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ABSTRACT: Modern cities comprise of a colourful amalgam of images, scents, sounds and 
pendulous feelings of diversity. They are no longer realms of homogenous communities. On the 
contrary, the modern metropolis exists only through its heterogeneity and its patchwork 
character; a patchwork that consists of people, carrying different cultures, social backgrounds, 
desires and ways of life. “The city is the place where strangers meet” and it is where we 
experience the most the coexistence and overlapping of cultural elements. Totally unique persons 
frame in their own way the city’s public space. They are the ones that “create” the city; thus 
altering a city automatically results in altering the lives of its inhabitants. Through this essay we 
take a deeper look into the aspect of diversity through the example of migrating populations in 
Athens and at the same time, we are suggesting some structural-designing proposals about the 
way in which the current fragmental cityscape can become a whole, without losing its sense of 
diversity and multicultural background. 
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URBAN SPACE AS THE FIELD OF EXPRESSION 
Urban space constitutes a social treaty; it does not exist as something independent, 
separate from its residents. After all they are the ones that define it, form it and 
eventually change it, through their social relations, the way they live, the way they 
walk throughout the cityscape and inhabit it. Therefore, every representation of 
space constitutes a social entity. It is, in other words, the result of a mesh of actions 
and interactions, among the individuals that inhabit it. Space becomes the field of 
expression of different wishes, desires and experiences, every one of which can 
exist only through the other and only to the extent that it is being spatially 
communicated to others via its creative expression. This is more accurately 
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described in Fairbairn’s work with the term "empathy", contrasting with the term 
"sympathy". "Sympathy constitutes a sentimental reaction, direct and not able to be 
controlled, which overwhelms the individual when he imagines himself being 
involved in a situation that someone else experiences. (…) Empathy, on the other 
hand, constitutes the ability that one can build up in his course of life, or an 
attitude of life, which can be used in the effort of the individual to approach 
mentally, and comprehend other individuals, with regard to situations which he 
experiences, as well as the memories or the sentiments that he has.(…) Empathy is 
often described as" the ability to see the world with the eyes of others "(…)" [1].  
 
The way, therefore, that space acquires a meaning and becomes perceptible, 
depends directly from the “Other Person” and the way in which the latter inhabits 
urban space. In logical consequence and by borrowing, at this point, the terms of 
psychoanalysis, we can note that the meaning of space depends completely of the 
inhabitants’- or wanderers’ for that matter- personal fantasy and fundamental 
desire.   "Creation is the rewording of a personal element in a code comprehensible 
by other persons» [2]. Provided that, what is created in space, is entities of 
relations, the inclinations of each one, set also the way in which one inhabits space. 
Because of the productive and self bearing character of these inclinations, each 
action of the individual in the social space is being formed in a unique way. In this 
way, space becomes the field of expression of infinite potential experiences and 
meanings, depending each time on the subject - which projects elements on the 
material reality that constitute it and thus shapes it - and the field of report of 
spatial interpretations.  
 
The space in which this expression of potential experiences takes place more 
intensely, is the city and more emphatically the modern metropolis, which manages 
to assemble in its core an abundance of unique nationalities, social classes and 
accordingly separate personalities, every one of which bears its own engraved 
inclinations and wishes.  
 
 
THE CITY AS A PLACE WHERE STRANGERS MEET 
Cities, and in extension every architectural creation, is being formed by a large 
number of things: memories, desires, all as elements of an imaginable - mental  
language. They constitute places of exchange. Places where each one can claim his 
social ambitions, investigate the possibilities that the public realm offers throughout 
the interactions it includes.   "The city is made by the proportions of meters of its 
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extent and by the events of its past. It reveals its character through its different 
moments, its pictures. The city however does not reveal its past, it includes it as the 
lines of a hand, written in the corners of streets, the blinds of the windows,  the 
handrails of each stairwell (…) each piece engraved, in its turn, with scratchings, 
sewings, notches, violent blows "[ 3 ].  
 
