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The homogenising and unsustainable nature of 
generalised territorial, urban and architectural practices  

by the mid-20th century, the debates in architecture, urbanism and land use 
management had acknowledged the homogenising nature of the general-
ised practices based on functionalism, advocated a rupture with the ideas of 
the Modern Movement – disbanding the international Congress of Modern 
architecture – and commenced new experiments. However, today the 
tendency towards homogenisation is still a generalised practice: the main 
cities on the planet that have become global landmarks display “a process 
of reproduction of typologies that are mutually self-referential globally, but 
which have few reference points that associate them with a specific culture 
or local territory” (Farrés, 2010). this phenomenon – which is identifiable 
both through an abstract architecture with a supposed universal validity 
and characterised by the use of glass and metal; an architecture which 
“fetishizes” images of the past and voids them of any content – is not rec-
ognised by much of the professional community of these disciplines, who 
have gone so far as to deny it. such blindness is understandable because 
in spite of the critiques of the International style, the widespread practice 
continued to be imbued with the ideas of modernity and modernisation, so 
much so that the exhaustion of post-modern architecture brought a rein-
statement of the modern ideals. 

this being the case, in order to grasp the global dimension of the prob-
lem we must take a step back and compare today’s cities with the ones 
that existed before the colonialist expansion of the West: even when the 
cultures of yesteryear interacted with each other, a typological variety coex-
isted that is difficult to compare with the situation today. the models of 
Christian mediaeval cities differed considerably from their islamic contem-
poraries, as well as those from the Far east and Mesoamerica; even more so 
in the case of great zimbabwe, an example that is little documented in the 
volumes of World architectural History. the relations between each group 
and their territories corresponded so specifically to physical-environmental, 
technical-productive and socio-cultural factors that they could be said to 

39 39 

DECOLONISING TERRITORIAL STUDIES: 
EPISTEMIC CONSIDERATIONS FROM THE CASE OF HAVANA

Yasser Farrés Delgado

Architect, Cuba
yasserfarres@gmail.com

Alberto Matarán Ruiz

Lecturer in Urbanism and Land Use Management,  
University of Granada  

mataran@ugr.es 



DeColonising territorial stuDies: ePisteMiC ConsiDerations FroM tHe Case oF HaVana

40 

the use of technology 
favours the liberation 
of the city from the 
territory and culture, 
which represents the 
ideal situation for 
the loss of cultural 
identities

1. We have highlighted the multi-scale 
view using these adjectives, even 
though his book does not explain it 
as such.

2. that is, the use of this as a sim-
ple support for economic activities 
and functions that are increasin-
gly independent and disconnected 
from the location and its specific 
environmental, cultural and identity 
qualities, with the aim of creating a 
second, artificial nature.

3. Magnaghi views the landscape as a 
representation of the result of the 
long historical process of territoriali-
sation, thus, the interruption of this 
synergic relation by a settlement 
culture that reduces locations to 
functional “sites” and to an artifi-
cial order that is indifferent to the 
individual features of the actual 
places represents an act of “inte-
rruption of the landscape” as an 
expression of the identity of the 
place. 

have established particular biunivocal relations between the typologies of 
the settlements and the actual worldviews of each society. 

Can we see the same thing in the context of today’s world system, 
dominated by the Western modern and developmental worldview? are 
connections between typological diversity and the diversity of worldviews 
homologous to those of yesteryear encouraged today? is typological diver-
sity promoted? or a desirable diversity? to answer all these questions, let 
us consider that the traditional links with the land are disappearing and 
that the reproduction of global models does not encounter any restriction, 
not even in physical-environmental conditions or the limitations of local 
and autochthonous technologies, since the transfer of technology, export-
ing of building materials and use of fossil energy are able to overcome any 
obstacle (even though they create new problems). 

all this emphasises the idea that the phenomenon of homogenisation, 
rather than an aesthetic problem, is overflowing into areas such as the 
social, environmental, economic and other fields. in fact, it is no coinci-
dence that it is studied by very diverse disciplines, with many different 
ways of approaching the problem. in this respect, the idea of the deter-
ritorialisation of the metropolis, coined by the italian town planner alberto 
Magnaghi, is particularly interesting, owing to the multi-scale and multidis-
ciplinary nature of his quest. 

