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…we can’t have a sustainable economy unless we build a physical setting to house it. The physical setting we presently dwell in itself exhausts our capital. It is, in fact, the biggest part of the problem (Kunsler, 1994).

The good city?

The world is in the midst of a massive urban transition, which is unprecedented in its scale and celerity. Over the next few years in the developing countries of the world most economic growth will take place in towns and cities. Today in these developing nations huge numbers of people are choosing to live in and around cities every day. For some urban migration is not only an inevitable aspect of modern life, but a positive phenomenon. 

Throughout our history cities have been significant “engines of economic and social development”.  As Jane Jacobs (1984) concludes in her study on Cities and the Wealth of Nations, in many ways, they now fulfil a more important role than individual countries in the process of wealth creation, this in large part because of their ability to adapt to change. Cities provide capital, labour and markets for entrepreneurs and innovators at all levels of economic activity and as centres of industry and commerce, of wealth and political power, they now account for a disproportionate share of a nation's income. 

But the 'benefits' of cities are not solely economic. Today's cities have the potential to be vibrant, sociable, life-enhancing centres of civilisation. They offer access to creativity, innovation, diversity and information, improved health, higher literacy, and a better quality of life. They embody the diversity and energy of human activities. Offering efficiencies, amenities and opportunities not found elsewhere, they drive economic and social progress. On average people who live in cities have higher incomes and live, healthier, easier lives than the minority who live in rural areas (WHO, 1992).

Limiting impact

Issues of urban sustainability, of adequate standards of living, and sufficient levels of personal and corporate safety are now firmly allied to issues of economic development. As well as being the focus of global finance, industry and communications, cities are home to a wealth of cultural diversity and political vitality. They can be immensely productive, creative and innovative, offering both the promise of a better life for their citizens, and protection for the environment. In 1996 the Habitat Agenda recognised the potential of cities to integrate human, economic and technological resources to maximum effect while leaving the natural environment intact: 

Urban settlements, properly managed, hold the promise for human development and the protection of the world’s natural resources through their ability to support large numbers of people while limiting their impact on the natural environment (UN Habitat II). 
If properly planned, dense urban settlement patterns can reduce pressure on land from population growth, provide opportunities to increase energy efficiency, make recycling an economically feasible option, and make the development of waste management infrastructure easier and more cost effective. Indirectly cities may help improve the environment by reducing the environmental pressures from population growth (birth rates are three to four times lower in urban areas than rural areas), by providing opportunities for education on environmental issues and mobilise urban residents around these issues, by offering higher per capita expenditures on environmental protection (in absolute terms and as a percentage of the GNP), and by taking an active role in environmental management (from developing local strategies to protecting regional biodiversity and natural resources to collaborating with other cities in an effort to reduce global greenhouse gas emissions) (Ducci, 1996).

The future for most of the global population will undoubtedly be urban. While those opposed to the city argue that urban life is too expensive and that it wastes resources, it is clear that urban settlements have the potential to become a positive force in addressing environmental problems. Ducci (1996) offers three other reasons why urban living is a good option and why a concentrated effort on improving the urban environment is important. These, in turn, involve freedom of choice, equality and efficiency. There appears to be a tendency towards the urban way of life wherein improving living standards and access to basic services for all can only be achieved. Technological advances make it possible for a very small percentage of the world population to maintain adequate levels of resource for the world population. To produce efficiently it is best that the majority of the population live in cities, where the benefits of agglomeration can be significant.

The urban future carries many risks for the physical environment and natural resources and for individual rights but it also offers vast opportunities. The experience of large cities as concentrations of human creativity and the highest forms of social organisation suggests that the future will open new avenues for human development (UNPF, 1997).

The idea that environmental problems are the consequence of deep seated social processes that can be addressed independently of their physical settings needs to be tempered with a view that sees the production of physical structures as a product of the social process. Urban forms can then be defined as places of intervention and transformation within the process. Cities have always been fundamentally about wealth creation and consumption. But they can also be instrumental in human development and evolution. Getting things right in the city will involve the transformation of social relations within an urban setting and the continuous process of socio-environmental change that has been part of a long-running tradition aimed at the construction of an alternative society. 

The ‘spectre’ of urbanisation 

Raymond Williams (1973) examined the history of socio-environmental relationships in The Country and the City and identified a number of themes that had emerged in texts about the city from the sixteenth to the nineteenth century – money and law, wealth and luxury, the mob and the masses, and finally mobility and isolation. He observes that in the past, as now, our real experience within the city and in the country is heterogeneous, yet our imagery is always of two opposing realities; in the rural-urban dichotomy. 

