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5.6	 Periurban Luxembourg. Definition, Positioning  
	 and Discursive Construction of Suburban Spaces at  
	 the Border be t ween Cit y and Countryside

Markus Hesse

“[…] The in-between city represents places that are ‘not quite traditional city and not quite 

traditional suburban’ (Young and Keil, 2010). They are forgotten geographies, where many 

people live and where […] the dialectical treatment of urban versus suburban neglects 

the many shades of urban places that require our planning and policy attention” (Kirby/

Modarres 2010: 67).

The expansion of urban settlements beyond the borders of the (nucleus) city into 
previously non-urban spaces is a central feature of spatial development of the 
pre- and postwar period in the overwhelming majority of western industrialized 
nations, in Europe as much as in North America and Australia (see Harris/Larkham 
1999). Point of departure of this process are the migrations from city to hinterland 
of households or enterprises, particularly industry, later also of commerce as well 
as recreational facilities. Ever since the onset of industrialization, more or less 
continuous population and employment growth has been over lengthy periods the 
normal mode of urban development. This has produced polycentric urban regions 
that display very diverse structures (see Kloosterman/Musterd 2001; Parr 2004).

Scientific analysis in geography and spatial research has traditionally assigned 
the term of suburbanization to the expansion of the city beyond its borders (see 
Pratt 1994; Harris 2006); in francophone countries, this is also referred to as 
périurbanisation (see Paluch 1997; Piorr et al. 2011). This term also includes 
spaces that are further removed from the centre, spaces whose development is 
defined in English-speaking countries with the term of counterurbanization (see 
Champion 1989; Mitchell 2004). Counterurbanization refers to the growth of non-
metropolitan locations, with the perspective here being expanded to the category 
of the rural space – those sparsely populated spaces, in earlier times marked by 
agriculture and forestry, which today still comprise substantial areas of Europe’s 
large countries. 

The expansion of the cities and the concomitant urbanization of society had 
two important consequences: on the one hand, it created transitory spaces in the 
in-between area between city and countryside, with, compared to the city, low 
density of development, a higher percentage of free spaces and fewer places of 
employment and recreational facilities – but with clearly more intensive land uses 
than in rural regions. These fringe spaces were, in the beginning, based in a high 
degree on the division of labor between city and hinterland, partly also peripheral 
rural spaces. Today this hinterland has in many cases emancipated itself from the 
core city, has become more urban, a part of the polycentric urban region. On the 
other hand, the emergence of transitory spaces has created a situation where it has 
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become (almost) impossible to make meaningful and clear distinctions between 
city, countryside and in-between spaces, particularly in the agglomerations. The 
various spatial types are parts of a continuum that are increasingly merging 
into each other, particularly in the fringe areas of the large metropolitan areas. 
Until now, however, there has been a lack of appropriate conceptualizations for 
describing these spatial types (see Harris 2010), and over a long period of time 
they did not feature very prominently as a subject of spatial analyses and spatial 
planning. In the course of a tendency towards urbanization of modern society 
perceived as ‘planetary’, the boundary between city and countryside is even 
regarded by some observers as entirely obsolete (see Schmid/Brenner 2011). This 
dictum is explained with the worldwide growing urban population; since 2007, it 
is assumed that – for the first time in history – there are more people living in cities 
than in the countryside. This thesis of a universal tendency towards urbanization 
of society follows the assumption that space is produced socially, but that spatial 
differences between city and countryside no longer have any real social relevance. 

The emergence of hybrid spatial categories or the tendency towards dissolution 
of clear differentiations between city and countryside are signals of more complex 
conditions and progressions of spatial development. These include, besides 
urbanization and the growth of urban spaces, significant social and spatial-temporal 
differentiations of, for instance, mobility, migration and internationalization. 
The same applies to the incorporation of regions into larger functional systems, 
e.g. through cultural and economic globalization. This development has also 
contributed to territory, city and region no longer being perceived as territorially 
constituted and clearly defined but rather as relational: as an object of a complex 
system of relations that is read by very diverse actors along ‘variable geometries’ 
(i.e. flexible spatial understandings) and is situated on different levels of scale 
(local, regional, global) (see Raco 2006).

