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This paper addresses itself to the ways in which liberal governmentality has become 
‘environmental’, that is, governing by intervening upon the ‘environment’ of ‘life’. The 
paper asks: what happens to an ‘environmental’ form of power when the ‘environment’ of 
‘life’ undergoes transformation and becomes understood differently by governmental 
imaginaries? That problematisation is explored through an analysis of the changing 
figure of the ‘environment’ of ‘life’ within the contemporary governmental imaginary of 
urban and regional policy. Specifically it is pursued through analysis of the green belt 
and green grid, two environmental security technologies deployed by governance of the 
city. The paper identifies a difference in internal logic between the green belt and green 
grid, as being dialectic and strategic respectively, that corresponds to what Massumi has 
identified as a changing conceptualisation of the ‘environment’, from being a natural 
balance requiring protection, to a permanent state of crisis in need of regulation. This 
shift is identified as part of a wider process by which the complexity sciences are 
problematising the ‘environment’ of ‘life’ and attempts at governing it. The paper 
concludes that this emerging series of relations between environment, life and 
governance constitutes a fundamental (re)problematisation of the politics of ‘life’, and 
advances a preliminary framework of a critique for addressing ‘environmental’ 
(re)politicisations of ‘life’. The critique deploys Foucault’s spatial concept ‘heterotopia’ so 
as to disturb the topological relations pertaining between environments and their 
contents, between systems of light and systems of statements, and the ‘and’ that holds 
them together. 

 

Introduction: ‘environmentality’ 

In the lecture series The Birth of Biopolitics, Foucault traces how from the eighteenth century, 

political economy becomes the principle for the internal limitation of governmental reason (Foucault, 

2008: 10, 13), proceeding by questioning the effects of governmental practices themselves, revealing 

‘the existence of phenomena, processes and regularities that necessarily occur as a result of 

intelligible mechanisms’ (Foucault, 2008: 15). Political economy thus unearths a ‘nature’, not object of 

or beyond governmentality, but a naturalness ‘specific to the practice of government itself’ (Foucault, 

2008: 15): 

 

The objects of governmental action have a specific nature. There is a nature specific to 

this governmental action itself and this is what political economy will study. The notion of 

nature will thus be transformed with the appearance of political economy. For political 

economy, nature is not an original and reserved region on which the exercise of power 

should not impinge, on pain of being illegitimate. Nature is something that runs under, 

through, and in the exercise of governmentality. It is, if you like, its indispensable 

hypodermis. It is the other face of something whose visible face, visible for the 

governors, is their own action. Their action has an underside, or rather, it has another 

face, and this other face of governmentality, its specific necessity, is precisely what 
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political economy studies. It is not background, but a permanent correlative (Foucault, 

2008: 15-16). 

 

In the same lecture series, Foucault elaborates on the how the naturalness that is the 

permanent correlative of governmentality and political economy takes different forms since the 

eighteenth century. This paper pursues this insight by exploring how this naturalness might become 

an empirical space in which to pose questions regarding modalities of liberal governance. Here, the 

specificities of how a particular form of naturalness is understood and expressed through 

governmental reason and practice, empirically provides an invaluable insight into the particular form 

of power associated with the rise of neo-liberalism. Neo-liberalism generalises the economic form of 

the market across the social body, that is:  

 

the market economy…can function as a schema which is applicable to non-economic 

domains’, and through this ‘grid of intelligibility, it will be possible to reveal in non-

economic processes, relations, and behaviour a number of intelligible relations which 

would otherwise not have appeared as such (Foucault, 2008: 243).  

 

It also formulates an “economic positivism” in using this economic grid to regulate governmental 

action itself, ‘anchoring and justifying a permanent political criticism of political and governmental 

action’ (Foucault, 2008: 246-7). With this move, normative mechanisms of the individual associated 

with discipline are displaced by the need for a field which is ‘left open to fluctuating processes’ within 

a system of an ‘optimisation of systems of difference’: 

 

in which action is brought to bear on the rules of the game rather than the players, and 

finally in which there is an environmental type of intervention instead of the internal 

subjugation of individuals (Foucault, 2008: 260).  

 

Foucault identifies the form of power corresponding to neoliberal governance as ‘environmental’, a 

‘governmentality which will act on the environment and systematically modify its variables’ (Foucault, 

2008: 271, emphasis added), whereby ‘the technology to be employed is not discipline-normalisation, 

but action on the environment’ (Foucault, 2008: 260). When the market becomes the grid of 

intelligibility of governmental reason and practice, the naturalness specific to governmentality, 

governmental action takes the form of an environmental intervention.  