The city is mainly the place where one can contact with strangers. After all, as 
Sennett mentions "the city is the place where strangers meet" [4]. There, where 
people, can get acquainted and coexist, without necessarily knowing personally 
each other, but even so, there where people can share the fruit of public space and 
public life. Everyone rewrites the city through the way he lives in it. (De Certeau).   
 

The inhabitancy of cities is defined 
by time and space relations and takes 
place in two levels:  inhabiting public 
space and inhabiting private space. 
These two levels are distinguishable, 
not only because of their theoretical 
character, but more because of the 
social behavior that they indicate and 
the commodities they offer to the 
person living in the city. In the 
private realm, people seek the 
sentiment of protection, safety, 

intimacy and familiarity, while in the public realm they seek for the sentiment of 
cooperation, of togetherness, of co-action and most of all the feeling of common 
course. Harmonious and balanced existence of these two spheres of inhabitancy, 
form strong societies and powerful political life. In modern cities, these two levels 
of inhabitancy, tend to define one another, leading this way to feelings of lack of 
cohesion, search of intimacy outside the private realm and fear against anything 
different that enters without warning inside the narrow, after all, sphere of public 
space. Using Sennett’s words once more: “Common sense suggests that, the 
replacement of city streets and squares as social centers by suburban living rooms 
might have something to do with an increased absorption in questions of self” [5] .   
During one’s wandering in the cityscape, random fragments of space and time 
come in contact (Walter Benjamin). The resident is unable to conceive and 
comprehend the Heterotopias that he meets along the way [6]. One is called to 
translate public space, which no longer fulfills its social aim, but on the contrary is 
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characterized by neutrality, blandness and monotony: street walls faced in sheets of 
plate glass, highways that cut off poor neighborhoods from the rest of the city, 
dormitory housing developments, lifeless squares [7].  What is characteristic of our 
city-building, is to wall off the differences between people, assuming that these 
differences are more likely to be mutually threatening than mutually stimulating 
[8].    

 

ABOUT VARIATION 

The production of innumerate variations is an innate characteristic of life. Thus the 
process of inhabitancy, which is by definition an energetic process of give and take, 
is based on the familiarization of forms and the acceptance of variation and 
difference. After all, as we have already mentioned, the city is the place where 
strangers meet and where variation constitutes the treaty of reception and meeting 
of strangers in the city. In the societies of modern metropolis, variation gives 
meaning to the behaviors of the residents and defines their integration in each 
social group. It springs throughout the individual and reveals the collective and 
unique experiences and memories that it carries. These memories intertwine with 
the memories of city and define it as a field of levitations, as a threshold between 
wishes and achievements.   

 
The citizen of today’s metropolis is called to develop, live and claim his personal 
desires in this complex heterogeneous environment. To learn how to accept, live 
together with and act jointly with the “Other” -the different- regardless of his social 
status or origin, religion and cultural background; even when the meeting with the 
“Other” becomes obligatory, because of unexpected factors, as for example in the 
case of immigration.   

 

 

ATHENS OF THE IMMIGRANTS 

A walk in the centre of Athens, round Omonoia Square on a Sunday morning, is 
enough in order to realize how many different national groups the city gathers in its 
core. A soundfull crowd that has debouched in the streets and inhabits the city in its 
own unique way. An animated colorful crowd, contrasting the grey central 
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cityscape, its pollution, the high rise buildings and the sea of cars. A crowd that 
alters the urban landscape through its social multi-collectiveness and its vivid 
character.  A crowd comprising of people that came to this city in order to live; not 
to hide. Zinonos, Sokratous, Menandrou Street, Metaksourgio, Keramikos, 
Botanikos, Agios Panteleimonas and so many more central regions of Athens, 
compose a network – a patchwork - of intense multiculturalism and inhabitancy of 
the city.  