5.6.1	 Spatial Categories and Attributions: The Constitution of Space  
	 in Cit y, Countr yside and the ‘In-between’ 

“Scholars researching suburbia in the framework of dif ferent disciplines still have no easy 

overview of what the dif ferent areas of their subject have in common” (Vaughan et al. 2009: 

485).

When social change can no longer be grasped with the traditional inventory of 
scientific terms, epistemologies and methods, it causes a productive irritation. 
This basically also applies to spatial development. With regard to this subject, one 
can draw three possible conclusions in reaction to this situation: the first is to 
search for a fundamentally new paradigm – in this case, the conceptualization 
of the ‘postmodern’ city as a rupture with the ‘old’ city’s logic of development; a 
second option would be to retain what has been passed down, what has proven 
its worth also under such marginal conditions that suppose transformation and 



E-Book von Christian Wille, christian.wille@uni.lu
27.01.2016 17:18
Copyright 2016, transcript Verlag, Bielefeld

5. Space and Identity Constructions through Ever yday-Cultural Practices 307

change – this would here correspond to assuming the universally valid return 
or renaissance of the city. The third possibility would be to adopt a different 
conceptual perspective. This is the logic also followed by the present paper. It 
implies that the research subject is no longer assumed as given, but is understood 
as a case of individual, subjective constructions. 

Such a perspective views space as a result of social agency, as socially 
constituted and socially constructed (see sections 2.2 and 5.1). This perspective 
is also well justified with regard to the subject discussed here: the question of 
what can be called ‘urban’, ‘suburban’ or ‘rural’ is no longer determined via 
classical parameters of spatial science (such as population potential and density, 
spatial location, commuter relations to the nearest centre). Instead, ‘city’ and 
‘countryside’ are actively created, produced. The accompanying attributions detach 
themselves from scientific categorizations and positings – which themselves of 
course also constitute constructions – and are increasingly performed by the 
subjects themselves. Attribution of meaning ensues both in the professional 
discourse, i.e. through scientists, politicians and planners as well as through the 
population itself. Here various factors come into play: space-related identities 
and identifications, demarcations, policies and ideological framing as well as 
subjectivations and subjectifications, i.e. individual perceptions and positings, but 
also the concomitant practices. 

This is confirmed when we consider the contradictory perceptions and 
evaluations of what constitutes urban and rural spaces (and lifestyles) or what 
differentiates them. Spaces that were previously perceived as rural are no longer 
necessarily peripheral but also appear as highly industrialized, are subject to 
social integration and social modernization (see Woods 2007); at the same time, 
some cities ruralize, in particular those that have lost considerable numbers 
of inhabitants due to deindustrialization or transformation. Interim usages, 
urban gardening and agricultural subsistence on fallow soil are playing a more 
prominent role and at least in part are shaping a new perception of the city. 
This blending of the traditional images of city and countryside corresponds to 
a coincidence of competing ideal images of both spatial categories: the image of 
the renaissance of the city in which many people live, work, spend their free time, 
again is found alongside new urban poverty and exclusion. And in contrast to the 
reality of many successful agro-industrial and logistic production spaces that have 
established themselves in rural-peripheral regions, for some time now there has 
been a remarkable orientation of the urban mainstream society towards the rural. 
This is also reflected in the high demand for lifestyle magazines that offer country 
life, country culture and countryside nostalgia as a communicative staging. 

The perception of sub- and periurban spaces is also very contradictory: the city 
fringe has always been both privatopia and dystopia – i.e. private space of retreat 
and yearning on the one hand, which offered the perspective to maximize the 
respective advantages of city and countryside and avoid their disadvantages. And 
on the other hand, the suburban space was a projection area of a sweeping critique 
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of urban growth (see Nicolaides 2006; Vicenzotti 2011), chiefly from the ranks 
of architects and urban planners, but also from the core cities themselves. This 
critique was aimed at the urbanization of free space, the fiscal depletion of the core 
cities through the haemorrhage of tax-paying households as well as the creation of 
commuter migrations. But it was voiced primarily from the perspective of the core 
city and to a lesser degree from the angle of the peripheral regions themselves (see 
Hesse 2010).110 The narrative of the dissolution of the city was for a long time very 
impactful if not hegemonial. 