 Following Foucault’s reflections in The Birth of Biopolitics Brian Massumi characterises the 

form of power specific to the rise of neo-liberalism as ‘environmental’, a governmentality that acts on 

the environment to regulate its variables: an ‘environmentality’ (Massumi, 2005, 2009: 154). If the 

form of power specific to the rise of neoliberalism is ‘environmental’, how exactly is the environment 
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conceptualised by neoliberal governance? Has the figure of the environment within the governmental 

imaginary of neoliberalism changed? How would a change in the figure of the ‘environment’ affect an 

‘environmental’ form of power and would this affect a change in the nature of governmental 

intervention upon the environment? Massumi thinks that neoliberalism is deeply affected, indeed 

even determined by a shift in conceptualisation of the ‘environment’, a shift he describes as the shift 

from an understanding of the environment as a the harmony of a natural balance to the ‘normality of a 

generalised crisis’ (Massumi, 2009: 154). 

This paper extends and furthers the analysis of the environmental form of power that 

characterises neoliberalism through an exploration in the change in the figure of the environment that 

Massumi identifies above. It illustrates this change in relation to urban environmental security, 

specifically through an investigation of the difference in internal logic between protectionist and 

regulatory security mechanisms of the urban planning of contemporary neo-liberalism, using the 

green belt and green grid as examples of protectionist and regulatory policies, respectively. The 

paper then utilises this illustration on to explore how moving from the green belt as ‘classic urban 

planning equating order with equilibrium and disorder with disequilibrium’ to the green grids ‘volatile 

and complex dynamics’ of a contemporary ‘splintering urbanism’ (Graham & Marvin, 2001), relates to 

a wider (re)politicisation of ‘life’ deeply correlated with the changing figure of the environment 

described above by Massumi.  

By (re)politicisation of life it is meant a change in form of biopolitics, the particular form of politics 

that takes life, understood biologically, as referent object and which performs a security whose 

vocation is to ‘make life live’ (Foucault, 1998). It is to this changing form of the biopolitical that this 

paper seeks to attend, and does so through the analytic now referred to as the ‘biopolitics of security’, 

an analytic for investigating what happens to security when life becomes referent object, but also and 

more importantly for this paper, as articulated above, what happens to biopolitical rationality and 

practice when understandings of life undergo transformation (Dillon & Lobo-Guerrero, 2008). Rather 

than offer a detailed empirical study of the green belt and green grid as urban environmental security 

technologies, this paper leaves that task for another paper, and instead utilises a discussion of the 

difference in internal logics pertaining to the green belt and green grid as an analytical space in which 

to analyse the (re)politicisation of life described above. 

 

Spaces of biopolitical security 

Outlining the general features of a dispositif of security in the first lecture of Security, Territory, 

Population, Foucault identifies ‘spaces of security’ as an object of analysis through which the history 

of technologies of security may proceed towards an exposition of how the general economy of power 

has become a domain of security (Foucault & Burchell, 2007: 10-11). What Foucault refers to here as 

the domain of security that comprises the general economy of power of contemporary society I take 

to mean what has come to be understood as the ‘biopolitics of security’. Biopower: 
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exerts a positive influence on life, that endeavours to administer, optimise, and multiply 

it, subjecting it to precise controls and comprehensive regulations’, and ‘situated and 

exercised at the level of life, the species, the race, and the large-scale phenomena of 

population (Foucault, 1998: 137).
1
  

 

Others have demonstrated the productive gains of utilising the concept of governmentality, 

understood as the ‘conduct of conduct’ (Barry, Osborne, & Rose, 1996; Burchell & et al, 1991; Dean, 

1999; Foucault, 1994; Rose, 1999) in developing understandings of contemporary urban policy and 

practice, the contribution of which   is ‘to link the mentalities, norms, aspirations, and actions of 

members of the population with the objectives and techniques…of government’ (Elden, 2007; Joyce, 

2003; Raco & Imrie, 2000: 2201). However as noted by Huxley, 'in sociological and political studies of 

liberal governmentality, space and environment are suggestive, but under-developed presences’ 

(Huxley, 2007: 185-6). As mentioned above, the aim of our analysis is to explore how we might come 

to understand a particular (re)politicisation of life through an analysis of two environmental security 

technologies, the green belt and green grid. These technologies are spatial constructions, and this 

paper thus seeks to contribute to what Huxley points to as the productive analytical gains of thinking 

the relations between governmentality, space and environment. Here space is posed and deployed 

critically. To analytically pursue (re)politicisations of life through analysis of the relationships between 

governmentality, space and environment is not to appeal to a unified theory of space. Rather, it is to 

pursue ‘the productive possibilities of an analytics of spatial rationalities of government’ (Huxley, 

2007: 190) that would pose space and environment as analytical and political questions 'that need to 

be asked anew of each instance of governmental problematization and attempts to assemble 

solutions', and would thus attend to how:  

 

spatial rationalities postulate causal qualities of spaces and environments as elements in 

the operative rationales of government, and these postulates can be examined as truths 

having histories. Thus the writing of histories of spaces and powers (in the plural) is also 

the examination of the logics contained in strategies and tactics of power/government 

that seek to use space for particular ends (Huxley, 2007: 194).  