 
Half the immigrants of Greece (about 
800.000 are officially registered) live in 
Attica. Of them, 40% lives in the 
municipality of Athens; in the heart of 
the modern metropolis. Around squares 
and railway stations’ districts, in 
basements and lower floors of poorly 
preserved blocks of flats, in old low rise 
buildings of former immigrants, in 
illegal constructions, in devastated 
factories, mixed with the locals (they 

constitute 19% of the total population of the municipality of Athens) and 
simultaneously coiled in a maze of neighborhoods gathering many different 
nationalities (the above numbers and facts are mentioned here as they were 
presented in the study  held (2005 - 07) by a scientific team of the sector of Urban 
planning - Land planning of NTUA). A lot of Nationalities coexist in the 
neighborhoods of the immigrants. One can find an abundance of commercial shops 
with foreign signs, places of religious adoration and meetings, Internet cafes, call 
centers, they all constitute multicultural spaces where, however, remains a 
significant number of local inhabitants, reversing the affair about the creation  of a 
"ghetto" area and social exclusion. Athens did not “send" the immigrants in isolated 
regions; on the contrary it retained them in central city districts. In this way 
immigrants accomplish to claim a place in the productive and social sector; even in 
a superficial way, as the acceptance of migrating populations is not always taken 
for granted and they constantly live under the stress of the residence permit. Even 
when they have been born in Greece, as immigrants of second or third generation, 
they are still called to renew their residence permit per regular time intervals. 
Which literally means renew the permit to live in the country where they where 
born (!). This stress is translated partly in social fear and feelings of reserve from 
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the side part of the immigrants, as well as feelings of levitation and temporariness, 
since they conceive how ephemeral their residence in this city and country can be.  

 
For this reason the immigrants, in their majority, select to inhabit the city, not 
closed up and protected inside their private "safe" space, but outside in the streets, 
the neighborhoods, the city squares. They have come to this city searching for 
better conditions of living, seeing it as a threshold, as the first step of entering in 
Europe. As the place that can offer to them work, money and a better future. All of 
them however, hope to return to their homeland one day. They plan to have a 
temporary stay in the land of promises and later to return to their homeland, having 
accomplished to gather the money needed for a more comfortable life. Thus, their 
way of life leads them outside their home, outside the formally established space of 
privacy and protection. They inhabit the public realm, as its public character 
imposes: shaping social relations and forming the urban environment through the 

way they move, through the way they 
live. This way appertains to that of 
the “nomad”, the one that is in 
constant movement and translocation, 
the "anti-architect" that forms space 
via his movement in it. Whose 
movement brings temporary results, 
constructing a "map the geography of 
which constantly alters and deforms 
in time because of the movement of 
the observer and the constant change 
of space itself" [9].  

 
The way of the immigrant’s inhabitancy of the city can be better comprehended 
through the concept of nomadism, as well as the meaning given to space during 
crossing it and wandering in it. More specifically, as one forms it via his public 
entanglement in it. The possible translations and the viewing point of public space 
changes through the altering inhabitancy in it, even though this does not produce 
materially constructed space. Simply the natural presence of people in the urban 
landscape alters its cultural meaning and accordingly space itself.   "Space appears 
to be an active pulsating subject, an autonomous producer of affections and 
relations. It is a living organism with its own character, a counter-part with 
shifting moods, with which it is possible to establish a relationship of mutual 
exchange "[10]. The given process of translation of urban landscape applies for any 
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situation of entanglement in urban space. It is however better understood in the 
case of the immigrant’s inhabitancy, as he alters more actively and obviously the 
landscape of the city, because of his uniqueness in contrast to the local resident and 
his own form of inhabitancy.  
 