The constructivist perspective on space is guided by an awareness for the 
particular significance of boundaries. Boundaries are constitutive for spaces and 
thus also for the traditional understanding of the suburban or periurban. It is 
administrative boundaries and those drawn by settlement structures that create the 
fact of the margin in the first place: in purely statistical terms, it is frequently only 
the crossing of the municipal boundary that transforms the migration from the 
centre to the periphery into a matter of suburbanization. Furthermore, suburban 
spaces are found on both sides, inside and outside, of the boundary of the core 
city. Here, the most distinctive demarcation of boundaries ensued discursively, 
referring to the heated controversies within the respective policy departments 
about suburbia (see above) that formed a marked contrast to its residents’ high 
appreciation for this spatial category. The core city was assessed positively, while 
the areas beyond the city limits were given a negative evaluation. 

Finally, connections also emerge to ‘identity’ in a spatial context. Here 
we differentiate between the attributed identity of a region or a space and the 
identification of individuals with particular spaces or places (see Paasi 2002 
and 2003; Weichhart 1999). Regarding the question of space-related identity, we 
subscribe to the view of Paasi (2003: 477): 

“Regional identity has been recognized as a key element in the making of regions as social/

political spaces, but it is dif ficult to elucidate what this identity consists of and how it 

affects collective action/politics […]. The crucial question is how political passions are 

regionalized, and here institutions constitutive of region-building (economy, governance, 

language, media, literature) and inherent power relations are significant.” 

Against this background, the aim of this paper is to explore the constitution and 
the construction of segmented space at a remove from the big centres. The focus 
will be on the perspective of the inhabitants of these areas. What interests us is 
how the inhabitants of the periphery associate their locations and in which way, 
if any, space-related identity is shaped. It continues to remain unclear how the 

110 | And it has remained unclear who precisely was the addressee of this critique: the 

subjects that chose this location type; economic actors who found particularly favourable 

conditions of exploitation here; or the planning and regulative policies that have created 

the necessary incentives for the respective social practices.
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inhabitants of suburbia, the in-between city, the suburban space actually call the 
place where they live, which images they associate with it, and in how far this space 
is perceived as ‘home’. In that respect, processes of demarcation of boundaries 
and identity-building are equally relevant. This particular way of looking at 
space also makes it possible to question conventional positings and hegemonial 
discourses and to open and pluralize the perspective. We have chosen the Grand 
Duchy of Luxembourg and the Greater Region, i.e. including the neighbouring 
regions Wallonia, Lorraine, Rhineland-Palatinate and Saarland as an example for 
examining this complex of questions (see University of Luxembourg, IDENT2 
2012/2013 – quantitative and qualitative survey). It is an attempt to understand the 
constitution of sub- and periurban spaces as a product of a specific subjectivation. 
Building on this, we will discuss a number of implications for further research. 

5.6.2	 The Suburban and Periurban Regional Scenario in Luxembourg  
	 and in the Border Region 

Compared to other European countries, the Grand Duchy of Luxembourg, one of 
the smallest member states of the European Union, has seen an above-average 
favourable demographic development and an extremely successful economic 
transformation. This developmental path is moreover characterized by two 
particular features compared to urban development in other contexts: it took 
place in a very short period of time and in a relatively small territory, which at 
the end of 2012/beginning of 2013 comprised around 537,000 inhabitants and 
around 380,000 resident employees on an area of 2,586 km2 (see STATEC 
2013: 9). Recent spatial development of Luxembourg has been very disparate: a 
few densely populated areas contrast with a generally more segmented region. 
The country’s north is traditionally regarded as rural. The great majority of the 
country’s 106 municipalities have a population of less than 10,000. In the past, 
the highest development pressure, measured in absolute figures, was sustained 
by the metropolitan area, while many smaller municipalities show the highest 
relative gains in growth. 