 

Huxley describes liberal governance of space as a ‘vitalist spatial rationality' by which: 

 

spaces can be delineated for various purposes: to produce grids of classification, order 

and discipline; but equally to foster particular kinds of environmental qualities 

                                                 
111

 As power over life, biopower concerns both a disciplinary mechanism, ‘an anatomo-politics of the human body’ but most 

importantly for our question of environmental security, the aleatory figure of the mass, a politics of interventions and regulations 
of the species body, a biopolitics of the population (Foucault, 2003). 



 In-Spire Journal of Law, Politics and Societies (Vol. 6, No. 2) 

5 

 

(cleanliness/beauty); or to concentrate or fragment the effects of broader social 

processes found to be present in particular localities...the causal qualities of space and 

environment act as technologies for clearings in which to gather up and release the 

potentials of the individuals and populations subjected to their influences (Huxley, 2007: 

195: 195).  

 

Here, the deployment of space within liberal governmentality follows a ‘vitalist’ spatial rationality, by 

which ‘the potentials’ of life are gathered and released via a dispositioning of ‘the causal qualities of 

space’; that is a fostering of life, and thus a performance of biopolitical security ‘through the positive, 

catalytic qualities of spaces, places and environments’ (Huxley, 2007: 195, emphasis added). As 

spaces of security, both the green belt and green grid perform biopolitical security in this way, but 

they diagram space in different ways, in how they diagram the city as a milieu for capturing the 

immanent forces of life and the style in which those forces are disposed towards particular finalities. 

In short, there is a plurality of ways of diagraming space and the forces immanent to the city (Isin and 

et al, 1998: 18) that each betray truths that have a history, truths concerning the politicisation of life.  

 

The Green Belt and Green Grid 

For the green belt, the fundamental aim ‘is to prevent urban sprawl by keeping land permanently 

open’ (HM.Government, 2006), doing so by forming a physical green barrier encircling the city. It is a 

containment policy perceived by some as the most promising of the growing range of urban growth 

management technologies for the fact that it places value upon and directly protects open space from 

urban growth (Bengston  N & Youn  C,, 2006; Richardson & Bae, 2004). The green belt is 

protectionist of green space. 

It is important to note however that the green belt is not just a practical technology but also a 

deep philosophical foundation of British urban planning that has been developing throughout the 

twentieth century (Ravetz, 1980). Its conception goes back to the Garden City movement and the 

pioneering work of Ebenezer Howard in the late Nineteenth Century but was first practically 

introduced in 1944 through the Greater London Plan, what is now referred to as the Metropolitan 

Green Belt (MGB) (Longley and et al, 1992: 437): 
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The Metropolitan Green Belt (MGB) (HM.Government, 2004) 

 

A green grid is something altogether very different. It is a strategic landscape plan in which existing 

isolated green spaces within the city are connected together so as to create a network of strategic 

and multi-functional open spaces. The aim of the green grid is the improvement of the quality of life of 

the urban population (DFL, 2009): 

 

 

The East-London Green Grid (ELGG) (LDA, 2006) 

 

A green belt is an actual space, an open green space that forms an enclosure of the urban form, 

whereas a green grid is both an actual and a virtual space (Delanda, 2002; Deleuze, 2004). A green 

grid is actual in so far as it is comprised of a physical network of green space, and it is virtual insofar 
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as its potentiality with regards its role, function and value consists in and of the healthy forms of 

circulations enabled by the connectivity of actual green space. The virtual space is the potentiality for 

a constantly emerging space of connections, combining and recombining to create new relational 

variations of networked actual space. For the green belt the aim is for the actual space to form a 

physical barrier in order to limit growth. For the green grid the aim is to overcome the limits to growth 

by capitalising the limitless virtual potential of the recombinatory capacity of the grid network. 

Whilst both being spaces of biopolitical security, the green belt and green grid differ however in 

their conceptualisation of the environment, their account and politic of biological life and resulting 

forms of security. That difference is fundamentally related to their underlying logics.  