Magnaghi (2011) has referred to territorial-urban-architectural problems1 
as the generalisation – at the expense of autochthonous territorial values 
and traditional cultures – of a model of a megalopolis characterised by the 
metropolis form, an “urban structure with a strongly dissipative and entro-
pic nature, which has no physical confines or limits to its growth, and is 
unbalancing and strongly hierarchical, homogenising the land it occupies, 
eco-catastrophic, devaluing the individual qualities of the places, lacking 
in aesthetic quality and reductionist in terms of life models” (Magnaghi, 
1989: 115). it is a state of the city in which the presence of the skyline of 
concrete, steel and glass skyscrapers contrasts with the marginalised dis-
tricts (Magnaghi, 2011), patterns sold as the pinnacle of urban evolution 
and repeated under the pressure of a developmentalism that promotes an 
exacerbated territorial competition in which each city aspires to enter into 
the elite of “superstar” cities. 

according to Magnaghi (2011: 53-68), the use of technology favours the 
liberation of the city from the territory and culture, which represents the 
ideal situation for the place to lose its cultural identities and traditions, 
and to generate an unequal use of space by the social groups inhabiting it 
whose access to technology is limited and inseparable from the liberation 
of the territory2. the two processes have two characteristics in common: 
decontextualisation and degradation. the former highlights “the destruc-
tion of landscape identities (…) through the breaking of the links between 
the new forms of settlement and the places”3; the latter shows both the 
effects on the environment (“the breaking of environmental balances 
owing to the loss of environmental knowledge and the abandoning of its 
care by the community settled there”), social exclusion (“induced by the 
worsening of the living conditions of the poorest members of society, who 
suffer the effects of environmental degradation to a greater extent”), and 
the effects of rootlessness and geographic mobility (“which have given rise 
to loss of identity”). 
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Homogenisation presented as a sui generis product of 
capitalism