The country’s housing and real estate markets are extremely tense (see 
Becker/Hesse 2010); even compared to the substantially higher level of income, 
rents and real estate prices are generally double to those in comparable locations 
in Germany, Belgium or France. After a first wave of suburbanization in the 1970s 
and 1980s, these problems created an increased cross-border residential mobility 
out of Luxembourg. It has been directed primarily to the periurban rural area 
near the border of Rhineland-Palatinate, Wallonia and Lorraine (see section 5.8). 
Near the national border, the settlement area dynamics are currently much more 
pronounced than in the centres. This is not only true for the transformation 
of erstwhile villages and smaller towns to residential locations of the urban 
commuter population, but, particularly in Luxembourg, also for the office 
locations interspersed in the more rural parts of the country, which constitute 
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largely unintegrated workplace concentrations. The spatial imbalances that come 
with massive daily commuter traffic and continuing problems in the provision of 
housing are currently considered the major problem for regional planning. 

If the combination of relatively small territory size, large-scale interlacement 
and very dynamic growth of economy and population in the past two decades in 
itself already creates very specific constraints for spatial development, then this 
applies even more to the ongoing internationalization of the country. This is already 
evident in the country-wide very high percentage of non-Luxembourg nationals of 
44 %, reflecting the various waves of immigration in the country’s recent past. 
But in the small municipalities it encounters a very specific regional scenario: in 
municipalities of not more than approx. 8,000 inhabitants, such as Walferdange 
in the northern periphery of the capital, or Mersch in the country’s centre, the 
proportion of foreigners is as high as 30 % or more representing around 90 to 100 
or more different nationalities (see the websites of the communes of Mersch and 
Walferdange). Especially for small municipalities, this is extraordinarily high and 
poses a particular challenge. This diversity is less marked in the municipalities 
near the border which instead have a more balanced mixture of nationals from the 
respective bordering countries. 

5.6.3	 Empirical Glimpses into Sub- and Periurban Constellations 

“It’s suburban. You got a forest and, I mean, in Luxembourg nothing is really urban unless 

you live right in the middle of Grand-rue.” (male, 48, British Luxembourger, Luxembourg).

This section will provide a few selected empirical glimpses into the constitution 
of sub- and periurban space in Luxembourg and in the border region. In two 
rounds of empirical research, we examined the interpretations and attributions of 
meaning with respect to people’s place of residence. First we formulated, as part 
of the quantitative survey, a short set of questions relating to grading the place of 
residence according to the degree of urbanization. We asked the interviewees how 
they rated their residential location: as urban, rural or sub-/periurban. In addition, 
we conducted semi-standardized interviews with 23 selected respondents who 
had participated in the quantitative survey and had given their ratings and were 
willing to discuss the reasons for their choice.  

Perceptions of the ‘In-Between’ 
Fig. 1 and 2 show a compilation of the results arrived at in the standardized survey. 
On the one hand, they refer to the entire area covered by the survey as well as 
to those areas of the respective countries’ territory that constitute a part of the 
Greater Region, and on the other, to the different regions of Luxembourg. We see 
here a relatively high degree of correspondence with the classifications suggested 
by these particular areas on the basis of the features of their space and settlement 
structure or which have been put forward by the respective spatial planning 
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authorities or the European Spatial Planning Observation Network (ESPON): 
“The Greater Region shows a clear functional, demographic, and morphological 
polycentricity that is the basis for the overall functioning of the region” (ESPON/
UL 2010). With the exception of Lorraine, most parts of the entire area covered by 
the survey are rated as having a predominantly rural or sub/-periurban structure; 
in the Saarland and the Rhineland-Palatinate, part of the survey area ratings of 
suburban and rural are more or less evenly distributed (see Fig. 1). Among the 
different areas within Luxembourg, the contrasts are even stronger. Here the area 
of the capital stands out as urban with 61 % of the ratings. What is remarkable 
here is the low percentage of ratings given to this category for the rest of the 
centre. As expected, the south is rated both as sub-/periurban as well as rural; 
and for Luxembourg’s northern and eastern regions the category ‘rural’ is – also 
unsurprisingly – the predomiant one (see Fig. 2). 

Figure 1: How would you describe your lifestyle in this location? Entire survey area in 
percent (University of Luxembourg, IDENT2 2012/2013 – quantitative survey)
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Figure 2: How would you describe your lifestyle in this location? Luxembourg 
residential population in percent (University of Luxembourg, IDENT2 2012/2013 – 
quantitative survey)
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assessment of the participants who had given their rating of their place of 
residence for the standardized survey and were willing to discuss the reasons for 
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Does the place where you live have a clear boundary? Where does it begin, where 
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to using the classical terminologies of space-related planning and research in their 
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“Where does it begin? At the border, where you can immediately..., but... OK, the whole of 

Athus also belongs to it, I mean, it’s... nowadays it all connects what now...”111 (female, 31, 
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111 | Eigene Übersetzung von: “Wou fänkt en un? Vun der Grenz, wou een direkt zwar... 

