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To Zoë and Gaia and my severest critic





No man ever knew, or can know, what will be the ultimate result to himself, or to others, of any given line of conduct. But every man may know, and most of us do know, what is a just and an unjust act. And all of us may know also, that the consequences of justice will be ultimately the best possible, both to others and ourselves, though we can neither say what is best, or how it is likely to come to pass.

—John Ruskin, Unto This Last, 1862, p. 8
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Finding Some Place in All the Space

BY 1945, MOST OF EUROPE and much of Asia was in ruins. Planners and architects, their attendant sociologists and engineers seemed absolute masters of a situation in which they would have to work very quickly. A vast proportion of the housing in Japan, China, Burma, and Europe had to be rebuilt.

These professionals had sharpened their ideas and worked out their proposals during the inter-war period, and many of them had spent the war preparing for its aftermath. They believed that they could guarantee that rationally planned and freshly designed cities of a new civilization would rise from the smoking and cruel ruins and would ensure the happiness of the survivors and the veterans. These professionals were seen as the pioneers of a new and better world: their work was to be based on statistical inquiry and on technical efficiency. History had nothing to teach them—it spoke only of the bad, old times. Theirs was an optimistic vision. Building became the highest social priority: in the first half of the century, any young man in a Latin-speaking country, whether in Europe or South America, who needed a university degree but had no special interests, often studied law; but after 1945, many of them gravitated to architecture. In Britain, a Labour administration was sponsoring not only new forms of urbanization, but meticulous research into the details of housing.

By 1965, the situation had changed radically. Many of the new projects turned out to be less satisfactory than had been expected: in the United States, returning veterans were not housed in visionary architect-designed cities, but in vast suburbs provided by developers on the old speculative basis. Society came to regard architects with disdain; the schools of architecture had to refocus and the satirists sharpened their pens. Gustave Flaubert’s jibe: “Architectes: tous des imbéciles, oublient toujours les escaliers dans les maisons” (Architects, such fools; they always forget the staircases in homes) was translated and revived.

Still, the architects who began practicing after the war were not all convinced of the rationality and efficacy of their older colleagues. It seemed to them that the housing estates that were going up at a fast rate left a lot to be desired. Perhaps the city was not, after all, an assembly of well-planned housing units, but something that required a different kind of inquiry. The International Congress of Modern Architecture (CIAM), the organization that had promoted the ideas which motivated most of the planners and architects of the immediate postwar decades, came under attack from within. At its tenth meeting in Dubrovnik in Yugoslavia, it broke up.

I grew up during the breakup of CIAM. Even as a student, I had been dissatisfied with the teaching I had received, which was entirely colored by the rationalist heritage, even in its coy British redaction. The fiddly sociologism seemed both churlish and misleading. I began looking to historical precedent and at alternative approaches to the way many related to their environment, particularly to those which were being investigated by anthropologists. For reasons too tedious to recount, I decided to concentrate on the Roman city, which had always been held up as an instance of rational order, since it was modeled on a standard military camp and organized on a grid. As I looked more closely at what Roman writers had said about it, though, I discovered that the conventional view was entirely misleading. It was the military camp that was based on the town, since it was intended to provide more than a temporary home for soldiers. Like the town, the military camp could be occupied only after an elaborate series of ceremonies had “explained” its form to its inhabitants. Even its rectangular and gridded plan was an image of the Roman beliefs about the world and their place in it.1

This led me to question the whole received teaching about the rational/economic nature of settlement, as it also led me to question another idea—that the town is shaped by impersonal forces. It seemed to me then—as it still does now—that other notions, feelings, and desires governed the makers and builders of towns, that the city did not grow, as the economists taught, by quasi-natural laws, but was a willed artifact, a human construct in which many conscious and unconscious factors played their part. It appeared to have some of the interplay of the conscious and unconscious that we find in dreams.

The principal document and witness to this process was the physical fabric of the city. Of course, a city can never be a unified work of art or a beautiful object—all sorts of things buffet and push human intentions about—so it is difficult to think of a close parallel to it among artifacts. Or as Calvino put it: “… cities believe themselves to be the work either of the mind or of chance, but neither the first nor the second suffices to maintain their walls.”2 The Greeks, who used the word polis for the city, used the very same word for a dice-and-board game that, rather like backgammon, depends on an interplay of chance and rule.3 The players’ skill is shown by the way they improvise on the rule after every throw of the dice. If the analogy works, it would follow that we are agents as well as patients in the matter of our cities. Cities and towns are not entirely imposed on us by political or economic direction from above; nor are they quite determined from below by the working of obscure forces we cannot quite identify, never mind control. I say “cities” and “towns” because in England the two are distinct entities, and towns are made into cities by incorporation based on an arbitrary government decision; in the United States any urban grouping can take it upon itself to assume the “city” title. In any case, both words translate into German as Stadt and into Italian as città. In French the word cité signifies something like “the old city,” “the nucleus of the town.” Spanish has urbe, with its Roman ring—and gave us the science of urbanism—as well as ciudad, another word with an antique sound, like our “city,” while población refers to the community rather than its walls. Villa—like the French ville and the English “town”—carries a whiff of country origin.

Cities, like their inhabitants, are a mix of good and bad. Since writing was invented, some five thousand years ago, literate critics of the city have been clamorous. Nevertheless, people have always crowded into cities, and their praises have also been sung vociferously. “Every nation has the government it deserves”4 is an aphorism that has long been accepted as a truism. Do we have the cities we deserve as well? Sociologists, traffic experts, and politicians have all written at length about the city and its present problems. Economists and futurologists have prophesied its demise. Reading them I have always been struck at how little the physical fabric of the city—its touch and smell as well as its sights—occupies their attention.

