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Abstract Spatial planning–in both its ideas and practices–cannot directly adopt new 

concepts, but instead they must be embedded in the existing framework of 

professional concepts. This is challenging for planning discourses when 

determining the ways in which the urban green is conceptualized. This chapter 

argues that the basic dichotomy of recreational and preservation values has been 

able to resist the introduction of new concepts, such as green infrastructure and 

ecosystem services. This resistance can be understood through an ‘archaeological’ 

analysis of planning discourses, using Foucault’s analysis of the discourse 
formations of serious speakers. In addition to the usual dichotomies of urban growth 

versus green or the built environment versus nature, there is a deeper dualism 

between rationalized nature and the ‘bestiality’ of uncontrolled and 

uncommunicated nature, which is still needed for the legitimacy of planning. 

Current conceptual frameworks in the planning in the cities on Helsinki, Milan and 

Montreal are analysed from this perspective. 

 

 

 

1.  Introduction  

During recent decades, spatial planning has been confronted with a host of new 

concepts, inspired by the growing environmental awareness and, particularly, the 

concept of sustainable development from the late 1980’s (Di Marino et al, 2018; 

Gunnarsson et al, 2017; Haaland and van den Bosch, 2015; Barbosa et al, 2007; 
Brundtland 1987). The most recent of these, such as green infrastructure, ecosystem 

services and nature-based solutions, are challenging the way in which urban green 

areas have traditionally been conceptualised. This conceptualisation has been in 

terms of a passive background, on top of which the active development of cities and 

regions are developed, or as selected green patches of natural or recreational areas 

that should be protected or constructed. It is eventually expected that a more holistic 

and dynamic conception of urban ecology will, in the end, produce new planning 
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practices that will help to more efficiently address environmental problems, as well 

as produce a more pleasant living environment for citizens. 

However, in this chapter, I argue that spatial planning–in both its ideas and 

practices–cannot directly adopt new concepts, but they have to be embedded in the 

existing framework of professional concepts. Concepts, contrary to what one might 

first think, are not simply representations of reality: there is no “city”, “urban 

fabric”, “green structure”, or even “ecology”, to which we could refer to. Rather 
they are conceptual tools, something that we need in order to make sense of reality 

and our own activities. As such they are artefacts; they have been created and 

adopted, but they can also be changed. New concepts will arise, but there needs to 

be a coherence–in terms of logic, but also in terms of value–between the existing 

concepts. These have their own history and affiliation with the professional identity 

as well as social and political legitimacy.  

Although urban and regional planning is often perceived as a practical discipline, 

it is impossible to circumvent this conceptual or even philosophical problem. 

However, in what sense is it a problem?  Since 1993, we have studied the concepts 

used in ‘ecological planning’–planning which consciously addresses issues, such as 

sustainability, green-blue structure, or ecosystem services–with varying groups of 

researchers. We noticed in the very beginning–when debates on sustainability and 
ecology in planning were still in their infancy in the Finnish context that we studied–

that two concepts clearly dominated the planning discourse: recreation and 

preservation. In a sense, they were in opposition to one another, and both of them 

were naturally in conflict with the shift of urban land use to more ‘economic’ uses, 

such as for housing or industry. Recreation referred mostly to human use of green 

areas in the city (which are currently called ‘cultural ecosystem services’), while 

preservation (in the meaning of protecting existing values of nature) was about 

minimizing human activities which might endanger any rare species or landscapes, 

including the impacts of extensive recreational use. There was no way to 

‘objectively’ judge the amount of urban space that should be left for recreation, or 

the kinds of natural values which were worth protecting; this essentially remained 
a political question. 