 

Dialectic and strategic logics 

Environmental security in some instances posits the environment as a source of threat to the 

life of populations, and in others it posits the life of populations as a threat to the environment; a 

security from the environment and a security for the environment (Doyle & Risely, 2008). Here, 

Nature is thought as discursively constituted in opposition to Culture. For the green belt and broader 

forms of traditional environmental security discourses, a key problematic is this positing of Nature and 

Culture as independent spheres in need of prophylactic security in the form of the protection of one 

from the other, a problematic that is the very condition of possibility for the logic of the green belt.  

One way to think beyond the distinction of culture and nature would be to problematise this 

dichotomy in such a way as Derrida, for instance, deconstructs the metaphysics of presence, by 

which the binary terms of Nature and Culture posit one a superior value as pure unmediated 

presence and the other as a mediation or loss of presence; deconstruction revealing that neither one 

or the other can ever be wholly present or absent because one always contains traces of the other by 

of which it comes to have meaning by play of difference (Derrida, 1997).  

By ignoring the traces of one within the other and by conceiving them as separate, the 

traditional account of environmental security, the green belt, responds to a conflict of interest 

occurring between economic and environmental security that overlooks the deep and profound set of 

relations that hold between the environment, security and the economy. It is a dialectical account of 

environmental security that posits the economy and the environment as two separate and 

autonomous spheres, in conflict and in need of a resolution within a homogenous space common to 

both; whereas the green grid has a strategic logic in that it connects disparate terms productively 

whilst remaining necessarily disparate (Dillon & Lobo-Guerrero, 2008; Foucault, 2008). This 

distinction between dialectic and strategic logics articulates the fundamental difference between the 

concept of the green belt and green grid, the green belt operating upon a dialectical logic, the green 

grid a strategic.  

Further to this, the logic of strategy helps conceptualise how the heterogeneous elements of 

nature and economy are productively correlated within the systems of production of the specific 
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environmental security offered by the green grid (that of overcoming the limits to growth). As such, 

strategy moves beyond the dialectic, beyond the 'man-nature dichotomy', and elaborates an 

understanding of  'nature as a process of production’; ‘a process that produces one within the other 

and couples the machines together’ (Deleuze and Guattari, 2004: 2). The distinction of society/culture 

is responsible for the autonomous spheres of production, distribution and consumption; but there are 

no independent spheres; ‘everything is production: production of productions (Deleuze and Guattari, 

2004: 4). Nature cannot be understood as separate from culture if we are ‘to comprehend the 

interactions between eco-systems, the mechanosphere and the social and individual Universes of 

reference’; instead ‘we must learn to think transversally’ (Guattari, 2000: 48). 

 

Biopolitics and the changing space of the environment 

The green belt prophylactically secures what it seeks to protect by putting up walls and 

separating it from the source of threat. But for the strategic logic of a green grid, this is not a desirable 

form of security, because separation would close off the very means of ecological exchange, and for 

a green grid, this is what is to be promoted and protected; the relations and exchanges that promote 

healthy biological life, rather than a protection of any one particular individual component of the 

biosphere. In this way, the green grid responds to a very different security problematic to a green belt. 

Its difference in logic is also a difference relating to a difference in the understanding of the object to 

be secured, or rather the understanding of what it is to be a living thing. This change in the 

understanding of life, notably through the molecular and digital revolutions, has developed an account 

of life as being always in a process of emergence (Dillon, 2007; Dillon & Lobo-Guerrero, 2009). This 

has politicised life in new ways (Rose, 2007), a politicisation of life through which contemporary 

environmental securities relate. An understanding of life as pluripotent and emergent mean that the 

referent empirical object of environmental security in the 21
st
 century becomes the dynamics of 

‘heterogenesis’, and security comes to be understood in terms of the ‘fitness’ of life-itself, or rather the 

capacity of life to adapt and transform through complex transactions with its environment (Dillon & 

Lobo-Guerrero, 2008). Conceived in such a way environmental security moves from the securitisation 

of a natural balance, to a regulation and modulation of what Massumi terms ‘the normality of a 

generalised crisis,’ (Massumi, 2009); a securitisation of the crisis of emergence itself (Cooper, 2006). 

In doing so ‘security goes virtual’ (Dillon, 2003) and the environmental security of the urban form for 

the 21
st
 century moves from the actual space of a green belt to the virtual space of the green grid. 