At the risk of appearing superficial, I will therefore consider the city as it presents itself to our senses, and attempt a reading of what that surface might reveal, as well as what it conceals. It seems to me that the treatment we accord urban space—particularly the public part of it—can be usefully related to how the city displays itself in its public buildings. Dominant buildings have long ceased to be those in which political and public power resides but are rather those of private finance and corporate investment. Rental offices, apartment buildings, and corporation headquarters crowd the skyline. Such seats of political power as have been built in the last few decades—you need only consider the Pentagon building in Washington (reputedly the building with the largest footprint in the world)—are not showy or overpowering. They present themselves as physically remote and isolated behind barriers of parking and security, precautions which make their impact on the passerby, or even the driver-by, one of abstraction or alienation—as majesty once masked and isolated rulers.

My view of such matters is probably conditioned by my disability—I am not, nor have I ever been, a driver. It may make me more indulgent than some of my motorist contemporaries toward projects of pedestrianizing city streets. Still, my view of the institutional building removed behind its vast buffer-zone of parking areas must be shared by driver and non-driver alike. Whether you pass the car park from an outer gate, or whether you enter it to park your own car, the buffer effect is not very different.

Public institutions have therefore been muffled, yet the feel and the fabric of the town or city is always present to the citizen as it is to the visitor. Appreciated, seen, touched, smelled, penetrated, whether consciously or unconsciously, this fabric is a tangible representation of that intangible thing, the society that lives in it—and of its aspirations. A representation, a figuration—not, I insist, an expression. That word “expression” always makes me think of something involuntary, instinctive and therefore passive, like paste squeezed out of a tube. Or something that happens whether we will it or not, something unintended like the expression on our faces, which our feelings may compel before reason and intention have a chance to take over. Representation, on the contrary, suggests reflection, intention, even design in this context: a project. Since it is always willed fabric and image (however unsatisfactory we may think them), a town or city can never be quite passive, and because there is constant interaction between society and the urban fabric, we cannot tinker with our cities without making some adjustments to society as well—or vice versa. Perhaps it would be closer to the truth to say that a change to one must imply, presuppose, a change in the other.

The modern city is a city of contradictions, however; it houses many ethnes, many cultures, and classes, many religions. This modern city is too fragmentary, too full of contrast and strife: it must therefore have many faces, not one. The very condition of openness is what makes our city of conflicts so attractive to its growing crowd of inhabitants. The lack of any coherent, explicit, image may therefore, in our circumstances, be a positive virtue, not a fault at all, or even a problem.

However much the way we live in the city is conditioned by our antecedents, it is always the same physical fabric to which we respond: and again, even if the mottled, fissured, discontinuous modern cities were all that they should be (and not many of their inhabitants think they are), they will not stay that way. Cities change constantly—whatever their virtues or their faults. That is the one certain thing we can learn from the cities of the past. The speed of change has been on the increase over the last century and a half, and it is accelerating even more as globalization affects the whole urban fabric. We must therefore assume that our cities are malleable, and that we—citizens, administrators, architects, planners—can do something to make our preferences clear, and that we have only ourselves to blame if things get worse rather than better. Though the powers ranged against them seem crushingly vast and wholly impersonal, ordinary citizens are sometimes able to intervene—and some have already engaged in such action.

As we consider possible forms of this action and the effect it has had in the past on the fate of cities—their economic success, their drawing power and population movements—it is worth keeping in mind that the pride of citizens in their home does not seem to follow rational or even commonsensical criteria. Yet we need ways of understanding what makes some cities stable and desirable, while others empty or degenerate. Many critics who explain how modern world cities—whether established old metropolises like Mexico City or London, or relatively new ones, like New York or the recently ascending Kuala Lumpur—came to be the way they are, only take account of the impersonal economic forces that shaped them. Yet in spite of its vast area and its equally vast population, the center of Mexico City is urban in the old sense. It retains the features of a Spanish colonial town around the Zócalo, the main square, which Cortés laid out just after the Conquest. The arcaded surrounding buildings, the “National Palace” with the president’s (once the viceroy’s) residence, the law courts, town hall, and cathedral, are there but not the parliament buildings, and that absence is also part of the Spanish heritage. Mexicans perceive the Zócalo as the hub of their city—even of their country—and it remains the focus for post-election rallies as well as protest meetings. The out-of-scale sprawl has not effaced the drawing power of that configuration. The success of a city therefore cannot be measured in terms of financial growth and of a share in those markets it may have managed to capture, or even of its place in the process of globalization which is the inescapable phenomenon of our time—but depends on the inherent strength of the fabric and its availability to the social forces that mold the life of its inhabitants.

Globalization is the most powerful of the economic forces operating in the city of the present and of the immediate future. It has produced a concentration of economic power in certain capitals, now conventionally called world cities: New York (the most powerful), London, and Tokyo—with Shanghai waiting on the sidelines to play that role as well. As the effective world or globe capital, New York will occupy much of my attention. The economic argument for this dominance has often been set out, but the status of Manhattan is not merely economic.

The very word “globalization”—a buzzword nowadays, though it has been about for a long time—has a masking effect, suggesting that what is happening all over the globe is beyond the control of any one country or government or city, and that we might as well make the best of the situation we have. Some even go so far as to assure us that what we have are the very best possible conditions (for all the contrary evidence) and that what we really need is more of the same, but richer. Against these triumphalist and often impersonal estimates, other journalists, sociologists, and economists have constantly aired the failures and the defects of the modern city, commented on their causes and prescribed remedies. These critics—the sociologists especially—are accurate and perceptive accountants of the loss in immediacy, in a sense of community, in security, which recent changes in the city have involved, but they do not seem able to help those of us who suffer such loss.