Much has happened since then: new concepts, such as ecosystem services, green 

infrastructure or nature-based solutions, have gained a foothold in planning 

discourses, and the keyword of sustainability, which was still fresh in the early 

1990’s, has become a must-have in every planning text around the world.  A 

growing body of literature on ecological planning is available for planners wishing 

to assess the sustainability or environmental impacts of their plans. Yet, what has 

actually changed? In our recent studies (di Marino & Lapintie, 2017; di Marino et. 

al. 2018; Lapintie & di Marino, 2019; di Marino et. al. 2019), we have discovered 

that there is a conceptual variety and ambiguity in different cities, but two concepts 

of recreation and preservation continue to dominate the scene in several cases. 
Let us present a concrete example from these studies. In the new comprehensive 

plan for the city of Helsinki, Finland (City of Helsinki, 2016), the concept of a 

‘network of green areas’ was used. They were said to include “many scenic and 

historic entities, large recreational areas, such as outdoor sports parks and 

neighbourhood parks, as well as protected areas, such as Natura areas”. Thus, the 
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categorisation was still based on the traditional dichotomy, recreation and preser 

vation of nature. These two main categories were also represented in two separate 

thematic maps on “recreational network” and “urban nature” (di Marino and 

Lapintie 2017). 

This is a phenomenon which I shall call ‘the inertial forces of ecological 

planning’. It means the stubbornness of the planning discourse in resisting any 

conceptual changes which might be on offer, if they do not quite fit the existing and 
traditional framework to which one is accustomed. Understanding these forces 

appears to be necessary if we want to influence the way that planners think and act. 

We must ourselves rid of the assumption that new concepts and new knowledge 

would somehow automatically become part of planning knowledge and practice. 

Instead, we have to analyse the way that discourses are formed in the professional 

and political contexts in which planners are operating, as well as the points at which 

their thoughts and acts meet those of other stakeholders of urban development. 

 

 

2.  An archaeology of silence 

Understanding planning discourses becomes challenging as soon as we surrender 

the ‘natural’ attitude of referring to the way things ‘really’ are or even how they 

seem to be, thereby ‘decentring’ both the object and the subject. Without necessarily 
denying the obvious connection between discourses and their non-discursive 

contexts, it seems plausible to practise a sort of ‘double bracketing’: trying to 

perceive the discourses themselves as professional practices. In this way, we may 

understand the ‘rarity’ that professional discourses exemplify: what can be said and 

what cannot be said by serious speakers (Foucault 1985b). This will also let us 

address the problem mentioned above: why do planning discourses not change 

along with the change in other disciplines (such as environmental sciences), despite 

the state of the world also changing and presenting new challenges, such as climate 

change. 

This ‘archaeological method’ was developed by Michel Foucault in his earlier 

writings, particularly Les mots et les choses (une archéologie des sciences 

humaines) from 1966, and L'Archéologie du savoir from 1969. It was a daring 
attempt to develop a theory and methodology of discourse formations as 

independent, rule-governed structures. It is based on an analysis of historical 

discursive formations, in which statements are understood as events, and the 

relationships of these statements are studied inside the discourses. This does not 

mean that they would be unrelated to non-discursive elements, but the way they are 

formed is not based on a direct reference to transcendental objects (Foucault 1985b, 

p. 49) or the experience or meaning-giving of a subject (ibid. p. 54).  

Thus, Foucault was using double-bracketing: without denying the existence (or 

even the relevance) of non-discursive events, he sought the rules that determine the 

formation of statements within a group of serious speakers. Unlike language 

(langue) which allows an infinite set of possible sentences, the discursive 
formations are characterized by rarity (ibid. p. 118): not everyone has the authority 
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to speak seriously (about medicine, about economics, about science, about planning 

and so on), and there is a rarity in what they can say. 

 

“This authority also involves the rules and processes of appropriation of 

discourse: for in our societies (and no doubt in many others) the property of 

discourse – in the sense of right to speak, ability to understand, licit and immediate 

access to the corpus of already formulated statements, and the capacity to invest 
this discourse in decisions, institutions, or practices – is in fact confined (sometimes 

with the addition of legal sanctions) to a particular group of individuals; in the 

bourgeois societies that we have known since the sixteenth century, economic 

discourse has never been a common discourse (no more than medical or literary 

discourse, though in a different way).” (ibid. p. 68, italics in the original). 

 

However, in their famous critique of the archaeology of knowledge, Hubert 

Dreyfus and Paul Rabinow argued that this double-bracketing is a problem for 

Foucault, since there will be no consistent way of grounding the rules of formation 

that are so essential to archaeology (Dreyfus and Rabinow, 1983).  