Table 1. 100 concepts to describe the recent urban changes 

A. NAMES GIVEN TO NEW METROPOLITAN FORM B. NAMES GIVEN TO NEW INTERCITY RELATIONS

1 ANTICITY 1 ARCHIPELAGO ECONOMY

2 BOOMBURB 2 CHAIN OF METROPOLITAN AREAS

3 CITIES À LA CARTE 3 CITIES IN GLOBAL MATRICES

4 CONCENTRATED DECENTRALIZATION 4 CROSS-BORDER NETWORK OF GLOBAL CITIES

5 COUNTRIFIED CITY 5 FUNCTIONAL WORLD CITY SYSTEM

6 DISURB 6 GLOBAL CITY NETWORK

7 EDGE CITY 7 GLOBAL CITY SYSTEM

8 EDGE COUNTY 8 GLOBAL COMPETITION AMONG CITIES

9 EDGELESS CITY 9 GLOBAL GRID OF CITIES

10 EXIT RAMP ECONOMY 10 GLOBAL METROPOLITANISM

11 EXOPOLIS 11 GLOBAL NETWORK OF CITIES

12 GALACTIC CITY 12 GLOBAL NETWORK OF FINANCIAL CENTERS

13 LIMITLESS CITY 13 GLOBAL NETWORK OF MAJOR METROPOLITAN MANAGEMENT CENTERS

14 MAJOR DIVERSIFIED CENTER 14 GLOBAL NETWORK OF NODES AND HUBS

15 MEGACENTER 15 GLOBAL SYSTEM OF CITIES

16 MEGACOUNTY 16 GLOBAL URBAN HIERARCHY

17 MEGALOPOLIS UNBOUND 17 GLOBAL URBAN NETWORK

18 METROPOLITAN-LEVEL CORE 18 GLOBAL URBAN SYSTEM

19 METROPOLITAN SUBURB 19 GLOBAL WEB OF CITIES

20 METROTOWN 20 HIERARCHICAL GLOBAL SYSTEM OF URBAN PLACES

21 MINI-CITY 21 INTERNATIONAL GLOBAL-LOCAL NETWORKS

22 MINI-DOWNTOWN 22 INTERNATIONAL HIERARCHY OF CITIES

23 MULTICENTERED NET 23 INTERNATIONAL SYSTEMS OF INTERLINKED CITIES

24 NET OF MIXED BEADS 24 INTERNATIONAL URBAN SYSTEM

25 NEW DOWNTOWN 25 INTERNATIONALLY NETWORKED URBAN SPACES

26 OUTER CITY 26 LYNCHPINS IN THE SPATIAL ORGANIZATION OF THE WORLD ECONOMY

27 OUTTOWN 27 METROPOLITAN HIERARCHY EXERCISED THROUGHOUT THE WORLD

28 PENTURBIA 28 NEO-MARSHALLIAN NODES IN GLOBAL NETWORKS

29 REGIONAL CITY 29 NETWORK OF WORLD CITIES

30 REGIONAL TOWN CENTER 30 NODAL CENTRES OF THE NEW GLOBAL ECONOMY

31 RURURBIA 31 NODES IN GLOBAL NETWORKS OF INSTITUTIONAL ARRANGEMENTS

32 SERVURB 32 PLANETARY URBAN NETWORKS

33 SLURBS 33 SYSTEM OF MAJOR WORLD CITIES

34 SPILLOVER CITY 34 SYSTEM OF WORLD CITIES

35 SPREAD CITY 35 TRANSNATIONAL SYSTEM OF CITIES

36 SPRINKLER CITY 36 TRANSNATIONAL URBAN SYSTEM

37 STEALTH CITY 37 TRANSNATIONAL URBANISM

38 SUBCENTER 38 WORLD CITY ACTOR NETWORK

39 SUBURBAN BUSINESS CENTER 39 WORLD CITY HIERARCHY

40 SUBURBAN DOWNTOWN 40 WORLD CITY NETWORK

41 SUBURBAN EMPLOYMENT CENTER 41 WORLD CITY SYSTEM

42 SUBURBAN FREEWAY CORRIDOR 42 WORLD HIERARCHY OF FINANCIAL CENTRES

43 SUBURBAN GROWTH CORRIDOR 43 WORLD RELATIONS OF CITIES

44 SUBURBAN NUCLEATION 44 WORLD SYSTEM OF CITIES

45 TECHNOBURB 45 WORLD SYSTEM OF METROPOLISES

46 THE NEW HEARTLAND 46 WORLD URBAN HIERARCHY

47 URBAN CORE 47 WORLD URBAN SYSTEM

48 URBAN GALAXY 48 WORLD-SYSTEMS CITY SYSTEM

49 URBAN REALM 49 WORLDWIDE GRID OF GLOBAL CITIES

50 URBAN VILLAGE 50 WORLDWIDE GRID OF STRATEGIC PLACES

source: taylor y lang (2004)
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4. the number is small because the 
spending that has had the greatest 
impact on urban landscape carried 
out in that period was mainly con-
centrated on the refurbishment of 
the historic old city centre of la 
Habana Vieja, the main point of 
concentration for tertiary activity 
in the city, the traditional Malecón, 
the barrio Chino and a few areas in 
el Vedado.

there are a number of different conceptualisations relating to territorial, 
urban and architectural homogenisation. to name but a few: no-place 
(augé, 1993); global city (sassen, 1999); festivalisation (Venturi, 1994) 
and urBANALization (Muñoz, 2008). each one offers its own view, some 
more critical than others, but all of them coincide in describing the 
changes as a sui generis product of the logic of global capitalism, allud-
ing to globalisation and neoliberalism as a fundamental factor in the 
expansion of homogenising processes. these perspectives exist within 
a broad universe which shapes what we propose to call the “hypoth-
esis of the capitalist exclusivity of the processes of territorial, urban and 
architectural homogenisation”, in light of these claims that global capi-
talism is the origin of these processes. it is mentioned in Magnaghi, who 
echoes the arguments of Deleuze and guattari (1987) on capitalism as 
a deterritorialising machine, and also in the 100 concepts compiled by 
taylor and lang (2004), based on the anglo-american literature on the 
transformations experienced by cities and territories since the mid-20th 
century. this is a list that features adjectives such as global, international, 
world and transnational, and which represents evidence of the impor-
tance granted to the economic dimension of capitalism as a definitive 
reason for such transformations (table 1).

