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A B S T R A C T

In Hanoi people access, expand and create water and sanitation infrastructures in multiple ways that include, but
are not restricted to, external provision of networked services. Urban master planning and the construction of
large technological networks aim at integrating the urban region based on circulating ‘modern ideals’ of ubiquity
and standardization of infrastructures. However, centralized infrastructure provision has remained unstable and
spatially uneven. We examine differently networked spaces that have emerged at the edge of Hanoi along with
rapid urban change and new financing mechanisms in the past thirty years, and the ways in which urban
residents engage with the various water and sanitation systems. This engagement is shaped by circulating ideals,
place-specific processes of urban re-production, sector-specific dynamics, and individuals. Not only in periurban
villages, but also in modern housing estates, people rebut a role as passive receptors of external services. In some
instances, they create relatively stable collectives through which they provide, negotiate and complement net-
worked infrastructure connection. Thus, people living at Hanoi’s urban edge actively re-produce water and
sanitation systems beyond passive consumption of externally provided services.

1. Introduction

Urban space is constituted by flows of finance, water, energy, waste
and people. Various sociotechnical networks mediate these flows and
thus dis/order cities in manifold ways. Urban studies emphasize the
stability of urban socio-spatial configurations, but they also reveal how
they have changed over time, particularly in line with the neoliberal
project (Graham and Marvin, 2001). In terms of water supply and sa-
nitation, technological standards of large centralized (waste)water
treatment plants and networks have been travelling globally since the
colonial era and have remained relatively stable (Hommels, 2005;
Gandy, 2004). While cities of the Global South are deeply entangled
with globally mobile infrastructural models promoting networked
(public or commercialized) service provision, their infrastructural
landscapes have in fact often remained extremely diverse, with actors
accessing services far beyond planning and often beyond the control of
central and local governments. In scrutinizing these dynamics, scholars
turn toward the every-day practices and linkages of urban dwellers as
they access basic services despite failing networked provision (Simone,
2004; Silver, 2014; Lawhon et al., 2013).

The urbanization of Hanoi, the capital of the Socialist Republic of
Vietnam, has been shaped by entanglements with circulating ideals and

models concerning urban planning and engineering since French colo-
nialization. The 1986 doi moi (renewal) reforms toward an opening up
of the former communist country to a market economy and its re-po-
sitioning within global flows of finance, have had a profound impact on
Vietnam’s urban development, society and culture as a whole (Han and
Vu, 2008; Labbé and Musil, 2014; Quang and Kammeier, 2002). In the
past thirty years, Hanoi has experienced massive urban growth and
expansion. The development of investor-led real estate projects to-
gether with the densification of periurban villages and attempts toward
the liberalization and privatization of once formally state-controlled
infrastructures have completely transformed the outskirts of the city (cf.
Leaf, 2002). They have produced a new “periurban interface” (Allen,
2003, 2010; Hofmann, 2013; Mehta and Karpouzoglou, 2015), where
suburban “archipelagos of networks” (Bakker, 2003) emerge together
with areas marginalized from external service provision.

Considering these multiple and rapid changes of urban space, we
investigate how sociospatial transformations since doi moi have dis/
ordered water supply and sanitation in Hanoi with and beyond formal
service provision. Despite the stated goal to order the rapidly growing
and diverse urban region of Hanoi via an expansion of large techno-
logical networks, centralized infrastructure provision has remained
instable and spatially uneven, with water and sanitation diverging
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widely in terms of state investments and their insertion into global
flows of finance. Centralized water and sanitation provision continue to
reflect a ‘modern ideal’ of ubiquity and standardization of infra-
structures. At the same time, they are shaped by a strive toward the
attraction of private investments, cost-efficiency, and “cherry-picking”
(Graham and Marvin, 2001) of profitable customers through profit-or-
iented companies. While these approaches differ between water and
sanitation with regards to formal management and regulation, they
share the idea of citizens as passive consumers of externally provided
services. In view of the complex and contradictory dynamics shaping
the spatially uneven expansion of water and sanitation networks, we
examine the scope and limitations of sub/urban dwellers to appropriate
and change the multiple dis/orders produced by centralized infra-
structure provision. Studies on Hanoi’s urban and periurban water,
waste or sanitation services shed light on technical, governance and
organizational issues of peoples’ access to basic services within these
sectors (Parenteau and Thong, 2005; Danière et al., 2016). However, at
times their focus is limited to those completely excluded from net-
worked service provision and on decentralized technologies and gov-
ernance structures (Beauséjour and Nguyen, 2007; Nguyen et al.,
2004).

Based on studies scrutinizing urban dwellers’ agency in the re-pro-
duction of Hanoi’s space more broadly (Labbé, 2014; Koh, 2006), we
aim to contribute to a nuanced understanding of the ways in which
sociotechnical infrastructure constellations are shaped by globally cir-
culating ideals as much as by place-specific practices of urban dwellers.
We want to illustrate how people access water and sanitation in ways
that reach beyond passive consumption of externally provided services,
but are at the same time deeply entangled with centralized networks.
Therefore they also reach beyond purely situational and functional
linkages outside state control as people appropriate and mix different
circulating ideals and models of urban service provision.