Okay, ganz Athus gehéier t dozou, ech mengen, et ass jo... alles hänkt zesummen, wat elo...”
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The transcripts of the conversations document numerous queries on the part of 
the interviewees attempting to understand the research interest of the survey. This 
response can have two different reasons: on the one hand, this clearly confirms the 
marked discrepancy between the use of corresponding terminologies by experts and 
by residents (this problem was already broadly discussed during the coordination 
of the interview guideline). Interviewers were obliged to provide explicit assistance 
and explanations for the interviewees to be able to position themselves. On the 
other hand, this probably also has to do with the fact that in particular in the 
urbanized parts of the survey area – i.e. beyond the rural areas –, clear boundaries 
between city and countryside are more the exception than the rule. This is reflected 
in the vagueness of attributions made by the residents of those areas. 

Next, the evaluation of the empirical findings will focus on the following two 
question items: How is the place of residence referred to? Are there indications 
for a space-related identification and how is it reflected? Interviewees living 
in an urban centre or in a village (centre) gave an unambiguous answer to the 
question about the place of residence. In the other cases, the terminology is 
inconsistent and varied, due to the already mentioned problem of demarcating 
clear boundaries. On Luxembourg territory and in the German-speaking border 
region, the terms “Stadtrand” and “Vorstadt” or “Vorort” (lux. Viruert) are used; 
an English speaking interviewee was the only one to use the term ‘suburban’. 
The francophone interviewees characterize their place of residence in this case as 
“entre les deux”, i.e. in the in-between between city and countryside, which offers 
certain advantages (“un peu des deux côtés – on a des avantages”). It is only French 
speaking people that use the term zone périurbaine. “Vorstadt” refers as a rule to 
the nearest centre. In rural Germany, territorial reforms have created the effect 
that for the inhabitants of smaller neighbourhoods it is not the administrative seat 
of the municipality that is the chief place of reference but the place of residence. 

Here one needs to take into account the particular features of the urban system in 
Luxembourg whose 106 municipalities consist in large part of small municipalities 
with less than 10,000 inhabitants. Often evaluations oscillate between the formal 
municipal charter and the actual significance of the municipality; frequently 
independent small municipalities are attributed more importance for reasons of 
political symbolism than they de facto have. Occasionally, the label of the rural is also 
used for settlement nuclei that have, according to the same interviewee’s information, 
around 3,500 inhabitants, therefore, by the standards of the region, exhibiting more 
of an urban character, i.e. being attributed specifically urban features. 

Evaluations of the ‘In-between’ 
This scale connected with good accessibility by car (only public transport is rated 
as unsastisfactory) has in general a positive effect on the evaluation of the places of 
residence: “But I’m, like, two kilometres from the city. So it’s not countryside, either? 
No, it’s just perfect!” (female, 53, Finnish, Luxembourg). Interviewees give positive 
ratings throughout to the location of their place of residence and the corresponding 
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local and regional surroundings. This is partly due to the already mentioned scale 
of the spatial structure, in particular to the fact that the survey area by and large, 
barring a few exceptions (areas in Rhineland-Palatinate relatively remote from 
the border), does not consist of peripheral rural areas, and that also many of the 
locations classified as rural lie in the catchment area of the urban centres and are 
easily accessible. In this way, the widely scattered in-between spaces permit a high 
degree of benefit maximization in the interface of settings that lean more to the 
urban and more to the rural, which belongs to the classic motivations for choosing a 
place of residence in sub- and periurban areas (see Mitchell 2004; McCarthy 2008).

“I would like to move, but the problem is that I don’t want to move away from here. I don’t 

really like my house, but the place is practical, the neighbourhood. We’re not cramped, 

everyone has their garden, that’s why I don’t know. If I move, I would need to find something 

here”112 (female, 33, French, Lorraine).