“The discursive practices analysed by the archaeologist are motivated by the 

speakers’ conviction that they are uttering serious truths about man and society, or 

that they are helping to make explicit the implicit thoughts of those who were in 

possession of such truths. The analysis, however, substitutes for this “naive” 

conviction as its condition of occurrence a set of meaningless strict rules.” (Dreyfus 

and Rabinow, 1983, p. 93-94).  

 

This critique has been taken for granted by many scholars, which is a pity, 

according to Tuomo Tiisala (Tiisala, 2015), because it has prevented research in the 
humanities and social sciences from developing archaeology into a fruitful 

methodology. Tiisala argues that Dreyfus and Rabinow have not understood the 

pragmatic turn in Foucault’s thinking, which enables the assumption of strict rules 

of discourse formation that are not accessible to the speaker’s consciousness, but 

which they learn through practice. He refers to the unpublished manuscript of the 

Archaeology of Knowledge, in which Foucault still defined the rules of discourse 

formation as statements, which would indeed have undermined his idea of 

unconscious rules that are followed (but not known) by the speakers (Tiisala, 2015, 

p. 659). Nevertheless, in the published version of the Archaeology of Knowledge, 

Foucault clearly states that the rules are part of the discursive practices: 

 

“By system of formation, then, I mean a complex group of relations that function 
as a rule: it lays down what must be related, in a particular discursive practice, for 

such and such an enunciation to be made, for such and such a concept to be used, 

for such and such a strategy to be organized. To define a system of formation in its 

specific individuality is therefore to characterize a discourse or a group of 

statements by the regularity of a practice.” (Foucault, Michel, 1985b, p. 74). 
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Archaeology of knowledge is also suitable for analysing the planning discourse, 

despite the early Foucault not discussing it. This raises the question, can one 

analyse–by using the archaeological method–that which is not said? This seems to 

be crucial in analysing contemporary discourses. In Madness and Civilization, 

Foucault clearly had this ambition: “The language of psychiatry, which is a 

monologue of reason about madness, has been established only on the basis of such 

a silence. I have not tried to write the history of that language, but rather the 
archaeology of that silence.” (Foucault, 1973, p. xi, emphasis in the original). 

However, in the Archaeology of Knowledge, he seems to be saying almost the exact 

opposite: 

 

“We are studying statements at the limit that separates them from what is not 

said, in the occurrence that allows them to emerge to the exclusion of all others. 

Our task is not to give voice to the silence that surrounds them, nor to discover all 

that, in them and beside them, had remained silent or had been reduced to silence. 

Nor is it to study the obstacles that have prevented a particular discovery, held back 

a particular formulation, repressed a particular form of enunciation, a particular 

unconscious meaning, or a particular rationality in the course of development; but 

to define a limited system of presences. The discursive formation is not therefore a 
developing totality, with its own dynamism of inertia, carrying with it, in an 

unformulated discourse, what it does not say, what it has not yet said, or what 

contradicts it at that moment; it is not a rich, difficult germination, it is a 

distribution of gaps, voids, absences, limits, divisions.” (Foucault, 1985b p. 119). 

 

How then can you define the limits of discursive formation without going to the 

‘other side’ and describing it? Does this in the end mean providing silence with a 

voice? This difficulty reminds us of the famous observation by Wittgenstein that 

seeing the limits of your world and language (which are the same limits) is not 

possible, since you would in a way need to ‘measure’ them from the outside 

(Wittgenstein 1961, 5.61). Nevertheless, the limits to which Foucault refers are less 
all-encompassing; they are the limits of the group of experts that have the authority 

(at a certain historical time and place) to speak seriously about topics, such as 

madness, economy, science, and planning. 

Foucault himself had the benefit of following the longer span of history to find 

the gaps and absences. In the Madness and Civilization, he pointed out the lost 

dialogue between the men of reason and the men of unreason (folie) that still existed 

during the time of Cervantes’ Don Quixote and Shakespeare’s Macbeth; this 

‘silence’ we can still read from their texts. On the other hand, in The Order of 

Things, he used Aldrovandi’s History of Serpents and Dragons as an example of 

the time (in the sixteenth century), when the observed facts and fiction had not yet 

been separated, and compared it to Jonston’s Natural History of Quadrupeds, in 
which the fiction was simply left out (Foucault, 1985a p. 128). This did not mean 

that Jonston would have known more (actually he knew less), but the two books 

represented the transition from similarity (serpents and dragons are indeed similar) 

to representation. A biologist of today–or any other author of non-fiction–could 
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never write a book on serpents and dragons. In this case, too, the absence could be 

seen in the historical change in the scientific discourses.  