Urbanists, economists, and historians divide, very roughly, into two main groups. There are, first, the chroniclers of the vast movements of history, which those who work in Hegel’s wake—from Karl Marx to Joseph Alois Schumpeter, and right down to Francis Fukuyama and Jean Baudrillard—have seen as shaping our fate, and which we need to scry if we are to act in harmony with their dynamic, since any attempt at change and reform may act against history. Extremists in that camp have despised piecemeal remedies. Social conflict, they thought, should be sharpened. When conditions became unbearable, a revolution would establish a just society. All conflict could then finally be resolved. Somewhat different in their diagnoses on the other hand are the paladins of the free market, who tell us insistently how powerful and unpredictable these forces are, and how akin to the irresistible forces of nature; our choices in dealing with them are therefore limited, since our prosperity within the city is conditional on their untrammeled operation. Any regulatory constriction might stunt the free growth of the market by defying nature, and make us all—and our cities—poorer; perhaps ruinously so. Tampering with the forces of history and with the economy in particular is likely to land us with problems of an almost ecological kind.

Both schools are only marginally concerned with the fabric of the city and our experience of it, and both seem to be preaching a form of impotence—either before the forces of history or before those of the market. I propose to suggest, on the contrary, that these vast and seemingly impersonal historical and/or economic “forces” have always been the aggregate products of the choices that were made by individuals. If you think of any historical process in graphic terms as the vector resulting from any number of forces acting in different directions, you will see that any alteration in their alignment will deflect the angle of the vector.

Moreover, the motives of the agents—of the developers, the administrators, and the politicians—in manipulating the urban fabric, even when they would seem to be calculating and rational, often turn out to be obscure and sometimes quite willful, nor are they always articulated. The canny, sober, logical desire for profit and/or power may be balanced by much less rational machinations for prestige and status, which can be tempered by social responsibility and even genuine, disinterested benevolence. Of course, the most carefully calculated actions may turn out to be misguided or misdirected however determining their circumstances may have been. Each one of us has a measure of freedom to weigh some of his or her motives against others—and is therefore free to act in a particular way, but also to act otherwise.

That is why irrationality and miscalculation—sometimes ruinous miscalculation as I will need to recall later in the book—are as much an inescapable part of the history of urban development as they are of the story of banking or of the industrial economy or, even more explicitly, of stocks and futures trading. However inept or farsighted the calculation, the consequences of my action may be what I wanted or foresaw, but may also turn out to be entirely different from what I or anyone else could predict. As we make our history or even history tout-court, Marx pointed out, we do not choose the circumstances in which we do so, since the past always conditions our present as it determines the patterns of our thinking and feeling.

The risk of miscalculation and failure are attendant on freedom; and freedom inevitably presupposes responsibility. Although no town or city I live in can possibly be exactly as I wish it, even in the best of all possible worlds, yet the way it looks and the way it works has been determined by people like myself, not by impersonal forces: you and I also made the decisions, however small—how to fence the garden, what car to buy, which way to vote in the local elections—that go to make up the physical shape of the city. What sometimes looks like an impersonal force is often a vector such as I have described, resulting from all our decisions, whose exact angle or direction as well as impact we inevitably modify by our everyday activities, however subtly.

Of course, labor economics, market movements, traffic planning, or even natural disasters are much more powerful in forming the city than any private decisions can ever be, though these public moves are also determined by individuals. Acting in an official role, some of us may concern ourselves with matters which modify or impinge on the city’s image, like the planting of tree avenues or the preservation of old buildings. Politicians and economists tend therefore to dismiss any concern with the image of the city as a superficial and transitory worry. The notion that “adjusting” this image might have an impact on the whole social framework is alien to them. Of course “image” is a word we tend to consider in the context of public relations. The citizens’ view of a city is discussed in terms of the success of baseball or football teams, the growth or fall of the crime rate, royal or presidential visits, and other press-worthy events, while any talk of the physical shape is mostly considered too old-fashioned, too “aesthetic” and therefore too frivolous to merit serious attention. After all, it seems barely to impinge on the “quality” of the citizens’ life. For all that, any description of a city’s shape that can be gathered from a citizen’s or inhabitant’s comments—or just a pattern of movement—represents a constant and intimate dialectic between the citizen and the physical forms he or she inhabits; this may influence its image as radically as the city’s economic and political life, which also determines its fate. You need only consider the impact of the Guggenheim Museum on Bilbao or the Opera House on Sydney. When talk of the physical shape and the city’s image is dismissed as being merely concerned with the “dressing” for it, with façade, a “facing” for the underlying realities, it is worth remembering that we all get the faces we deserve. My face has certainly had its effect on my fate, since fate and face are linked in a constant two-way process.

To conceive of the city as a producer of space seems to me another (and very subtle) way of denying responsibility for its fabric even though “the production of space” has recently become an important factor in any discussion. Space is no thing—it cannot ever be instrumentalized (reified, some critics would say) or deliberately shaped any more than the Manhattan skyline. It is, we are told, secreted by society as the shell is secreted by a snail. Like a style, it is meshed with the society that produces it and therefore cannot change until society has itself radically altered. Being primarily concerned with form, I am inevitably worried by the use of the term “space” as the common currency in city discourse.

It seems equally mistaken to me to consider the city as an “organic,” a “quasi-natural” entity.5 Too much of it is consciously manipulated by the assorted planners, developers, financiers, even architects. The fabric does not grow smoothly—as the notion of producing space implies. On the contrary, it seems to me to develop quite unnaturally by jumps, by fits and starts, and—as the old saw says—nature does not work by skips or jumps.6 The abrupt and uneven jigsaw of conscious and unconscious workings is exactly what I have always found both fascinating and perplexing.