The deterritorialisation of the metropolis in Havana: 
the collapse of the hypothesis of capitalist exclusivity 

the phenomena described can also be identified in the case of Cuba. in 
line with Magnaghi’s comments on decontextualisation and degrada-
tion, six such manifestations can be cited: 1) the proliferation of global 
architecture; 2) the fetishisation of the urban and architectural image; 
3) the emergence of new urban artefacts (malls and other no-places); 4) 
the progressive loss or incoherent transformation of the built heritage; 
5) the growing visibility of marginalized areas, and 6) the redistribution 
of the use of metropolitan land that is in contradiction with the historic 
logic of the settlement. these classifications are the result of fieldwork 
carried out between september 2009 and June 2010 to show the new 
constructions and refurbishments with a high impact on Havana’s urban 
landscape that have been carried out by state bodies, and furthermore, 
to illustrate the informal transformations carried out by the population 
that have affected the image of the city.  

Hotels, shopping centres, office buildings and other programmes linked 
with the opening up of the country to foreign investment since the 
1990s represent further examples of the phenomenon. these new con-
structions are representative because they constitute urban landmarks 
and represent all of the structures built since then with a similar impact4. 
the refurbishments included – representing infelicitous trends – also 
stand out in terms of the impact they have had on the landscape. the 
examples of transformation or loss of built heritage through informal 
action by the population were only included to illustrate a situation 
which, owing to its extensiveness, goes beyond the limits of the work, 
though this has already been explained by Mario Coyula (2007) and 
eliana Cárdenas (2000). 

Viewed as a whole, the selection exemplifies the degradation of the 
built environment – this being understood as the physical loss of built 
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in Havana 
deterritorialisation 
can also be described 
in terms of eco-
environmental 
degradation

heritage, incoherent transformations and the insertion of features that 
break with local traditions. to give some idea of the problem, we include 
a few images of some of the works studied (Figure 1); a cartography of 
all of these illustrates the way in which deterritorialisation is spreading 
through the city (appendix 1). We must stress that these are not isolated 
cases with few urban or territorial implications, but works that represent 
a trend. 

Figure 1. Examples of the deterritorialisation of the architecture and the city in 

Havana

 

Photos: libertad rodríguez otero, architect.

in line with Magnaghi, deterritorialisation in Havana can also be 
described in terms of eco-environmental degradation. We can see this, 
for example, from the hydrographic systems and the urban green spaces, 
aspects that have been the guiding threads in the metropolitan organisa-
tion plans ever since Forestier’s proposals in 1926 right up to the present 
day; that is, they are considered key variables for the territorial evolution 
of Havana (gómez, 2008).
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the deterritorialisation 
of Havana’s metropolis 
can also be  
described in terms 
of socio-economic 
degradation

5.  http://www.radiorebelde.cu/noti-
cias/ciencia/ciencia1-140508.html

6. Passed in February 2011. the docu-
ment is available at www.granma.
cubaweb.cu

the development of Havana at the expense of its natural resources 
dates back to the origins of the town, which swallowed up the sur-
rounding forested area. today, official sources claim that the city 
“complies with the regulations of the World Health organisation 
in that it possesses 10 or more square metres of green spaces per 
inhabitant”, given that it has 13m2/per inhabitant5. However, there 
are few green spaces in either the central municipal areas (Habana 
Vieja, Centro Habana and 10 de octubre) or in the peripheral districts 
(such as Marianao and lawton). this has its roots in the evolution of 
the metropolitan area, the compact nature of the city’s fabric and 
the fact that the large green areas are concentrated in a peripheral 
belt around the city – due to causes prior to 1959. but for many rea-
sons, urban green spaces are still today one of the most important 
demands: parks and tree-lined avenues are often subjected to indis-
criminate pruning with the pretext of preventing accidents in the 
event of cyclones, while in other cases, deterioration occurs as a 
result of the incorrect selection and planting of trees, whether it be 
for financial reasons (cheaper plants) or aesthetic snobbery. these are 
issues discussed by the professional collectives, but applying the cor-
rect solution is often beyond their decision-making powers, a point 
that has been suggested by the architect and landscape gardener 
sergio Ferro (2010).