For Lefebvre the urban phenomenon is necessarily allied to particular descriptive methods that 

reveal the phenomena in certain ways (Lefebvre, 2003: 46). For the urban planning of advanced neo-

liberalism under investigation here, ecology is the descriptive method through which the aims and 

functions of green belts and green grids are articulated and this is because the environment of a 

biopolitics of security, its space of operation, is the economy. 
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Analysing the relation between the politics of biological life and the environmental securities of 

the green belt and green grid allows for us to now question why it is that the security of the 

environment is inseparable from economics. Indeed the space of biopolitics is understood to be the 

economy (Foucault, 2008) and there are a series of profound and important relations between the 

economy, security and the environment. The development of biopower is inseparable from that of 

capitalism, capitalism would not be ‘possible without the controlled insertion of bodies into the 

machinery of production and the adjustment of the phenomena of population to economic processes’ 

(Foucault, 1998: 140-1).  

The nature through which modern economics is now the correlative is changing in light of the 

new figuration of the environment in which it operates. Questioning ideas such as that of a rational 

‘homo-economicus’, which are thought to underpin model economics, economists are now instead 

attempting to think through the problematic of the fundamental instability of economic models when 

economics becomes understood in terms of adaptability within changing environments; critical 

economic thought is now concerned with how coping with this instability will involve learning from and 

utilising the concepts of contemporary ecology (Elliott, 2010: 24).
2
 In the Order of Things, we learn the 

deep archaeological link between the emergence of biology and economics (Foucault, 2002a), and it 

is in the changing face of ecology
3
 that we unearth the archaeology of the figure of the environment 

for a politics of contemporary urban planning: 

 

By ecology we mean the body of knowledge concerning the economy of nature – the 

investigation of the total relations of the animal both to its inorganic and to its organic 

environment (Keller and Golley, 2000: 9). 

 

For the biological materiality that is both the substrate of rule and the political problematic of liberal 

modernity, a key feature of the biological rendition of ‘life’, is indeed life’s being ecological. Latour 

identifies a move towards political ecology as necessarily following the movement of the figure of the 

environment beyond the discursive dichotomy of nature and society (Latour, 2004), but there is more 

than one ecology. For traditional ecology there is an ecology of order and predictability whereby 

succession leads to equilibrium and homeostasis; but for modern ecology succession does not have 

a final stage of homeostasis, change has no direction and goes on infinitely without any point of 

stability (Drury and Nisbet, 1973: 360). The ecology of a natural order in need of protection and an 

ecology of a permanent crisis in need of regulation.  

In The Three Ecologies, Guattari begins by calling into question the ways of living of a life lived in 

techno-scientific modernity (Guattari, 2000: 28). Guattari poses this question in terms of an 

                                                 
2
 The inaugural conference of the George Soros funded Institute for New Economic Thinking, hosted by Kings 

College Cambridge in April of 2010 hosted a series of lectures utilizing such ideas to address the perceived dual 
problematic of an ‘economic crisis and a crisis in economics’ (Elliott, 2010). 
3
 By ecology we mean the study of relations, of the interrelations of biological life, of organisms with their 

environment and of the relationships between the organic and inorganic  (Clarke, 1954: vii). 
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‘ecosophic problematic’, a problematic that is that of the production of human existence itself in new 

historical contexts’ (Guattari, 2000: 34). The historical context in which Guattari is specifically 

concerned, that of a techno-scientific modernity is one of ‘break-up and decentralization, the 

multiplication of antagonisms and processes of singularization, that the new ecological problematics’ 

we are now familiar with suddenly appear, and which Guattari perceives as reconstructing human 

praxis (Guattari, 2000: 33). In response to the ‘ecosophic problematic’ Guattari articulates an ‘ethico-

aesthetic aegis of an ecosophy: social ecology, mental ecology and environmental ecology’ to 

describe the ‘increasing deterioration of human relations with the socius, the psyche and ‘nature’’ 

(Guattari, 2000: 41).  

Articulating the politics of environmental security through the ecosophic-problematic allows for an 

understanding of the political context of contemporary environmental ecology. It posits a fundamental 

principle for a political ecology: ‘anything is possible – the worst disasters or the most flexible 

evolutions’. We have moved far beyond the nature/culture dichotomy now, whereby it can be 

conceived that either an environment or a culture could be a threat to the other in a uni-directional 

cause effect relationship, because, as discussed, that security problematic would require a 

prophylactic protectionist form of security. Instead, for this new figure of the environment, what is 

actually required in order to address its very different security problematic is the direct intervention of 

one into the other: 

 

Natural equilibriums will be increasingly reliant upon human intervention, and the time 

will come when vast programmes will need to be set up in order to regulate the 

relationship between oxygen, ozone and carbon dioxide in the Earth’s atmosphere. We 

might just as well rename environmental ecology machinic ecology, because Cosmic 

and human praxis has only ever been a question of machines, even dare I say it, of war 

machines. From time immemorial ‘nature’ has been at war with life! (Guattari, 2000: 66). 