The critics of urban life are sometimes dismissed as the misguided successors of those many intellectuals who, over the millennia, have detested and mistrusted the city.

“The mobs of great cities add just so much to the support of pure government as sores do to the strength of the human body,” wrote Thomas Jefferson in his “Notes on the State of Virginia.” The damage that cities would do to the manners and spirit of the relatively innocent, land-loving American people seemed such a threat to him that he preferred to bear the expense of transporting raw materials for manufacture in Europe across the Atlantic and have them return to the United States as finished goods than have urban industries exert their corrupting influence: “Let our workshops remain in Europe,” he argued. With time he recognized that cities were necessary for the economy—even in the United States—though initially he would only allow them if planned as checkerboards: a square of building alternating with one of woodland.7

Cities have always been viewed as instruments of luxurious corruption—parasites on the virtuous and fruitful occupations of country folk, as Jefferson thought, but also extolled as a powerful stimulus to economic and intellectual development. That contradiction, with many others, has even seemed a guarantee of their vitality; the prosperity they offered through their markets, the powerful physical presence that their defenses granted as a shelter to the weak—all this made them magnets that drew people and sustenance from the surrounding countryside, as well as people and goods from more remote places.

People first made cities some ten thousand years ago; or if not quite cities, urban settlements at any rate. How these first coagulated from other kinds of habitation is not at all evident. Economists like to identify their sites as trade crossroads, though it is not quite clear what the termini of these roads might have been. The concentration of the first cities in river valleys—the Nile, Tigris-Euphrates, Indus, the Huangpu—is a recurring theme, even though the ancient cities of Mesoamerica and South America were founded without the assistance of any river traffic, and many of the urban centers in Mesoamerica seem to have been gigantic sacred complexes surrounded by low-lying villages. Still there is no doubt that points of exchange—markets—are very ancient. The goods exchanged there may even have some forms of conventional valuation: there is plenty of evidence that there was an “international” trade in which cowrie shells were some kind of token at the end of the Paleolithic age. However, there is at present no generally accepted account or model of how settlement was fixed anywhere.

In the Old World, towns seem to have started somewhere in the Near East. Currently sites such as Çatal Hüyük in southern Turkey and Jericho in Palestine are reckoned the oldest—more or less urban—settlements that archaeologists have recovered. Markets were attached to even the earliest towns, and markets require accounts and even records, which were first kept by memory and tally. Oral traditions, supplemented by gesture and music, may—as we know from the example of modern non-literate peoples—transmit and maintain ideas of great sophistication and complexity. Yet at a certain point markets came to demand some form of literacy. The Inca Empire seemed to do without it and its origins are much disputed. True literacy, in the form of syllabaries, is thought to have begun independently in China, India, and the Near East sometime in the fourth millennium, about the time that constituted cities are first recorded, and that has identified the beginnings of history with that of the city. But this also had an obverse effect from the beginning, in that the scale and articulation of even the first cities invited the division of labor and of authority.

As they grew, they attracted strangers who may have differed in language and religious belief and civic custom, even in skin color, from the locals. Such hybridities, tolerable in times of growth and security, may become sharp and painful when the economic climate changes. Strangers quickly turn into scapegoats. “Ethnic cleansing” is a late-twentieth-century term for a procedure that has been carried out, sometimes with great cruelty, in many countries and cities over the centuries. Indeed, Scripture already carries a warning about the city: “God the first garden made, the first city Cain.” Thus wrote the seventeenth-century English republican poet, Andrew Marvell, commenting pointedly on a passage in the Book of Genesis:


And Cain … builded a city; & called the name of the city, after the name of his son, Enoch. (Gen. 4:17)



So Scripture tells of the foundation of the first city by the first murderer in the land of Nod, the land of exile and vagabondage (that is what the name “Nod” means in Hebrew), as a shelter for humanity driven out of the garden of Eden. Many traditions—Chinese, Indian, African, European, Mesoamerican—speak of an analogous coming into settlement out of wandering, out of the nomadic condition. All these traditions reassert how dangerous that passage was, and insist that the beginning of every settlement had to be accompanied by rituals and sacrifices to placate the power of the place. Elaborate procedures were followed in accordance with divine creation, so that what was “taken out of” nature physically and appropriated for human use could be restored to her as image and metaphor. Every city had its own gods, its own religion and calendar, and reckoned its own time from its foundation. In any given place time began when the city was founded.

Poets sang, and later wrote, about the passage from the nomad settlement to the permanent, temple-and-market–oriented and defended town. And they recorded the sense that something was lost in the process when the enclosure of a piece of ground broke the texture of nature by cutting it out of the continuity of landscape. However, as we learn more about such origins, both from archaeologists and from ethnologists, it becomes clear that the conceptual diagram of a settlement may be incorporated in its customs, its marriage regulations, its rituals, and even the outlines of its plan, all of which a modern observer may be hard put to find in the ruins of these ramshackle villages.8

The sense of loss and the constant threat of the outside world are even recorded in some of the oldest of all surviving written texts. In the Sumerian epic of Gilgamesh, which was popular all over the Near East since the third millennium at least, and exists in Babylonian, Assyrian, and Hittite versions besides the original Sumerian, the plot of the story turns on the fight, rivalry, and later friendship between the urban tyrant Gilgamesh of Uruk, or Warka, and his “opposite number,” the wild nomad, Enkidu, who loses his power over plants and animals after being taught urban, courtly ways by a harlot (prostitution is an urban profession), whom Gilgamesh sent to seduce him. Such themes were not limited to epic and legend, but were actually built into the very fabric of the town, almost as a criticism of their rising fortunes, by reminding the rulers of their often humble beginnings and the impermanence of their power. Ancient cities often had relics of their remote and rural origins at their center. In Mesopotamia city rulers were regarded as divine bailiffs and were ritually humiliated by a priest, only to be restored to their authority by a sacred marriage in a thatched reed hut; in Athens, the highest court, the Aeropagus, sat in a thatch-and-clay-roofed building; in Rome, the wood and thatched hut of its first king and founder, Romulus, was piously maintained on the Palatine Hill, close to where the emperors later built their vast marble palaces.