It is particularly the city’s outskirts, which have experienced pro-
found socio-spatial transformations in the past thirty years, and where
multiple constellations of infrastructure provision and access far be-
yond uniform networks emerge (Leaf, 2002). Therefore, we focus our
study on the edge of Hanoi, on spaces where centralized networks are
expanding and simultaneously stagnating (Fig. 1). A series of 25 semi-
structured expert interviews with local residents, local and interna-
tional organizations, government offices, water-related enterprises, fi-
nancial organizations, and academic institutions in Vietnam; as well as
qualitative analyses of newspaper articles, current and historical plan-
ning documents and secondary literature inform our discussion of
networked infrastructure provision of Hanoi, its entanglements with
globally circulating ideals and models, as well as the scope and lim-
itations of suburban dwellers to appropriate and change these infra-
structures.

In the first section, we situate our analysis within research on net-
worked urbanism and the ways in which actors within and beyond the
state dis/order urban space and infrastructures. Secondly, we explain the
urbanization of Hanoi, an “extrospective city” (McCann, 2013) where
changing governments have long striven for the installation of large
technological networks in line with globally circulating ideals. Thirdly, we
discuss the local and central state’s current strategies between the cen-
tralization of water and sanitation services and the support of spatially
restricted privatization of service delivery. In the fourth section, we focus
on suburban dwellers and the multiple ways they actively access water
and sanitation, which include, but are not reduced to, externally provided
networked services. Finally, we conclude that the expansion of water and
sanitation networks and the appropriation of these infrastructures are not
only shaped by circulating ideals re-producing a particular urban order,
but also by their entanglements with broader urbanization processes. Such
dynamics of urban dis/ordering reach far beyond passive acceptance of
externally managed exclusion or inclusion. At the same time, they are
more than just purely functional and situative linkages emerging between
people outside state control.

2. Dis/ordering urban infrastructures beyond the networked city

Standards and ideals of urban infrastructure provision travel around
the world. Technological plans of networks and artifacts for the pro-
vision of water and sanitation in cities across the globe speak a similar
language, use similar calculations and often come to similar conclusions
concerning the ideal way to provide services to citizens. As scholars
have noted, international agencies enable these convergent processes
(Bakker, 2013). Cities worldwide are inserted into global knowledge
flows concerning the design, construction and maintenance of urban
infrastructure (Monstadt and Schramm, 2017). At the same time, par-
ticularly cities of the Global South often display heterogenous techno-
logical and organisational constellations of service provision. These are
deeply entangled with, but reach far beyond, modern imaginations of
networked urbanism (Gandy, 2004). Thus, cities are relational, con-
nected with other cities, and yet they are specific, with particular tra-
jectories and materialities of service provision (cf. McCann, 2011).
Starting from this position, we consider the ideal of the networked city
as a travelling ideal which influences cities in different ways as urban
actors appropriate and mix this ideal with other circulating policies and
visions in the re-production of urban space. We argue that it is im-
portant for an understanding of (networked) infrastructure access to
open the view to broader dynamics of urban development, as the way
the modern ideal of the networked city influences urban space is con-
tingent on how urban actors appropriate and combine it with other
circulating ideals in very place-specific processes of city-making (cf.
Zérah, 2008).

In the following section, we scrutinize urban infrastructure studies
regarding their analyses of the modern ideal of networked service
provision as a circulating ideal, which positions large-scale infra-
structure as a stable, long-lasting basis of urban life and urban dwellers
as passive receptors of services. We furthermore introduce recent
scholarship on urban actors’ agency in the provision of infrastructure
beyond this modern ideal, which in contrast often portrays urban
dwellers’ interactions as extremely provisional, momentary and situa-
tional. We mobilize these literatures in order to better understand the
ways in which suburban water infrastructures are shaped by the ap-
propriation of circulating ideals and by entanglements with broader
dynamics of urban re-production.

2.1. Networking the city: urban infrastructures between stability and change

The networked character of cities, the interconnections and inter-
dependencies of actors and materials, the flows of finance, water, en-
ergy, waste and people that constitute urban space, have been of in-
creased interest for scholars of urban studies in recent decades (Graham
and Marvin, 2001; Tarr and Dupuy, 1988). Studies reveal and pro-
blematize the ways in which infrastructure networks produce and re-
flect particular urban socio-spatial orders and visions of orderly urba-
nization (Swyngedouw, 2004). According to Graham and Marvin
(2001), urban policy and planning across the globe has been informed
by a modern ideal of infrastructure provision. This ideal of a ‘networked
city’ expresses a particular vision of urban sociospatial order, of the
relation between the state and its citizens, which is mediated through
socio-technical networks providing the urban circulation of people,
(waste)water and energy and demarcating national or municipal terri-
tories. According to this ideal, public utilities manage the provision of
ubiquitous and uniform services to passive consumers via large tech-
nological networks, which have been designed and planned through a
state agency that furthermore regulates urban land-use through com-
prehensive planning (Monstadt and Schramm, 2017; Coutard and
Rutherford, 2016). The ideal presupposes a population passively con-
suming reliable, ubiquitous, affordable and uniform services, while the
state regulates this provision and thereby controls the population and
secures its health (Bakker, 2013). Thus, infrastructure networks become
the ‘backbone’ of cities, the basis of modern urban life, with citizens
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