituted in 
negotiated and renegotiated processes (Paasi, 2003). With the help of a vision and 
matching symbols, we could build the metropolis as an imagined community 
(Anderson, 1991; Appadurai, 1996). There is of course the risk, as other authors 
critically claim (Swyngedouw, 2009), of empty signifiers and a post-political 
agenda in favour of a neo-liberalism (or elite socialism). That argument opens up 
our alertness to critically address the experiments and to make sure, that the 
‘wronged’ parts of society can claim the rights they are entitled to. As is 

demonstrated in various European projects (Barreiro, 2010), without that aspect of 
forming a community and identity, the entire process will certainly be incomplete, 
and we will lack crucial elements of the futures which would otherwise not be.  

And, how about the new-metropolis? The movie itself has received much critical 
acclaim, and Fritz Lang reportedly dissociated himself from the closing sentence, 
‘the mediator between hand and brain is the heart!’ as a political motto. The 

motive remains though; the construction of a new metropolis with a new ‘m-
machine’ of unknown providence but huge expectations is high up on the agenda. 
There is a new mediator between hand and brain, seen as the super-manager of 
change; looking at the requirements almost a super-natural being, maybe a new 
but definitely human android? Not only the current exercise of GHV 2050 
demonstrates that there is still a prevalent idealistic vision; across all observations, 
in the end the metropolis becomes actually the ‘m-machine’, the highly symbolic 

‘Herz-Maschine’ (heart machine) in the German original of Lang’s movie.  
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