 
ABOUT INHABITANCY AND CITY PLANNING  

The cultural variation and more intensely the cultural variation of immigrants, raise 
questions of territorial treatment, in modern metropolis, since, the way the later 
spreads and the rhythm of its growth, make it difficult to take under consideration, 
during city planning, this specific element of human nature. There is an urgent need 
for the regions where migrating populations live, to avoid the formation of ghettos, 
to confront the matters of fear from the side of the local residents, as well as the 
feeling of temporariness from the side of the immigrants because of the way in 
which they inhabit the city.  

 
At this point we should highlight the fact that, the way local residents see the 
immigrants, is under constant alteration and depends on numerous factors. Thus, 
any observation cannot be easily generalized for the total of the city’s population. 
This happens because of the fact that first of all it depends on subjective criteria 
and second because the "face" of the immigrant does not always strike the same. 
The way people see legal and illegal immigrants, people coming from Eastern 
countries and the Balkan Peninsula or people coming from the Northern and 
Western countries, is totally different. However, the way immigrants are faced, 
depends, mainly, on the level of threat that they constitute for the local resident of 
the city. Quoting the words of the writer and journalist Gazmed Kapllani, being an 
immigrant himself in Athens from Albania:   "(…) that’s when the real problem of 
the immigrant begins, when others cannot see in his face the marks of misery and 
suffering, when he ceases to be pathetic and different from them and begins to 
behave in a very familiar way, as if he is indeed at home. The real problem of the 
immigrant begins then, when he claims being equal (…). They can tolerate metics 
my dear, when they are observers and guests, but they cry out loud when they start 
to strike them as co-tenants… "[11].   
 
The territorial changes that are caused to the form of the city, by the way 
immigrants inhabit it, either when it is done in the central regions of the city having 
an incorporating character (as it happens in the centre of Athens), or in outer 
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regions forming no man’s lands (in smaller cities and in the periphery, near 
settlements and the national road network), result in forming a discontinuity to the 
identity of space in the first case and to its structure in the second.  This way the 
perception and the experience of space gets more complex, since fragments of 
different identities are added to the already multidimensional character of the city; 
fragments which the residents are called to translate, to comprehend and in the end 
accept, as pieces of the urban web.   

 

The way in which space is translated and becomes perceptible, is in direct relation, 
first of all to the subjective characteristics of each person, his experiences, the way 
in which he inhabits space and second to the structural characteristics of space 
itself. In other words, the way in which it is planned and constructed, in 
combination with the complexity of human perception, create an image of the city, 
which gathers the same amount of subjective and objective criteria. The 
interpretation of the surrounding environment, is totally different for the one who 
lives permanently in the city and crosses it frequently and the one who simply 
wanders in it for the first time. The perception of space however and the mental (or 
not) shaping of it into a single-cohesive entity, depends directly on the way in 
which it is designed. Therefore, apart from the undoubtable social education that is 
required, from the side of the permanent resident of the city, so that he can accept 
the new migratory structures and surpass feelings of threat and racism, what is also 
required, is the correct planning of these structures through optical models, in order 
to create a model that results in a cohesive image of the city; a city able to greet 
each and every variation. A city that would allow to its resident, to function inside 
its environment to the desirable degree, to feel safe; that would be open to 
regulations and changes, so that the resident has the opportunity to alter it and 
express himself inside it and finally, a city that would have a communicable 
structure to all the unique individuals that inhabit it  

 
Nevertheless, an exterior intervention to the immigrants’ way of inhabiting the city 
would not be legitimate. This means the transfer of their communities in 
environments that do not correspond, neither express, their own way of life, but the 
one of the city in which they migrate, or even their installation in proper but 
socially insufficient residences as far as their way of life is concerned. Examples 
throughout urban history have shown that, efforts of integration of migratory 
populations in the way of inhabitance of the country they migrate to, have failed 
and have caused more problems than the ones they have accomplished to solve. 
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The way in which the urban planning has to treat the territorial needs of 
immigrants, is with respect to their uniqueness and throughout an effort to create a 
homogenous city, so that it can easily constitute an organism and be immediately 
perceptible so much to the permanent resident, as to the one that comes to live in 
this city for the first time (immigrant), or for a small amount of time (tourist). And 
this because the easily perceptible city, promotes the life inside it, is rendered as a 
familiar image and it is transformed into a field of inexhaustible choices and 
possibilities.   