Meanwhile, the pollution of the rivers and the bay, the infelicitous 
urbanization of the hydrographic basins and other manifestations of 
degradation of the water systems are crucial to environmental quality. 
Historically speaking, the city turned its back on its rivers (guanabo, 
bacuranao, Cojímar, luyanó, Martín Pérez, almendares, Quibú and 
Jaimanitas), but this lack of concern has persisted beyond a few 
specific initiatives, as has been noted by research studies carried out 
in the geography faculty of the university of Havana (Hasdenteufel, 
Mateo et al., 2008).

the deterritorialisation of Havana’s metropolis can also be described 
in terms of socio-economic degradation, a situation that recently 
drove the Cuban government to decree the measures described 
in the social and economic Policy guidelines of the Party and the 
revolution6. it must be stressed that this problem has intensified over 
the past decades.

in Cuba, since the early years of the revolution, the middle classes 
disappeared as a social group, as they either emigrated or because 
those who stayed behind were stripped of their privileges on behalf 
of an equality that never progressed beyond “downward egalitari-
anism” (Coyula, 2008: 568). the relations established by means of 
the soviet bloc’s Council for Mutual economic assistance (CMea) 
enabled the society to function, up until 1990, using homogeneity 
criteria that were highly effective, and “which brought about a proc-
ess of levelling that was unprecedented in south america, though it 
tended towards a proletariatisation of the people” (Dilla, 2001); the 
latter was embodied on the territory by the generalisation of micro-
districts, residential areas built in the form of typified, anonymous 
projects, both on the periphery of Havana and throughout the rest of 
the country ( see Figure 2). 
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the deterritorialisation 
in Havana is important 
for studying this 
phenomenon as a 
global process

Fig. 2 The microdistrict Plaza de la Revolución. An example of the model of dete-

rritorialised, functionalist, anonymous town planning that spread throughout the 

country in the 1970s to provide a mass solution to the housing problem, using 

Soviet technology and standardised projects.

 

Photo: libertad rodríguez otero, architect.

after the break-up of the soviet union (which resulted in the loss of 
75% of the Cuban economy), an economic crisis commenced which 
has brought “classist reconfigurations and a growing social contrast” 
(Dilla, 2001), which clashes with various satisfactory macroeconomic 
indicators that conceal the problem. in spite of the country’s opening-
up to overseas capital and other debatable measures, socio-economic 
degradation has become increasingly visible since the 1990s. raúl Castro 
(2010) hinted at it when he declared that “there is a surplus of hundreds 
of thousands of workers in the public and business sectors, with some 
analysts calculating that the excess number of posts runs to more than 
a million people, and this is a very sensitive issue that we will have to 
tackle with firmness and political good sense”. all this is expressed in the 
architecture of the nouveau riche or “macetas” which contrasts with an 
increasing precariousness in construction.

A need for new explanations for the deterritorialisa-
tion of the metropolis 

the deterritorialization in Havana is important for studying this phenome-
non as a global process because it suggests that its likelihood of existence 
goes beyond capitalism or socialism. this reveals a problem with a two-
fold interest: 

•	Theoretical: formulating deterritorialisation in a socialist system goes 
beyond the theories which claim that it exists as a sui generis product 
of capitalism; that is, it distorts the aforementioned hypothesis of capi-
talist exclusivity.

•	Practical: the very significance of the theoretical aspects requires the 
deployment of a new critical assessment of what is happening in 
Cuba’s territorial, urban and architectural scenarios, and which could 
clarify paths to follow in Cuba for future scenarios of alternative ter-
ritorial evolution.

likewise, the case questions the possibility of offering alternatives from 
a possible socialist antithesis based on socialism’s supposed ability to 
overcome the problems engendered by capitalism as a deterritorialising 
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7. according to the unDP Human 
Development report (2010), Cuba is 
in eighth position in america.

8. the term "territorial macrocephaly", 
used among Cuba's professional 
community, indicates the excessive 
influence Havana has had as a capi-
tal to the detriment of conditions 
in the other cities; this situation 
is combated by promoting a sys-
tem of more diverse populational 
settlements throughout the entire 
country. For further information on 
this policy, see Coyula (1997).

machine. this raises many questions, since Cuba’s socialist system has 
proved to be an example of sustainability, according to human develop-
ment indicators that place it near the top of the international rankings7. 
this leads us to the question, why does this tendency towards deter-
ritorialisation exist in Cuba? Possible answers could be that one of the 
following historical scenarios has been taking place: 

•	Scenario A: Cuba’s real socialism was a form of state capitalism and, 
therefore, the hypothesis of capitalist exclusivity explains the existence 
of the deterritorialisation of the metropolis.