 

Guattari’s ecosophy is the ethico-aesthetic discipline whose style is that of a heterogenesis, or as 

Guattari puts it, a process of resingularization whereby individuals ‘become both more united and 

increasingly different’ (Guattari, 2000: 69). This ethico-aesthetic discipline is now exercising its art, 

busy at work experimenting through the strategic and continuous recombination of connections 

between disparate elements, a form of security specific to a security problematic whose figure of the 

environment is ‘the normality of a generalised crisis’, a security that takes the form of a regulation and 

modulation of that crisis  ‘through the articulation of an environment in the process of being 

reinvented’ (Guattari, 2000: 68); this is a biopolitics of design. 

 

Towards a heterotopological critique of spaces of security 
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‘The space in which life lives, is not an open void in which life inhabits, but rather a set of 

relations that delineates sites which are irreducible to one another and absolutely not 

superimposable on one another’ (Foucault, 1986: 23).  

 

Following our discussion of the possibility of analysing spaces of security as sites in which to 

investigate broader questions concerning the politicisation of life, this section develops and poses a 

novel methodology for doing so, borrowing from Foucault’s concept of heterotopia. Foucault’s 

concept of heterotopia is only mentioned briefly in a few of Foucault’s written works, and will here be 

borrowed from those texts but developed further from them into a methodology for a critique of 

spaces of security. Within the work of Foucault the concept of heterotopia appears most clearly in the 

short article ‘of other spaces’ (Foucault, 1986). In this article Foucault poses the question of space as 

central to the episteme of modernity and argues for the necessity of its study and theorisation as a 

force that shapes contemporary life. Foucault goes on to discuss two different sorts of very special 

places, utopias and heterotopias, places that have the curios property of being in constant relation 

with all other sites, contradicting neutralising, inventing sets of relations in which they designate or 

reflect those sites (Foucault, 1986: 24), adding that we should attempt to describe site by site the set 

of relations by which they are defined (Foucault, 1986: 23). 

Whereas utopias are unreal spaces (Foucault, 1986: 24), heterotopias are counter-sites, places 

that do exist but effectively enact utopia, and simultaneously represent, contest and invert all other 

real sites found within that culture; they are outside of all places, even though they are to be found 

within real sites, they are ‘other spaces’  (Foucault, 1986: 24). A heterotopia has a specific function, 

juxtaposing heterogeneous seemingly incompatible elements in relations of hybrid propinquity, and 

functions ‘in relation to all the space that remains’, of which this latter function: 

 

unfolds between two extreme poles. Either their role is to create a space of illusion that 

exposes every real space, all the sites inside of which human life is partitioned, as still 

more illusory…Or else, on the contrary, their role is to create a space that is other, 

another real space, as perfect, as meticulous, as well arranged as ours is messy, ill 

constructed, and jumbled. This latter type would be the heterotopia not of illusion, but of 

compensation (Foucault, 1986: 150).  

 

This paper aims to add to the possibilities of analysing spaces of security by using the questions 

surrounding the concept of heterotopia as a method of spatial analysis, a heterotopology , that 

through a ‘systematic description’, a ‘study, analysis, description, and “reading”’ of ‘other spaces’, ‘a 

sort of simultaneously mythic and real contestation of the space in which we live’, spaces of security, 

may become contestable sites in productive terms (Foucault, 1986: 147). A recent article has 

criticised the spatial concept of heterotopia as being a structuralist totalisation of the spatial relations 
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of society, attempting at re-awakening a debate over Foucault’s method of archaeology as being 

dependent upon inescapable structuralist ontology (Saldanha, 2008). The article argues for a 

conceptualisation of heterotopia in purely linguistic terms, a rendition of the term, the article claims, is 

the definition briefly articulated in The Order of Things:  

 

Heterotopias are disturbing, probably because they secretly undermine language, 

because they make it impossible to name this and that, because they shatter or tangle 

common names, because they destroy ‘syntax’ in advance, and not only the syntax with 

which we construct sentences but also that less apparent syntax which causes words 

and things (next to and also opposite each other) to ‘hold together’ (Foucault, 2002: xix).  

 

The argument of Saldanha’s article falls foul in attempting to distinguish between a spatial and a 

linguistic interpretation of heterotopia. The reason for this is that for archaeology, space refers back to 

language, and language refers back to space (Foucault, 2002b). To understand language as a 

multiplicity of statements is to understand the order of discourse as being necessarily topological in 

nature (Deleuze, 2006). The definition of heterotopia cited above from The Order of Things, makes 

this explicitly clear as being the productive power of heterotopia as differential space: heterotopias 

disturb the order of discourse by disturbing the ‘and’ that holds things together, by breaking the space 

that is common to things, and showing each thing to exist within a space that is irredeemably other; it 

is an ‘other space’, it is a heterogeneous space.  