 
The homogenization of certain regions 
of the city is achieved through the 
continuity of her elements and the 
simultaneous awareness of 
discontinuity of the elements outside it. 
By this we mean elements such as the 
type of the buildings, their style, the 
continuity in color, material, texture, 
scale, lighting or even the planting. The 
more these elements coexist in layers, 
the more unified a region appears and 

the better it forms its thresholds. Of course, on a city level, each region has to 
module also its relation to the neighboring regions as a "seam" and no as a limit 
[12]. This way we result in relations of parallel placement (regions that coexist 
autonomously), visibility through (regions that become perceptible the one through 
the other), relations structured linearly (segregation of regions by a main artery) or 
through nodes, courses and smaller regions.  
 
At the same time, during the planning - designing process, one needs to be prudent 
in regard to the danger of sterile production of homogeneous landscape, which 
consumes itself only to serve its homogeneity and leaves absolutely outside from 
the planning process the matter of acceptance of variation-difference, that 
constitutes an innate element of cities. The city, no matter how homogenous and 
continuous it may appear, it should include the concept of heterogeneity, both in 
the way in which it is drawn, as in the way in which it is experienced. The city is 
not built for one person, but for a great numbers of people, of widely varying 
backgrounds, temperaments, occupations, and class. Our analysys indicate a 
substantial variation in the way different people organize their city, in what 
elements they most depend on, or what form qualities are most congenial to them. 
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The designer must therefore create a city which is as richly provided with paths, 
edges, landmarks, nodes, districts as possible, a city which makes use of not just 
one or two form qualities, but all of them. If so, different observers will all find 
perceptual material which is congenial to their own particular way of looking at the 
world. While one man may recognize a street by its brick pavement, another will 
remember its sweeping curve, and a third will have located the minor landmarks 
along its length. 

 

Focusing on the issue of homogeneity in the case of migrating populations, we can 
say that the city, through its planning has to be perceived as multiple layers of 
different but not contradicting elements. In this way the immigrant, and any other 
resident of city, has the chance to translate it and use it as he pleases, based on time 
and his personal background. It constitutes a system open to changes, open to  
difference. The street is simultaneously transformed to the way to reach from one 
point to another, a place of meeting and social gathering, a place of commercial 
transactions or a place of work; all of the above, without affecting the form of the 
city and her cohesive image that separates it from her neighboring regions, or even 
from other cities.  

 
 
TO CONCLUDE 

The complexity of the modern city requires its territorial continuity and at the same 
time it includes a great charm: the opposition and variation of each separate 
individual that lives in it. The city is not built for one and only person, but for a 
large number of persons with a wide spectrum of backgrounds, idiosyncrasies, 
occupations, origins. They organize the city, select the points that will constitute 
their points of report, points that assemble forms and qualities that correspond to 
their own unique character. For this reason, the designer of the city has to create an 
organism that will assemble an abundance of qualities, always based on given roots 
and main handlings, which ensure the cohesiveness of the cityscape.  

 
In the modern complex democratic society, exist a lot of interrelations that the 
architect is called to harness and define. To raise the social isolation, support 
individual progress and promote the constantly broadening communication 
between different social groups. When an urban landscape is defined by a powerful 
optical spectrum and includes an abundance of unique elements, then the way of 
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experiencing it becomes easier, more encouraging and more seductive. Especially 
in an era that people change their place of residence more often than ever, moving 
from region to region, from city to city, from country to country - seeking for better 
living conditions - , the sense of familiarity and acceptance of difference, that the 
new place where they arrive will provide them, gains even greater value and is 
reduced to a necessary component of the modern metropolis.  
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