Williams described the changing structures of feeling between the urban and the rural - what Fredric Jameson (1991) has translated as "new forms of practice and social and mental habits"- at a time when it was still possible to put forward a theory constructed on the premise that a binary opposition existed between them.  This was a time when the "city" could be a relatively easily defined place that was different, and could therefore be clearly distinguished from another sort of place called the "country". The division of two opposing socio-cultural systems, one of which is eroded under the forces of industrialisation, was a prominent element in the study of pre-industrial societies and of industrialisation. Today however these traditional paradigms are being threatened as the accepted division is put under considerable pressure. In a rapidly urbanising world the distinction may, in fact, no longer be a defensible one. Richard Skeates (1997) suggests that the process of urbanisation is now effectively replacing both ‘city’ and ‘country’ with a homogeneous urban world, which renders the concepts anachronistic. He writes: 

We are beginning to understand that there has been a shift, a break with the past that means that we can no longer use the term ‘city’ in the way that it has been used to describe an entity which, however big or bloated is still recognisable as a limited and bounded structure which occupies a specific space. In its place we are left with ‘the urban’: neither ‘city’ in the classical sense of the word, nor ‘country’, but an all-devouring monster that is engulfing both…and in so doing collapsing the old distinction.

When Williams wrote The Country and the City just over one third of the world’s people lived in urban areas. Over the next 25 years another 2 billion is expected to be added and the proportion of the world population living in urban areas is expected to rise to almost two thirds.  This change will have vast implications both for human well being and for the environment.  It will be within this process of urbanisation that human destiny will be played out, and the sustainability of the planet will be determined. 

Out of control in the "space of flows"

Our modern cities may well have been the major engines of this economic growth but it has been achieved at the cost of unprecedented environmental damage. 

Cities are the principal destroyers of earth's ecosystems and the greatest threat to our survival. They now have a global hinterland from which they draw their resources and they consume around three-quarters of the global reserves of fossil fuels. They generate the majority of greenhouse gases and account for the majority of the world's pollution. As post-war cities have sprawled outwards the sense of social cohesion has been eroded. In the cities of the Southern hemisphere social instability among the world's poor is exacerbating environmental decline. While in the North, suburban development has swallowed up farmland on urban fringes and produced a settlement model, which hugely depletes reserves of fossil fuel and is unacceptable in a world threatened by global warming. 

Over the next thirty years or so an additional two billion people will be added to the cities of the developing world. This massive urbanisation will cause an exponential growth in the volume of resources consumed and pollution created. And yet half of this growing urban population will live without adequate shelter, electricity, sanitation or running water. They will swell the ranks of the 600 million people who already live in life-threatening environments. 

The present form of our post-industrial information-based globalised economy coupled with a tendency in advanced societies for suburban flight, will determine the course of early twenty-first century urban development, first in the developed world, and later world wide. Critics over the last twenty years have been predicting that the globalisation of information and culture heralds the end of the urban age.

Since it is out of control, the urban is about to become a major vector of the imagination…We were making sand castles. Now we swim in the sea that swept them away (Koolhaus & Mau, 1995).

Social theorist Manuel Castells, in recognising the historical changes in emerging patterns of employment that have allowed post-industrial labour to detach itself from cultures, values, and communities, has pointed to the rise of “the space of flows in opposition to the space of places” (Castells, 1992). The phenomenal growth of information technologies, high-tech industries and telecommunications during the 1980s and 90s underlines humanity's innovative capacity for economic development. These new electronic communication technologies may well allow us if we choose to live alone but, aware of the human need for community, Castells identifies that the real challenge of the new informational city lies in reconciling the “new techno-economic paradigm” and “place-based social meaning” (Castells, 1989). 

At the cultural level local societies territorially defined, must preserve their identities, and build upon their historical roots, regardless of their economic and functional dependence on the space of flows (Castells, 1989).

Some commentators consider that reality is increasingly immaterial and that the ‘space of flows’ should be celebrated and promoted as part of a Brave New World in which ‘virtual reality’ environments increasingly shape our experience. 