However, if we want to use the archaeological method to study the contemporary 

formation of statements, we need to construct the ‘dragons’ to locate the limits of 

the professional discourses. We should not simply say that planners do not talk 

much about the ‘other’ dimensions of urban nature (e.g. besides recreation and 

preservation), or that they should do that; rather, we should try to understand the 
reasons behind contemporary planning discourse being as it is; the reasons for the 

limits of discourse being drawn in this particular way, thus creating this particular 

rarity. Hence, the analysis must concentrate on the rules within the discourse, 

revealing its hidden logic. However, the presence of something is the absence of 

something else. Even if the discourses would not hide or repress alternative 

discourses, planning research (unlike planning practice) can also try to measure the 

limits of the discourses of practice by viewing them from the outside. In this way, 

we may indeed discuss their ‘dynamisms of inertia´.  

 

 

3.  Beauty and the beast 

Instead of a detailed analysis of the various planning discoursers used in different 

cities, I will try to make sense of the observation that a certain conceptual 
framework (such as the dominance of recreation and preservation) can continue to 

maintain its dominant position in planning discourse in spite of the challenge of new 

concepts, such as sustainability, ecosystem services, green infrastructure or nature-

based solutions. Often these concepts are mentioned, but they have not been able to 

unbalance the traditional framework. For instance, in the master plan of Helsinki 

that we analysed (Di Marino and Lapintie 2017), the sentence “Ecosystem services 

should be developed” can be found as a general requirement of the plan, but none 

of its implications can be found in the text or in the visual representations used. 

Similarly, in two other case studies that we studied (Di Marino et. al. 2019), the 

traditional representations, such as maps, seemed to be ill-suited to addressing the 

dynamic features of ecosystem services provided by the green infrastructure. They 

were more suitable for dividing land for different purposes, such as recreation or 
housing, and also for safeguarding some of the most valuable natural areas from 

exploitation. How is this to be understood? Clearly new forms of representation 

(such as GIS) can help in this respect, but there is clearly more to it than that. We 

should not assume that a new medium would automatically change the message in 

this case. 

Returning to the original dichotomy between recreation and preservation, in 

some sense, it represents a functional/non-functional division. In the planning of 

urban land use, the functional divisions naturally dominate the conceptual 

framework: land is allocated to the human purposes of housing, industry, public and 

private services, transportation–and recreation. In a functional city, one should be 

able to re-create oneself, in order to remain as part of the productive workforce. As 
the urban green is known to have such restorative effects (Tyrväinen et.al. 2014; 
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Van den Berg et.al. 2014), a sufficient measure of accessible green areas should be 

provided for urban citizens. However, since recreational use is also a potential 

disturbance to the ecological features of these areas, it is important to safeguard the 

most important natural values by managing and partly also preventing their 

functional use. Furthermore, typical urban uses of green areas, such as jogging, 

walking, and enjoying the scenery, require active construction of suitable features, 

such as pedestrian paths, benches, and lawns, which also correspond to the aesthetic 
preferences of the urban population. To a great extent, the recreational urban green 

is also an artefact, a ‘bird in a cage’; in a way, it represents the original meaning of 

ecology (oikos-logos), as rational housekeeping. 

 However, how is this related to preservation? Perhaps, by stating that it is the 

opposite of recreation, being something that is safeguarded, left as it is, 

distinguished from functional purposes including extensive recreational use. It may 

be lightly managed, and in practice the borders between recreational and preserved 

areas may be blurred, but conceptually there is a difference. Since there is no human 

function allocated to it, its status as a protected green area has to be determined in 

another way. The rational (sic) behind it may be our attempt to let ‘nature have its 

way’, at least in some selected patches of our environment. This conceptual 

dichotomy can also be reflected in representations that define the limits of protected 
areas, excluding construction as well as sometimes even excluding humans from 

visiting the area. However, are we talking about nature as being distinct from us and 

our activities? 