•	Scenario B: Cuba’s real socialism was not a form of state capitalism; 
the deterritorialisation can be explained as a remnant of the capital-
ist territorial thinking that operated before 1959, or in any case, as 
a resurgence of same owing to the fact that the socialist territorial 
thinking implemented has not been sufficiently transformational to 
overcome its capitalist counterpart. 

•	Scenario C: in fact, conditions exist which favour the proliferation of 
the deterritorialisation of the metropolis beyond the issue of whether 
it is a socialist or a capitalist system. 

in any case, it is clear that the problem of the deterritorialisation of 
the metropolis has transcended the scientific-technical and academic 
spheres, and has reached political and social dimensions, where the 
debate is unavoidable. nevertheless, judging by recent praxis in Cuba, it 
does not seem that sufficient awareness exists regarding these implica-
tions, at least not among those responsible for making the decisions on 
territory or for those designing the plans. this can be partly explained by 
the “lack of spaces for criticism” (Cárdenas, 2000). another influential 
factor is the way in which the models disseminated through internation-
al specialist magazines – resulting in the promotion of solutions typical 
of capitalist, developmentalist and deterritorialising approaches –become 
established within the professional imaginary.  

regarding the aforementioned scenarios, unquestionably the third 
contains the most interesting hypothesis. the arguments that justify 
Scenario A, as well as corresponding to traditional critiques of socialism 
as not offering any other proposals than capitalism does, would appear 
to be a simplistic explanation, as it does not take into account the role 
granted to Physical Planning, the results of which (compared to “ter-
ritorial macrocephaly”8) are undeniable, and the fact that during all this 
time the land market and real estate speculation have not exactly been 
the driving forces of territorial management. as was noted by sergio 
baroni (2003), “it cannot be denied that the country, even with the 
shortcomings that have been widely described, has undergone a radical 
economic and social transformation” in which “the geographic space 
has played a central role”. Meanwhile, the justification for Scenario B 
chimes with certain celebratory discourses that form part of everyday 
Cuban life, according to which the decisions made have always been 
the correct ones, but the problems arise from a lack of control. all that 
is needed, therefore, is to tighten up control and update the systems 
and approach. this stance does not offer any space for criticism directed 
at the root of the problem either because, as we will show further on, it 
leaves the basic elements of praxis untouched and does not allow a dia-
logue with the existing alternative and innovative concepts. 
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the deterritorialising 
praxis complies with 
the hegemony of 
the epistemic model 
deployed by the West 
in the modern/colonial 
world system

9. Castro-gómez specifies that the 
civilising discourse is organised 
through the triangular structure 
between coloniality of knowledge, 
coloniality of being, and coloniality 
of power, exercised from Western 
privilege. e. Dussel, a. Quijano, W. 
Mignolo, C. Walsh, r.grosfoguel, 
e. lander and others explain how 
this reality has been introduced his-
torically.

Meanwhile, accepting the possibility of Scenario C represents a different 
point of departure: far from exalting the differences between socialist 
and capitalist territorial practices, it decentres the traditional discourses 
and focuses on the similarities. Here it might prove useful to discuss the 
issue using the grammars which supplement the critique and theory of 
architecture, urbanism and land use, focusing on the complex and cul-
tural nature of its objects of study. 