Once professional literary men begin to earn their living in Greece—unlike the salaried Egyptian or Mesopotamian temple scribes and annalists—the contrast becomes more pointed, as Hesiod shows in his Works and Days. The poet tells his farmer brother how things have declined from the Golden Age to his own times: either because of the poisoned gifts that Pandora has brought humanity in her famous box, or because the legendary first men, that virtuous golden generation—mortal but diseaseless like the gods—have simply died out. They were replaced, Hesiod insists, first by an inferior, then by the foolish, tarnished silver generation, which was followed by a fierce bronze one. It is only in the following fourth age, that of the heroes, the half-gods, that specific cities such as Troy and Thebes appeared, in whose wars many of these heroes killed each other off. Finally came the modern age; Hesiod, who has offered the most explicit version of the legend, calls his own generation one of iron:


And I wish that I had no part

in the fifth generation

of men, but had died before it came,

Or been born afterward:

For here now is the age of iron. Never by daytime

will there be an end to hard work and pain

nor in the night

to weariness.9



The Greek legend of an age of gold was also reflected in another account, a more “historical” one, which told of an “ideal” city (or at least, a model one) in a mythical past, which could in some sense be remade. The city of the ancient Athenians—autochthones (born of the earth)—in that remote past, was already divided into three classes, had a circular central Acropolis, and had resisted the powerful and rich city called Atlantis, situated somewhere beyond the Pillars of Hercules—the straits of Gibraltar—which, in turn, had been eroded by its excessive imperial ambitions. Both cities were to vanish in a great cataclysm. Atlantis, like Athens, was a circular city, unlike most of the settlements of Plato’s contemporaries. Its physical division among the various Athenian tribes was, within the city, a miniature version of the land division in the surrounding landscape.10

While Plato offered the archaic city as an example of both urban virtue and urban decay, some Greek writers poured scorn on the city and its ways. Aristophanes, for instance, in the Birds and in the Assembly of Women mocks the pretensions of urban planners and legislators. The Roman satirists—Horace, Martial, Juvenal—made much of their hatred of Rome, of its jostling crowds, its filthy streets, its corruption, and, by contrast, of their love of the rural life, even if Ovid in his Dacian exile pined after big-city pleasures.

The Atlantis of legend, the Athens and Alexandria of history, were models of what a city should be for the ancients. Pausanias, the traveler who wrote a guide to the Greek world late in the second century A.D., makes clear what a town is not. As he comes to an ancient and fortified but largely ruined one called Panopeus on the road from Delphi to Athens, he notes: “If you can call it a town—when it has no town hall, no gymnasia, no theater or market square, nor any public fountain with running water.”11 He writes dismissively, using the common Greek word πολισ, which means both city and its farm hinterland, as well as the city dwellers; for him it is not the houses and the walls, but the public spaces and the physical presence of institutions that raises any settlement to the status of a city, a polis.

City-centered though the Greek world was, it never had a capital—or as we would say—a metropolis. The many Greek colonies all over the Mediterranean and the Black Sea were always sent by some mother-city, which is what metro-polis actually means. Athens did have that role, but only for Ionian Greeks; their terminology was equivocal on this point. It was sometimes just called αστή (asti), the town, while polis in Athens itself was only the ακρο part of it, the “high” city, its fortress, which we call the Acro-polis. Not until the time of Alexander the Great and his successors, late in the third century B.C., did one city impose itself on the whole Greek-speaking world as its hub, and not so much for its political, but for its economic and cultural importance—Alexandria in Egypt.

When Hellenistic Greeks spoke of “the City,” it was Alexandria they usually meant. Speakers of Latin never had any problem about a capital. While the Latin word urbs, despite being related to the word for plowing (since the Romans ritually plowed around the outline of a new city), really meant a built-up and bounded enclosure like the Greek asti, the plain and unqualified Urbs, the City, could only mean Rome itself. And for all Romans—and I mean the citizens of the ancient Empire, as well as modern Italian ones—it carried the sense of “world center,” since, proverbially at least, all roads still lead to Rome.

Atlantis, like other ancient cities, had been a “closed” community, in the sense that the city demanded religious as well as political allegiance of its citizens, and the presence of other races was regulated—when it was tolerated. Contradictions in the inevitable conflicts of city life were absorbed if not altogether eliminated. No city, in any case, claimed a monopoly over the calendar or the world hypothesis of all its subjects outside its walls. That is where Rome introduced a new factor: her imperial success was marked by her imposition of her own calendar in all her territories.

The Early Christians, who saw the cities of the Roman Empire as irredeemably corrupt, offered no such historical or exotic utopias in their polemics as Plato had offered in describing Atlantis and the earliest Athens, descriptions which were certainly intended as pamphlets against contemporary conditions. For all that, the ideal to which the Early Christians looked turned out to be urban: it was the New Jerusalem that Saint John the Apostle describes at the end of the Book of Revelation. Later many other models of an ideal or unrealizable city would provide texts for sermons. Saint John’s heavenly Jerusalem in the form of a cube—as opposed to Plato’s Atlantid circle—with three gates in each of its four sides, is a promise of bliss that only direct divine intervention could bring down to earth. But more terrestrial, semihistorical ideals also appear in medieval literature, like the Camelot of Welsh or Breton Arthurian romances.