In this way Heterotopia finds itself the space of the awkward encounter between the two practical 

formations, articulated by Foucault’s archaeological method: environments of non-discursive form and 

statements of discursive form (Deleuze, 2006: 27). In defining the form of statements with the aim of 

establishing the positivity of discursive formations, The Archaeology of Knowledge posited 

‘environment’ negatively in relation to statements, as ‘non-discursive’ (Deleuze, 2006: 27). From 

Discipline and Punish onwards however, environments as non-discursive formations acquire positive 

form, as systems of light, or visibilities, a form of the visible in opposition to what can be articulated; 

both environments and statements within the positivity of a two sided structure that had informed ‘the 

visible and the articulable’ of The Birth of The Clinic and Madness and Civilisation (Deleuze, 2006: 

28).  

The green belt and green grid, each as spaces of security are formations comprised of both, 

environments or rather what Foucault and Deleuze both refer to as ‘systems of light’, and ‘systems of 

statements’ (Deleuze, 2006): environments also produce statements, just as statements determine 

environments. But the fact remains the two formations are heterogeneous, even though they may 

overlap’ (Deleuze, 2006). These two forms, environments and systems of statements, share a 

coadaptation, despite being heterogeneous and non-superimposable upon one another. Deleuze 
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uses Foucault’s example of the prison to illustrate: the space of the prison, as an environment that 

constitutes a system of light, of visibility:  

 

the two forms continue to come into contact, seep into one another and steal bits for 

themselves: penal law still leads back to prison and provides prisoners, while prison 

continues to reproduce delinquency, make it an ‘object’, and realise the aims which 

penal law had conceived differently (the defence of society, the moral conversion of the 

condemned man, the changes made to the sentence, individuation) (Deleuze, 2006: 29).  

 

What can be gained by conceiving of the spaces of the green belt and green grid, with reference to 

the confrontation between these two forms? Reference to the non-discursive is not to posit The 

Environment as Origin, as a pre-discursive authenticity. It is instead to conceive The Environment as 

a set of relations between the two heterogeneous forms of statements and environments. This move 

allows for a critical analysis of the relation between spaces of security and the politicisation of life.  

Treating the fundamental co-relation of the two forms; of environments producing statements and 

statements producing environments (Deleuze, 2006: 27), this paper must now pursue the positivity of 

the spaces of security, of the green belt and green grid, within the encounter of their discursive and 

non-discursive forms within the spaces of heterotopia. Could we posit the park and the forest as 

counter sites, two heterotopias, of the corresponding topological forms of the green belt and the 

green grid? How might a heterotopic critique that disturbs the relation between the 

discursive/environmental forms, bring about a zone of indeterminacy between space and systems of 

language and draw out the relationship between the internal logics (dialectic/strategic) of 

environmental security, the way in which such logics determine the design of space and a system of 

statements determining the content of that space; of life made to live within spaces of security - of life 

lived in the park and the forest? 

The space of the park is the heterotopia of lefebrevre’s dialectic for it posits a natural space 

within an urban form (Lefebvre, 2003). One went to the park to escape urbanity and thus to be in 

‘nature’. The park implicates the resolution of two contradictory terms, ‘nature’ and ‘urbanity’, within a 

homogeneous space, by allowing one to be in nature but also within the urban form. The forest is the 

heterotopia of a strategic logic, whereby heterogeneous and disparate sites are connected whilst 

always remaining necessarily disparate. 

Topographically a park and a forest are of very different orders. The etymology of park for both 

French (Parc) and Latin (Parricus), finds its meaning as enclosure; enclosed space (Worpole, 2007: 

51). An enclosed space is necessarily a closed system, therein lying its fundamental dissimilarity from 

a forest, whose meaning is openness, permeability (Worpole, 2007: 51) and complexity; the forest is 

a dynamic and networked space without borders.  The park and the forest relate to different modes of 

subjectivation. In the eighteenth century the introduction of built parks into the urban environment 
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formed specific social values and patterns of inclusion and exclusion that are altogether different from 

the emerging forms of subjectivation specific to the relations of propinquity particular to the forest 

form of the green grid.  