Innovative grammars: territorial coloniality and its 
triangular structure 

some of the most important critical theories that seek comprehensive 
explanations for architectural, urban and territorial praxis are founded 
on economic aspects; among these are the Marxist-rooted approaches 
(Harvey 2004a, 2004b) which explain the evolution of human settle-
ments as part of the history of the class struggle, turning forms of 
production into the “ultimate reason”. this being the case, it is no 
coincidence that homogenisation is explained by granting great impor-
tance to the reproduction of modern developmentalism. they are valid 
arguments, there is a “productivist reasoning that has impregnated both 
capitalism and unrealistic socialism” (taibo, 2009: 63), but they do not 
reveal the whole network of hierarchies that organise the production 
of human spaces. this only becomes visible if we consider the complex 
cultural nature of architectural, urban and territorial praxis (Cárdenas, 
1998), which implies not isolating their understanding of the general 
critique of world society. Hence the reason for creating a dialogue with the 
theory of Modernity/Coloniality.

owing to the close link that exists between the deterritorialisation of the 
metropolis and modernising processes, we propose introducing the study 
of same into the critique of the Western hegemonic model of civilisation. 
this reveals that the deterritorialising praxis complies with the hegemony 
of the epistemic model deployed by the West in the modern/colonial 
world system. to understand this, it helps to use territorial coloniality 
as an analytical category, as the supposed need for modernisation still 
focuses generalised praxis on the idea that there is no modernity without 
coloniality. Considering it thus reveals complex reasons why deterritoriali-
sation exists, beyond one or another social system.  

if we consider that coloniality is a collection of patterns of power which, 
established during modernity and the european colonialist expansion, 
affect the entire world system and go beyond liberating colonies because 
the national elites reproduce eurocentrism (grosfoguel, 2003, 2008), 
it is plain to see that the generalisation of deterritorialised practices is 
a consequence of the privilege of the Western episteme. We can thus 
define territorial coloniality, a particular expression of the concept of 
coloniality offered by santiago Castro-gómez (2007)9, by presenting it as 
the “collection of patterns of power in the territorial praxis that served 
to establish hegemonically one territorial conception above others that 
are consequently ‘inferiorised’”. likewise, we can speak of the triangle 
between the coloniality of territorial knowledge, the coloniality of territo-
rial power, and the coloniality of territorial being (Figure 3). Many facts 
verify this. 
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For example, the coloniality of territorial power can be defined – in line 
with the concept coloniality of power of Walter Mignolo (2003) – as 
“the field of intersubjectivity in which a certain group of people define 
what is territorially correct and, therefore, they sustain their power of 
enunciation”. this is exercised both in global territorial scenarios (where 
transnational agents hold the power of enunciation – monopolies which 
exploit natural resources or construction, foundations, international 
organisations and others), and in local territorial scenarios (where local 
governments act, as well as other actors with decision-making powers); 
though the scales are not unconnected. 

Figure 3. The triangle of territorial coloniality. A conceptualisation created to present 

the arguments of Santiago Castro-Gómez (2007) on the structure of coloniality. 

ColonialitY  
oF KnoWleDge 

(territorial)

ColonialitY  
oF PoWer  

(territorial)

ColonialitY  
oF being  

(territorial)

source: produced by the authors 

Meanwhile, the coloniality of territorial being lies in the dominance 
that the urban being possesses over other forms of human existence 
(non-urban being) that have been “discarded” by the organisation of 
world society. the adverts to buy and sell flats and houses, the “festi-
valisation” of urban politics (Venturi, 1994), the housing bubbles and 
the notable differences in the remuneration of agricultural work com-
pared to non-agricultural work are just some of the mechanisms that 
encourage this dominance. let the population of the world become 
more and more urban, it is telling us: living is synonymous with living 
in the city.

as for the coloniality of territorial knowledge, this is established by a 
professional praxis in which certain types of knowledge dominate the 
decisions on how to conceive and inhabit the territory, the city and 
architecture. examples of this are: the privilege with which the disci-
plines universalise Western notions of territory, city and architecture; 
the exporting of patterns of Western urban life, and the rejection of 
everything that is traditional, vernacular and popular as a possible valid 
response to the present-day problems that the teaching of generalised 
urban-architectural design tends to produce.  

The singularity of the coloniality of territorial knowledge. 
Comprehensible alternatives from an intercultural and inter-scien-
tific grammar 

For the purpose of this seminar, it is important to highlight the fact 
that the coloniality of territorial knowledge is exercised globally by the 
Western worldview onto other non-western worldviews; and even by 
some scientific disciplines onto others (Figure 4). the actual tree struc-
ture with which modern scientific disciplines tackle human territorial 
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existence is a determining factor to ensure that this is the case. in this 
respect, the cartography of different knowledges (which, without 
claiming to be conclusive, is represented in Figure 5) shows the foun-
dational nature that the latin concept of territory (terra-torium: land 
that belongs to someone) possesses in contemporary praxis. this sepa-
ration, boosted by the hegemonic deployment of the reductionism of 
modern science, colonises the professional imaginary and is present 
today when environment and society are treated as different concep-
tual universes; a distinction that does not exist in other, non-Western 
worldviews . 