Such imaginings were given an architectural and almost buildable representation in the project for the city of Sforzinda, which—shortly before 1500—the chief architect of the Milanese Sforza princes, Antonio Averlino, who called himself Filarete (“lover of virtue” in Greek), offered to re-create in his treatise, an architectural handbook in the form of a dialogue novel. His city was a long-lost one like Atlantis.

The social paradigm was almost always offered in urban terms by reformers. When the saintly Thomas More’s narrator-hero, Ralph Hythloday, chanced on the island Utopia, he found a perfectly integrated city, whose laws, dress, manners, and appearance all corresponded to a model of tolerance and harmony remote from the chaotic and violent urban agglomerations of his contemporaries. He first published the book in Latin—it was to have an international appeal—and in doing so he incidentally also founded a new literary genre, since utopias—in which the problems of society may be discussed by reference to some fictional ideal and remote city or country—are inevitably a criticism of current urban practice and a polemic about policy.

Utopia is an ambiguous notion. It is, of course, no-place, and that is how More’s title is often read—but it can also be understood as the good place, and that is perhaps the way the title had originally been intended. The first English translator thought it was “about the best state of a publique weale.” Like More’s Utopia, the circular “City of the Sun,” about which the south Italian philosopher, Tommaso Campanella, wrote a century later, offers another variant on the urban fabric. Sporadic essays of this kind become a flood of suggestions in the nineteenth century: from practical and applicable proposals such as the centralized and centrifugal satellite city described by the English planner Ebenezer Howard, which became the model for many garden cities and new towns all over the world, to the extremely elongated ciudad lineal—“the linear city”—which the Spanish engineer Arturo Soria y Mata dreamed of building over vast stretches—from Cádiz to Saint Petersburg or Copenhagen to Naples.

Believers in continuous, linear economic growth have, over the past century, also repeatedly insisted that the city—as we know it—has no future. Thirty or forty years ago, futurologists asserted that by the year 2000, cities—particularly the North American city—would have spread so as to amalgamate into long, extended (but unlike the ciudad lineal, completely amorphous as well as vast) sprawls: they talked about Bos-Wash (Boston-Washington—swallowing up New York therefore), on the East Coast of the United States, Chipitts (Chicago-Pittsburgh) in the Midwest, and San-San (San Francisco-San Diego) on the Pacific. The arrival of information technology and the consequent communications explosion of the conurbations would produce a much lighter—perhaps even continuous—low-density population spread, which was named “the Global Village.”12 The global village of the futurologist’s imaginings is, note it well, a village, not a town or city. Computerized workers would not need physical contact with each other or any controlling central organization, and would be able to operate from their homes, which could simply be dotted about the countryside. Writing in 1967 Daniel Bell quotes a number of other forecasts:


Dr. Glenn T. Seaborg, Chairman of the U.S. Atomic Energy Commission … holds out a promising future for women: “By the year 2000 housewives … will probably have a robot ‘maid’ … shaped like a box [with] one large eye on the top, several arms and hands, and long narrow pads on each side for moving about.” Dr. Isaac Asimov … foretells … that by the year 2000 man will be exploring the limits of the solar system and living underground.… Even the beauty industry has clambered aboard: “The chic woman of the year 2000 may have live butterflies fluttering around her hairdo … attracted by a specially scented hair spray.… [She] will control her body measurements by reclining on a chaise-longue with electronic bubbles that massage away problem areas … she will have available silicones for filling in frown lines and wrinkles on aging faces.13



Bell was not altogether convinced by such prophecies, quite correctly as it happens, and opines that:


Considered from the point of gadgetry, the United States in the year 2000 will be more like the United States in the year 1967 than different.



Information Technology (IT for short) is now bringing about the “radical redesign” of office space and of working conditions, but its effects are not yet measurable, nor is the impact on the city of on-line shopping and home-video entertainment.

At the time of writing the conurbations have not amalgamated, however, and many of the other prophecies made thirty years ago now seem comical. It is New York—even more specifically, it is Manhattan—that is the capital of the globalized economy, not Bos-Wash. On the other hand, other developments in the world have taken the forecasters by surprise. No one quite expected that Mexico City would become the world’s biggest one (the current projection for its population in 2000 is twenty million, more than three times that of all Denmark), nor the catastrophic expansion of Cairo. Nor yet the third or is it fourth agricultural revolution which caused this influx into Third World developing cities.

But my starting point is different from that of such admirable predecessors, since my polemic is not against the disordered, even chaotic city, but against the anonymous and alienating one as it has grown in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, and for which the term dystopia has been coined by its most hostile critics. My polemic is also against the more recent image of the city that has developed in the last two or three decades: the city as an image of social inequity.

Consider the game we have, as the Greeks did, to play about the city: Monopoly. It was copyrighted in 1935, celebrated its jubilee triumphantly in 1985, and spawned many accessories—T-shirts and suchlike, even a special museum. Although at first the snakes-and-ladders board on which it was played had locations in London or New York, it has gone through countless editions in many languages and the boards have been adapted to many lands. I certainly played at it as a child in Poland, and I dare say most of my readers have done the same. The city on the board is always presented in terms of real-estate values, and like a developer you can build up to so many houses on each location, and if you can afford it, finally a hotel. And like the developer’s real-life situation, its hazards and pitfalls include both bankruptcy and jail. That rather social game has now been replaced by the inevitable computer one, Sim-city, in which the solitary player has a hypothetical landscape on which to place his buildings—and they are all separate object-buildings which he cannot modify. But the game is again a money game. The player has to carry out developments within cash limits, and to show a balanced budget and a growing cash flow to win a reward—though unlike Monopoly, Sim-city does not punish. Because the computer has to quantify, success and failure cannot be measured in more complex terms.