This is an issue which I discussed in an earlier article (Lapintie 2005). Urban 

planning operates in a series of dichotomies, such as urban growth and green, red 

and green, development and preservation, or man and nature. However, there lies 

behind these a deeper dualism. As already mentioned, the apparent opposites of 

rational activities–urban green, preserved areas, recreational areas–are also objects 

of rationalization: they are constructed, managed, contained, valorised. Whatever 

freedom is given to them, it is indeed given, as part of our strategy to develop an 

urban green structure providing us with different ecosystem services, at least 
biodiversity which is necessary for human beings in the long run. Rationality–in 

spite of the legacy of the critique of rational planning–seems to be the winning 

strategy. 

For instance, the city of Newcastle unsurprisingly calls the green corridor along 

the Tyne river a “Strategic Green Infrastructure Network”, which is composed of 

six main corridors linking important green spaces. Indeed, concepts, such as green 

infrastructure or ecosystem services, have been introduced to highlight the 

importance of the urban green to citizens, comparable to the ‘hard’ infrastructure of 

roads, ducts and wires, as well as the public and private services of the welfare state. 

Yet in order to make sense, planning must have its counterpart, something that 

legitimizes it. If it is not nature, if nature is already strategically caged and managed, 
what is it? Where is the ‘beast’? Bestiality is indeed a conceptual element that 

threatens the human condition, and what is more: we cannot communicate with it. 

Thus, Habermas’ communicative rationality is equally armless as instrumental 

or strategic rationality in front of the beast. It can only be contained, silenced, or 
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destroyed. It cannot be given a voice, not through an archaeological or any other 

method. Jacques Derrida saw this paradox quite clearly:  

 

“Is not an archaeology, even of silence, a logic, that is, an organized language, 

a project, a sentence, a syntax, a work?” (Derrida 1985, p. 35). And further: “Since 

the revolution against reason, from the moment it is articulated, can operate only 

within reason, it always has the limited scope of what is called, precisely in the 
language of the department of internal affairs, a disturbance.” (ibid p. 36). 

 

 

4.  Planning for the state apparatus 

Since planning is undeniably part of the state apparatus, it naturally aims at 

totalization: creating an epistemology of all that needs to be governed, as well as 

policies and technical infrastructure that will produce the desired effects. However, 

in their Thousand Plateaus, Deleuze and Guattari convincingly argued that there is 

always an exteriority that is not part of the state apparatus and not captured by the 

“Royal Science” (“war machine” or “nomadism” as they call it). On the other hand, 

as argued by Foucault, the planning discourse does not address its exteriority. 

Let us consider the cities of Helsinki, Milan and Montreal which we have earlier 

discussed (Di Marino and Lapintie, 2017). In the comprehensive City Plan of 
Helsinki, the green structure of Helsinki is represented as continuous green fingers 

(vihersormet), green connections (viheryhteydet) and green lines (viherlinjat), as 

well as larger green areas and neighbourhood parks. The continuity is mainly 

functional, since the fingers and lines are broken in several locations by roads and 

rail tracks, only allowing a recreational connection through pedestrian underpasses 

or bridges.  
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Fig. 1. Green and blue Helsinki. Source: Helsinki City Plan, Vision 2050, City 

Planning Department of Helsinki (City of Helsinki, 2013) 

 

Of course, what is noteworthy is that a representation could be drawn in which 

the built-up areas are white and the “hard infrastructure” left out. Although the 

borders are blurred, there is an implicit dualism between red (or grey) and green. 
This is of course inconsistent with the concept of a green infrastructure providing 

ecosystem services which are not confined to the un-built areas. Urban floods do 

not respect administrative borders, stormwater gathers in built-up areas as well, and 

there can be more or less biodiversity in many types of green areas from golf courses 

to urban forests, none of which are categorized in the plan. The gardens of 

residential areas are also part of the green infrastructure. The ecological features of 

the city are more or less superimposed rather than contained within the green areas. 