Online to the sustainable future

The city now represents the unit of critical analysis that will guide strategies towards the sustainable society but the success of a city is a function of its ability to integrate itself in the global society. Even if some cities want to remain traditional it is unlikely that they can resist structural and institutional reconstruction in the face of steadily increasing urban populations. Cities that are wired to a television cable, an electronic web, a telecommunications network, and a financial-markets information service: 

…will evolve down varying paths. Global cities, like New York and London will no doubt seek to strengthen their positions…attractive residential locations will become denser…Communities that have been marginalized through isolation and poverty will try to improve their conditions through remote education, telemedicine, and other kinds of electronically delivered low cost services…all will seek the advantage that makes the most local sense (Mitchell, 1999).

In e-topia William Mitchell (1999) presents his vision of a diverse and dynamic physical future constructed upon a positive relationship between an electronic revolution and environmental change. In asserting that the power of place will prevail Mitchell offers a more humane and ecological future for postmodern urbanity. As traditional geographical relationships and priorities weaken, he sees a shift towards:

…settings that offer particular cultural, scenic, and climatic attractions - those unique qualities that cannot be pumped through a wire - together with those face-to-face interactions we care about most (Mitchell, 1999).

It is highly unlikely that cities are about to take off into hyperspace or, as Koolhaus and Mau (1994) have suggested, about to become “a major vector of the imagination". But as they create new and dynamic spatial and social orders by fabricating direct links within a global system they are radically changing. Perhaps what is of most significance to all of us is that, whether we like it or not, we are all becoming urbanised and the environmental costs of our transition to an urbanised world may be more than any of us can afford. In this sense it is not the ‘city’ but the ‘urban’ that is out of control.  And it is towards the phenomenon of urbanisation that our attention is being turned. The 'urban’ is becoming the overwhelmingly dominant way in which the majority of people experience the world whether they live in cities or not. Many observers, however, now point to a growing set of problems resulting in environmental degradation, and a whole host of social pathologies, which could render cities uninhabitable.

Marshall McLuhan in the 1960s predicted that the whole world would one day become a “global village” with every member of humanity communicating with one another in a real-time simulacrum of a Neolithic community (McLuhan, 1968).  Just as advances in technology brought about the industrial society, rapid changes in information technology are producing a global society and, at the same time disseminating knowledge about the scale of the world's environmental and social crisis. If we are to embrace a new creative economy in which the exchange of ideas is to form the basis of future prosperity then the recognition that the earth's ecology is a fragile and limited entity must infuse the knowledge-based sustainable society. 

The future's history

Although they may promise the 'good life', across the world today's urban structures seem to be converging and finding common ground, not in concentrated efforts to improve the environment and provide a better quality of life, but in a curious blend of splendour and squalor that seems to define the globalised economy in which they compete. Although they offer many benefits to their populations, and harbour the potential to enhance the lives of individual citizens and to ease global environmental pressures, urban environments throughout the world are deteriorating. Increasingly high levels of energy consumption, waste production and pollution mean that urban settlements today are driving the global environmental crisis. And, around the world, the rapid growth of populations, the accelerating deterioration of the social and physical urban environment, and the flight of people and resources into peripheral areas (either in suburban or squatter settlements) are indications that they are converging in crisis - becoming more alike in terms growing unemployment, declining infrastructure, collapsing social compact and institutional weakness (Cohen, 1996). 

As the crisis of the modern age appears all around us in our formal social institutions and in our daily consciousness and everyday lives, we can experience a sense of historical displacement, social recession, and a slipping away of our personal points of reference. Even as the industrial-economic “engines of growth” and “social progress” promise a better life to those who can afford to pay, fatal threats to human life and the environment loom ever larger on the horizon. The future of most of humanity, for the first time in history, is fundamentally linked with the process of urbanisation and yet the social infrastructure of urban agglomerations is rapidly deteriorating under the devastating burden of abuse, violence and social prejudice. 

David Harvey (1996) has pointed out that the qualities of urban living in the twenty-first century will define the qualities of civilisation and yet, when we consider the current state of the world’s cities, it is unlikely that future generations will find that civilisation either sociable or pleasant.

Every city has its share of concentrated impoverishment and human hopelessness, of malnourishment and chronic diseases, of crumbling or stressed out infrastructures, of senseless and wasteful consumerism, of ecological degradation and excessive pollution, of congestion, of seemingly stymied economic and human development, and of sometimes bitter social strife, varying from individualized violence on the streets to organized crime (often an alternative to urban governance), through police state exercises in social control to massive civic protests (sometimes spontaneous) demanding political-economic change (Harvey, 1996).