Those are the terms, however, that I wish to consider: what strategies are open to citizens who wish to shape their habitats in ways that would conform more closely to their wishes. A budget constrains any city authority: but—and there the computer game may have its uses—a budget may be manipulated. Balancing the budget reflects the conflicts of expenditure, but also the conflicts of demand. Any measures worth taking must, I suggest, start from the assumption that no ideal resolution of all those conflicting demands can ever be achieved. To take an obvious instance: most urbanites would say that a private house with a garden was their ideal dwelling, though they might also admit that a high-density urban life has its rewards, even if it excludes the possibility of individual home ownership for all but the very richest. Take another instance: pollution and crowding. Traffic problems were among the detailed complaints of the Roman satirists. They have been listed in many a litany of attacks on the city and its shortcomings which literature has offered ever since cities began. Whatever the sources of energy, a measure of pollution is inevitable in larger cities, as are occasional acute traffic problems. Of course, pollution could be, but obviously is not, kept within tolerable levels. What that limit might be and how to achieve it is, inevitably now, a matter of heated and often acrimonious debate. Certainly, visitors to London in the nineteenth century found traffic congestion offensive. The stench of horse dung and urine was overpowering, and a century ago the novel automobile seemed, ironically enough, to provide the decisive antidote to urban pollution.

That is perhaps why the critics of the city, economists particularly, have recently moved to a more radical argument: Were cities, after all, a real stimulus to economic and social growth or were they rather a parasitic excrescence on market economies that would have flourished even more without them? Was not the necessary racial and religious mix of urban society a solvent to social conventions and social cohesion? Would humanity have done better without cities altogether? And are they worth having and sustaining? Or should we find ways of dismantling them institutionally even before the Global Village becomes a reality?

You may ask the same question in another way. Have cities not come to the end of their useful contribution to the world’s well-being, and should they not be allowed to diffuse, dissolve, or implode—or suffer whatever process of decomposition they seem to be undergoing with the help of the shopping mall, the amusement park, the ex-urban corporation headquarters, and the computer simulation? Whatever happens to world capitals, you may not expect such a dissolution imminently. Globalization has brought with it a new form of urban density and concentration. Even if it presents itself daily—because the disappearance of the city is still part of our journalistic fare—that question is unreal.

Many writers—satirists, social reformers, and utopians—have taken up such themes, and offered a destructive criticism of the city by holding a distorting mirror up to urban life. My aim is quite different: to show that the city is a precious, essential and inalienable part of the human achievement—and sometimes a splendid setting against which human actions are played out—and to suggest some rules of the game which direct that play.


1. How We Got There

TWO HUGE, SUCCESSIVE WAVES of dispossessed rural populations rose over the cities of the world, flooding the urban fabric and swelling it to breaking point. It was the first of these waves, at the end of the eighteenth and in the early nineteenth centuries, that shaped the urban fabric that we know. The recent and much bigger one that billowed up at the half-century has not subsided: we are still floundering in it and cannot yet read its modalities or estimate its impact accurately. It has transformed Cairo and Moscow, Bombay, Kuala Lumpur, Jakarta, São Paulo—but most of all Mexico.

Any account of the response to those two waves must take into account the forces that brought about the first one. I am writing this not because I am a revivalist or historicist, but because the past is all we know.

What the shrewd Austrian economist Joseph Schumpeter1 wrote fifty years ago or more about economic life is also true of the urban fabric:


… only detailed historic knowledge can definitively answer most of the questions of individual causation and mechanism.… Contemporaneous facts or even historic facts covering the last quarter or half a century are perfectly inadequate. For no phenomenon of an essentially historic nature can be expected to reveal itself unless it is studied over a long interval.



The first of these two waves hit British cities first and then French ones, spreading to the rest of Europe—and then the world beyond. What resulted in England and France was very different, though there were many parallels. The French monarchy had for two centuries (but especially in the reign of Louis XIV) managed to concentrate the landed nobility around the court by a system of favor and intrigue so that Paris became a center of political and economic power as well as of culture. The newly urbanized nobility were seen—notably by Voltaire—as the civilizing leaven of the capital. Other brilliant and influential writers such as Rousseau hated the city, and Paris in particular. As a young man, Rousseau had arrived there from Turin, the small, neat handsome capital of the dukes of Savoy, and the dirt and squalor he encountered in the Paris suburbs set him against the big city for good. He only went there, if one is to believe his Confessions, to earn enough money to allow himself long absences.2

Voltaire, despite the Parisian triumphs of his last years, did not think of it as his preferred city either: he found the values of the old and urbane aristocracy too constricting. As Rousseau admired Turin, so Voltaire admired London as the model of a truly meritocratic city. And he was right, since even the pre-Hanoverian English crown never succeeded in establishing a powerful centralizing court, though the Stuart kings tried, and one of them, Charles I, lost his head in the process. Their failure was clearly represented by the ramshackle modesty of the palaces at Whitehall and Saint James’s, which were never aggrandized, despite plans to do so and reconstruction after fires. This was the great age of European palace building when very modest sovereigns indeed, like the prince-bishops of Würzburg, built themselves residences the British Empire would never equal—not even in the nineteenth century. British magnates, on the other hand, did build themselves palaces grander than the king’s, as the duke of Marlborough did at Blenheim, the earl of Carlisle at Castle Howard, or the earl of Leicester at Holkham. Meanwhile, Charles II’s attempt in the 1670s to build his own Versailles on borrowed French money, an out-of-London palace at Winchester, was frustrated by Parliament.