It is also noteworthy that the final plan–as a map, as a drawing–does not have 

any dynamic features. A loss of biodiversity, frequency and severity of flooding and 

the role of the urban green to mitigate them, erosion as a result of construction and 

increased use, or adaptability to heat waves and poor air quality are not addressed–

and cannot be addressed with a blueprint or snapshot of the city in 2050.  
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Fig. 2. Ecological network of the territorial plan of the Province of Milan (2013) 

(now Milan Metropolitan area). Source: Piano territoriale di coordinamento 

provinciale della provincia di Milano (Province of Milan, 2013) 
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The model used in the territorial plan of the Milan metropolitan area is in many 

respects similar. The aim is to draw an ecological network (rete ecologica) that is 

composed of larger green areas, primary and secondary core areas (gangli) and 

primary and secondary green or blue corridors (corridoi terresti e corridoi fluviali). 

The primary and secondary core areas around the city of Milan are larger than in 

Helsinki, but the city itself is more compact, thus remaining mainly outside the 
dedicated ecological network. The borders between the green and the “white” are 

clearer, and there is also a clearer division between the city and the countryside, 

representing the different cultures of urbanism in the two countries. 

Whereas both Helsinki and Milan highlight the continuity of the ecological 

network, the city of Montreal concentrates on individual patches of green; 

understandably, since most of the land has already been used for residential and 

industrial purposes. It would now be difficult or impossible to connect the parks and 

other green areas into a network anymore. Therefore, protection and conservation 

inside the perimeter of the remaining green areas are highlighted, with even 

“ecoterritories” being specified. “The Regional Plan identifies the Urban 

Agglomeration’s main areas of interest: built and archaeological heritage, sectors 

of ecological importance and iconic landscapes. It proposes various measures to 
ensure their protection and promotion.” 

 

 
 

Fig. 3. Spatial organization concept of the Montréal Urban agglomeration land use 

and development plan (2014). Source image: Montréal Urban agglomeration land 

use and development plan - draft September 2014 (City of Montréal, 2014) 

 

In spite of the national vocabulary and connectedness, one could conclude that 
planning is still very much territorial dedicating green areas mainly to recreation 

and protection, based on their initial ecological values, as well as those that can be 
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promoted in particular through connectivity. The ecological functioning of the 

green infrastructure is not superimposed on the other functions, which is in line with 

the functionalist (and real estate) tradition in land division.  

 

 

4.  Beyond the limits  

Nonetheless, if ecosystem services and green infrastructure, as well as recreation 

and preservation, are equally concepts within rationality, how can we explain the 

inertial forces of planning that we started with? Planning and its epistemology are 
naturally rational processes, part of the state apparatus; hence it would seem easy to 

extend the rationalization from contained areas of recreation and preservation to an 

analysis of the whole green infrastructure, producing the various ecosystem services 

with respect to our human condition: provisioning (food, water and materials to us), 

regulating (our climate and keeping our feet dry), supporting (nutrients and oxygen 

to us), and cultural (keeping us happy and productive). It is natural that this 

conceptual framework is based on human interests, and it is exactly this emphasis 

which is expected to provide force to it. Rationality aims at a totality, a system of 

governance which takes care of everything. 

Regardless of this, on closer inspection, we can see a crack, or a gap, that will 

break this sealed system. Although it is possible to govern life inside a specified 
area (analysing and supporting its values and ecosystem services, changing only 

functionalism to multifunctionalism), it is clear that this system is never closed. 

Perhaps containment is the necessary condition of all ‘departments of internal 

affairs’. However, as soon as global connectivity and international dependence are 

realized, planning will indeed meet its beast: the unmanageable path of the climate 

change, and the weakness of the global political system to respond to it. These are 

no longer just internal affairs.  

Therefore, the concepts of green infrastructure and ecosystem services can open 

the door to the necessary counterpart of rational planning, the folie: something that 

we cannot control or understand, and something that defies any attempt to engage 

in a rational discussion with it. This idea has a long history in Western thought, from 

Plato’s idea of the wise people who should govern the majority that was led by its 
desire, and not only its desire but its will-to-power. Nevertheless, this dualism is 

still needed to provide legitimacy for planning as a control mechanism, and it is this 

challenge that planning must face, even at the price of losing its traditional identity. 

Climate change and a loss of biodiversity have replaced the diseases and immorality 

from which modern planning originally derived its legitimacy. They were perhaps 

solved, but a new beast has raised its head. 
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