Figure 4. Hierarchies in the coloniality of territorial knowledge. 
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source: produced by the authors 

 

 

Figure.5. The decolonisation of territorial knowledges involves transgressing the 

tree structure of the production of knowledge.
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the perspective of 
modernity/coloniality 
raises some interesting 
explanations to the 
hegemonic tendency 
of homogenisation 
that exists beyond 
capitalism and 
socialism

if we bear in mind the fact that the globalisation of this Western-centric 
worldview is responsible for today’s unsustainable world situation, it is 
perfectly comprehensible that there is a need to decolonise knowledge 
in territorial studies by taking into account grammars and worldview 
discourses not founded on that division. this is a challenge that is only 
attainable by overcoming the limits of the disciplines introduced with 
transdisciplinarity (Castro-gomez, 2007), and by establishing a critical 
interculturality (Walsh, 2010) beyond eurocentric universalisms. both 
stances allow us to see that alternatives to deterritorialisation have 
always existed apart from the dominant territorial, urban and architec-
tural practices; we only need to see how “other territorial practices” are 
articulated through “other ways” of conceiving life which the andean 
notions of sumak kamaña and pachamama promote in bolivia and 
ecuador. 

Returning to Havana  

the perspective of modernity/coloniality raises some interesting explana-
tions to the hegemonic tendency of homogenisation that exists beyond 
capitalism and socialism; it makes visible issues which, when reduced to 
a merely economic explanation, go unnoticed. With this approach, it is 
possible to rethink the study of the deterritorialisation of the metropolis 
as a global phenomenon by insisting on the need to seek alternatives to 
the unsustainable global eurocentrism.

applying this perspective to Havana encourages us to explore more 
deeply the ways in which the deterritorialisation of the metropolis 
affects the built environment in this context. this point cannot be fully 
explained in terms of eco-environmental or socio-economic degrada-
tion, as it involves debating the idea of the identity of the territory; this 
has historically led to a discussion of “the new” and “the old” which, 
seen from this perspective, proves eurocentric in that it is a historic 
consequence of the modernising project. in this respect it is worth 
remembering that the idea of identity in south american and Cuban 
architectural theory dates back to the mid-20th century, when it was 
being debated whether the region was “peripheral” in terms of produc-
tion of “modernities” (Cárdenas, 1998). Here, once again eurocentrism 
raises its head, as the notion of identity in architecture is based on a 
construction of national identities which has been synonymous with a 
celebratory discourse of “hybrid cultures”, and is not used to champion 
pre-Columbine cultures or other emerging “subalternized” cultures.

Without wishing to enlarge upon the existing general debate in south 
american cultural studies, it is worth mentioning, in the specific case 
of Cuba’s territorial, urban and architectural culture, that the idea of 
identity refers exclusively to its european roots; because on one hand, 
the extermination of the authtoctonous peoples during colonialisation 
did not enable them to leave any more footprints in the characterisa-
tion of Cuba’s population and settlement apart from the bohío (typical 
hut), while on the other, nor did the afro-Cuban population contribute 
its own conceptions to the shaping of the Cuban habitat, given that 
they were slaves to the colonies and marginalised in the republic. this 
eurocentrism justifies the term white city used by Mario Coyula (2009) 
to describe Havana, and exemplifies a coloniality of territorial knowledge 
exercised from a Western episteme.
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as a result of everything expressed in the previous entries and these 
last few details, it can be concluded that in the case of Cuba it would 
be useful to examine more deeply: a) the conditions expressed by the 
theory and criticism of the architecture, urbanism and land use in 
Cuba on which the construction of “other territories” could be based 
as a re-territorialisation of the existing one; b) the possible sources for 
this decolonisation of the dominant imaginary; and c) the real willing-
ness to do so that exists between the groups of professionals and local 
actors.
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