The Whitehall court of the Hanoverian Georges—who took over England in 1715 but had rather grander quarters in Hannover which they retained—was too skimped and mean to have any political or cultural hold over status-seeking British magnates, who were themselves riled by a newly rich banking class that was aggressively buying titles and climbing through intermarriage. Landowners were therefore thrown back on the resources of their mismanaged estates, where they were irked by their dwindling incomes, which they attempted to bolster—usually unsuccessfully and sometimes disastrously—in various financial speculations of which the South Sea Bubble of 1720–21 was merely the most notorious. The more intelligent among them realized that the husbanding of their neglected estates might throw off a much better income. In increasing numbers they became enthusiastic farmers, and much ingenuity and capital were applied to improvement. Two noblemen were leading reformers: Charles Townshend and Thomas Coke (great-nephew of his namesake, the builder of Holkham). Lord Townshend (1674–1738), who had been ambassador to Holland, is associated with the refinement of crop rotation, a skill he first learned from the Dutch. On withdrawing from administration, he devoted himself to the cultivating of his extensive but rather neglected lands by developing root crops—swedes (rutabagas), beets, turnips (he was even nicknamed Turnip Townshend)—and promoting the selective breeding of cattle.

Improved breeding of farm animals had already been practiced in Holland—which, being land hungry, had the most advanced agriculture in Europe—and in Germany, though it would not become systematic until Gregor Mendel published the results of his genetic experiments in 1865. Yet the new supply of root crops in Britain provided excellent cattle fodder in the winter, as did clover (which Townshend also grew as part of his crop rotation), and thus prevented the usual large-scale slaughtering of farm animals in the autumn. Two generations later, Thomas Coke vastly improved cattle, sheep, and pig breeds; he also managed to fertilize the light and sandy soil of his unpromising Norfolk estate to produce wheat instead of the rye that had been grown there previously.

Jethro Tull, a Berkshire gentleman-farmer, introduced even more radical reforms: he devised the first semi-mechanical, horse-driven sowing drill and an analogous hoe. Accepted slowly, his inventions were soon well known in Europe and improved. Voltaire had used them on his farm at Ferney on the Swiss border. Independently, a new form of plow seems to have been developed by a number of manufacturers in western Europe: a Dutch form, adapted in Yorkshire, became the most advanced type until the revolutionary development of steel plows at the beginning of the nineteenth century; it required only a horse or two to draw it, instead of the several oxen that were used to draw the old square ones.

The changes in tillage revolutionized animal husbandry: cattle were no longer bred to be brawny for drawing power, but smaller-boned and smaller-headed for meat; sheep were also bred more for meat than for wool. Imported fibers took over from homegrown, especially Australian wool, but above all cotton—imported first from Egypt and India, and later from the United States. Export trade was irreversibly transformed as cotton, the primary raw material of the textile industry, replaced wool which had, since the Middle Ages, been the most important British product.

Other factors led to changes in the scale of agriculture, especially in Britain. Until then most land in Europe had been under strip cultivation, each owner farming a number of (sometimes widely separated) strips. Commons were shared by several owners or tenants, which furnished pasturage as well as fuel and hunting rights.

“There was nothing particularly English about this: a traveller met with it from Andalusia to Siberia … on the Loire and on the plains of Moscow,” wrote a Scots agricultural expert and landholder soon after 1800.3 Enclosure gradually “privatized” open lands—waste and heath—first in Britain, but increasingly all over Europe. Such measures deprived the rural poor not only of the fish and game on which they had relied for their protein intake but also of cooking fuel. Their troubles were further exacerbated by the British Game and Night Poaching laws that sharpened and extended the ancient “Laws of the Forest.” The same land produced bigger yields while requiring fewer hands, but enclosure required parliamentary sanction to be legal. Between 1714 and 1730, an act a year passed through Parliament, and they snowballed quickly; in the decade 1750–60 there were 156 such acts; twenty years on, between 1770 and 1780, 642. After a slight falling off, 906 were passed from 1800 to 1810, when legislation was simplified and the pace increased. An analogous development occurred in France before the Revolution. Some of the French nobility, first humbled and then impoverished by the domination of the increasingly centralized and increasingly powerful court of Louis XIV at Versailles (though partially emancipated during the minority of Louis XV), turned to the English gentleman (or even magnate) farmer for a role model. But French laws that had allowed free grazing on common lands were not withdrawn until the royal edicts issued after 1764; they established the legal procedure for the enclosures which—as in Britain—benefited the large-scale landowners.

Enclosures raised yields, but they also depressed and impoverished some of the rural population. If some economists are to be believed, the rural population in parts of Britain was reduced to a bread-and-cheese diet in the second half of the eighteenth century. Historians do not always agree about the effect of enclosures on welfare, though some sharp observers at the time reported the evils it brought with it. The radical Tory propagandist William Cobbett (who was perhaps the most explicit, brilliant, and the most widely read) insisted on the negative effect of the new agriculture on the rural poor as well as on the landscape. Many writers of the time echoed his sentiment:


Inclosure came & evry path was stopt

Each tyrant fixt his sign where pads was found.

To hint a trespass now who crossd the ground

Justice is made to speak as they command …

Inclosure thou’rt a curse upon the land,

And tasteless was the wretch who thy existence planned …



Or briefly and more vehemently:


Inclosure came and trampled on the grave

Of labours rights and left the poor a slave.



So the Northamptonshire farmer-poet, John Clare, himself the son of a farm laborer and an admirer of Cobbett.4

Others, such as the economist and traveler Arthur Young (much admired by King George III), took a more nuanced view, though as a firm advocate of enclosures, he was not worried by the pauperizing of the rural population:

“Everyone but an idiot knows that the lowest classes must be kept poor or they will never be industrious,” he wrote; but after 1800 he, too, became a violent enemy of enclosures and one of the few articulate protesters against it.5

Protests were violent. The removing of boundaries on the newly enclosed commons
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