For Lefebvre the urbanisation of society can be traced along a scaled axis that runs from ‘pure 

nature’, defined as ‘earth abandoned to the elements’ to a final state, a completion of the urbanisation 

process; ‘the urban reality’ (Lefebvre, 2003: 7). Along this axis there is a crucial turning point by which 

‘the importance of the city for the social whole became such that the whole seemed to shift’, a switch 

in the relationship between the countryside and the city; a ‘reversal of heterotopy’ (Lefebvre, 2003: 

11). The country became no longer anything but ‘the towns environment, its horizon, its limit’ 

(Lefebvre, 2003: 11). That turning point came from the middle of the eighteenth century, when nature 

emerged into view, as an image and a concept and a century later the re-presentation of nature could 

only be articulated ‘through, by, and for urban reality, which emerged as such’ and loomed upon the 

horizon, as a form and a light, as ‘an illuminating virtuality, as an ongoing practice, and as the source 

and foundation of another nature or a nature that is different from the initial nature’ (Lefebvre, 2003: 

107).  

For Lefebvre, the urbanisation of society thus corresponds with a shrinking of nature, but also to 

a proliferation of signs of nature, a simulacrum, the illusory presence of a nature that is absent 

(Lefebvre, 2003: 27). The signs of nature, such as public parks and private gardens appear to 

incorporate the u-topic, that is the ‘presence of the other, presence-absence, the need for a presence 

that is never achieved’, so characteristic of a differential space. They are u-topic in that they are both 

‘everywhere and nowhere’, ‘the non-place, the place for that which doesn’t occur, for that which has 

no place of its own, that is always elsewhere’, as both ‘absolute nature and pure facticity’ (Lefebvre, 

2003: 129-33).  

The park is a perfect counter site to the green belt, for it contends it in a way that Lefebvre would 

call a ‘reversal of heterotopy’, of the dialectical relation between Nature and Culture being displaced 

whilst still being topographically related in the same form of the circle: nature enclosed by the urban 

form and then the urban form enclosed by nature.  

It is during Lefebvre’s discussions of the u-topic however that he points to a logic beyond his 

dialectical interplay of Nature and Culture and reversals of heterotopy. It is this u-topic and 

heterotopic nature of sites within urbanity that allow nature and culture to become changed and 

reworked throughout the process of urbanisation, transforming and incorporating each other into new 

forms of urban fabric; and this posits a fundamental creative power to their relations and 

combinations through the production of new meanings from already signified elements, simulacra that 

proliferate and create new urban situations: a strategic logic of design; the space of the forest 

(Lefebvre, 2003: 175). A question of urban planning in advanced neo-liberal societies could be posed 

as: what does it mean for life, to live in the forest? The question of environmentality and of the move 

from discipline to security: what is the heterotopological difference between a park and a forest? What 
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does a strategic logic mean for patterns of propinquity, reconfigured in the move from the park to the 

forest, and what forms of life are engendered, emerging in this space?  

 

Conclusion 

Due to limited space it has not been possible to draw out all the intimate connections between 

the two forms of environments/statements of the spaces of security of green belts and green grids, 

but we have however managed to lay some groundwork of such a future study by exploring 

something of the (re)politicisations of life that the move from the green belt to grid entails. This paper 

was meant as a provocation for such an endeavour in arguing for the potential for heterotopology as 

a method for analysing the spatial practices of liberal governmentality in the way in which Osborne 

and Rose, in their discussions with Isis speak of the necessity of ‘spatial thinking without maps’; to 

pursue the governmentality of space in this way:  

 

is to document ‘the varied work of spatialisation itself…the ways actual spatial 

configurations had entered into thought…to explore what became thinkable and 

practicable once thought had become so spatialised in particular ways and at particular 

times’ (Isin and et al, 1998: 47-8).  

 

During the nineteenth century, naturalistic landscape painting proliferated as nature came to be 

an object of intense fascination for European painters, arguably driven by the prevalent discourse at 

the time of nature being a ‘direct manifestation of God’, but also by the rapid process of urbanisation 

and industrialisation that must have fuelled an increasing sense of alienation felt by most people from 

nature; this is the movement of Lefebvre’s dialectical process of urbanisation, the heterotopia of the 

park as the counter site of the green belt. But we inhabit an environment from which we are 

inseparable, we cannot see past the forest, except perhaps ironically in public parks, whereby we 

witness a utopia, a presence-absence of Nature, a wood beyond the world. It is within an environment 

from which we are inseparable, an environment of complexity, by which our life is defined by its 

connections with other heterogeneous elements of this space. What matters for the politics of life in 

the time of green grids is a philosophy akin to Guattari’s ethico-aesthetic ecosophy that could dare to 

imagine ‘the most flexible evolutions’ rather than ‘the worst disasters’ of an environment understood 

through the enchantment of the ‘anything is possible’ rather than the terror of a ‘normality of a 

generalised crisis’ (2000: 28-41). 
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