The interviewees’ direct ratings of the quality of their location are positive 
throughout (“I have here everything I need”; “very nice, small place, very calm, 
pleasant”113; “only advantages.”) The empirical material yields only limited 
indications for space-related appropriations. Corresponding points of reference 
are in this case clearly linked to social contexts: the determining factors here are 
family, neighbours, leisure activities: 

“And you feel a sense of belonging to that... place, commune?” -“Yes, in the fact that the 

kids went to school there and that through that I know a lot of the parents. I know a lot of the 

activities so I get invited to a lot of things where there will be a lot of people from Strassen. 

My kids used to play for the football team and things. So, yes, you get to know the people. 

But no, I would never say I am a ‘Strassener’. I am more of a… I’m very European in the way I 

position myself. I have an English passport but, you know, I speak languages. I don’t attach 

myself to a… place” (male, 48, British Luxembourger, Luxembourg).

The ratings and assessments referring to space-related appropriation processes 
are made in the very specific context of Luxembourg which is marked by a basic 
contradiction between more segmented spatial configurations and constellations, 
on the one hand, and an apparently great diversity of social practices, attitudes 
and assessments, on the other. This situation reflects the critically examined 
role that the category ‘space’ plays for subjectivation processes in the context of 
constructivist approaches to research. 

112 | Eigene Übersetzung von: “Moi j’aimerais bien déménager, mais le problème, c’est 

que je ne veux pas partir d’ici. Ma maison ne me plaît pas forcément, mais c’est l’endroit 

qui est pratique; le voisinage, on n’est pas trop collés les uns sur les autres, on a chacun un 

jardin, donc je ne sais pas. Si je déménage, il faudrait que je trouve ici, en fait.”

113 | Eigene Übersetzung von: “Très sympathique petite localité, très calme, plaisible.”
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5.6.4	 Conclusion

It was the aim of this case study to examine how the category of sub- and periurban 
space in Luxembourg and in the border region is specifically constituted by its 
inhabitants. The subjective assessments that emerge in the spatial classifications 
of place of residence correspond at first glance to the ‘objective’ features with which 
these locations are characterized in the professional discourse. At second glance, 
however, these categorizations are relatively scattered, very segmented and greatly 
dependent on the local context. As far as statements are made about residential 
satisfaction, these are all positive, consistent with the research on choice of residential 
location and motivations (see Beckmann et al. 2006). Close ties are confirmed with 
respect to the social context. But these are not necessarily explainable in the spatial 
context. So the question whether there is something like a space-related identity or 
identification on the basis of this evaluation has to remain unanswered. We should 
here point out the special importance of infrastructures: it is only thanks to the high 
degree of motorization and the good spatial development that the dispersed life in 
the sub- and periurban space has become feasible and attractive. 

This picture seems to confirm the afore-mentioned tendency towards 
dissolution of sharp contours of ‘urban’ and ‘rural’ spaces also for the area examined 
here. This yields at least two points for further discussion: first, one would need 
to clarify what the concomitant hybridization of spatial contexts actually signifies. 
Secondly, we have to ask ourselves how meaningful are spatial categorizations at 
all, in particular when we are dealing with such complex questions as ‘identity’: 
“Geographical spaces are now overlapped by many and varied social and cultural 
ideas, requiring a reconceptualisation of space as a socially produced set of 
manifolds […], better recognised as territories of becoming able to produce new 
potentials rather than as fixed territories of identity” (Cloke 2011: 568).

5.7	 Remembering the Second World War in Luxembourg  
	 and the Border Regions of its Three Neighbours

Eva Maria Klos and Benno Sönke Schulz

In 2006, the cultural studies scholar Aleida Assmann stated with regard to 
the Second World War and the Germans: “We live in the shadow of a past that 
in manifold ways continues to make itself felt in the present and haunt later 
generations with emotional dissonance and moral dilemmas”114 (Assmann 2006: 
159). The Nazi period is still present in German and European everyday life – be it 

114 | Personal translation of: “Wir leben im Schatten einer Vergangenheit, die in vielfältiger 

Form in die Gegenwart weiter hineinwirkt und die Nachgeborenen mit emotionaler Dissonanz 

und moralischem Dilemma heimsucht.”
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