Optimism about possible urban futures today must be tempered with the knowledge that around the world our cities are fast becoming intolerable and horrifying places that can appear to be destroying the planet and the well being of humanity. As witnessed daily on our television screens and in our newspapers, they seem to be disintegrating into bureaucratic mobilisation, environmental catastrophe, chronic social war, and a condition of permanent violence. Far from supporting an equitable and dynamic society, the unsustainable patterns of consumption among dense city populations, the concentration of industries, the intense economic activities, increased motorization and inefficient waste management, all suggest that the major environmental and social problems of the future will be urban problems. So rather than being excited about the future, many people are worried:

For many, then, to talk of the city of the twenty-first century is to conjure up a dystopian nightmare in which all that is judged worst in the fatally flawed character of humanity collects together in the same hell-hole of despair (Harvey, 1996).

It is unlikely that the planet can accommodate an urbanised humanity which consistently draws more and more resources from an ever decreasing hinterland, or routinely dumps more and more of its waste in the biosphere, the oceans and the atmosphere. If the rhetoric about handing on a decent living environment to future generations is to have any meaning cities will need to transform themselves yet again. 

The 'big solutions' of twentieth century modernist urban planning inspired by Le Corbusier (La Ville Contemporaine, 1922 and La Ville Radieuse, 1933) and the Congrès Internationaux d'Architecture Moderne (CIAM, 1933) have been discredited for their rigid segregation of human life into distinct areas for housing, working, and leisure, all thinly connected by traffic arteries (now thoroughly congested). But in these days of escalating environmental decline it seems that the integration of the urbanisation question into the environmental-ecological question will require not only theoretical foundations, but the kind of radical social and urban transformation that many have believed impractical or impossible. As Harvey points out, perhaps the chief sin of the twentieth century was that "urbanisation happened and nobody much either cared or noticed". Now that the ecological stakes are much higher it would be a grave error to make the same mistake. So, if we accept a need to strengthen the fragile bonds that hold society together and our responsibility to each other and to the planet, postmodernism’s rejection of the possibility of planning our cities may ultimately represent its fatal weakness. Perhaps, as some have argued, we have been waiting for a problem big enough to equal that of the nineteenth century industrial city (Breheny, 1996).  If so we may have found it in the environmental imperative. And here there can be no lack of human imagination and vision. As populations and cities continue to grow rapidly, and environmental problems escalate, we need as much of both as we can muster.


Crisis and transformation 

The Declaration on Human Settlements from the 1996 Habitat II Conference, signed by the representatives from 171 countries stated the following:

We have considered, with a sense of urgency, the continuing deterioration of conditions of shelter and human settlements… To improve the quality of life within human settlements, we must combat the deterioration of conditions that in most cases, particularly in developing countries, have reached crisis proportions. To this end, we must address comprehensively, inter alia, unsustainable consumption and production patterns, particularly in industrialised countries; unsustainable population changes, including changes in structure and distribution, giving priority consideration to the tendency towards excessive population concentration; homelessness; increasing poverty; unemployment; social exclusion; family instability; inadequate resources; lack of basic infrastructure and services; lack of adequate planning; growing insecurity and violence; environmental degradation; and increased vulnerability to disasters.

Contemporary cities are responsible for considerable environmental damage. In the developed world this damage stems from car dependency, low energy efficiency, high resource use and urban structures that have developed in response to a society that is driven by materialism and economic growth, rather than considerations of environmental sustainability. Modern cities are also places of vast inequalities in terms of the different life chances of their citizens, and access to opportunities. They are therefore physically, economically and socially unsustainable. 

There is an uncomfortable feeling that, in many ways we have been here before. In various contemporary accounts of the unsustainable nature of our current cities, in both the developed and the less developed nations, there are distinct echoes of the socialist realist tradition in literature and from critical urban observations from the mid-nineteenth and early twentieth century. In England these include Henry Mahew’s London Labour and the London Poor (1851-62), Charles Booth’s Conditions and Occupation of the People in East London and Hackney (1887), Jack London’s People and the Abyss (1903), and later George Orwell’s Down and Out in Paris and London (1933). In the United States Jacob Riis’s How the Other Half Lives (1903) and reports on the conditions of life in the African-American ghettos such as W.E.B. Dubois’s The Philadelphia Negro (1899). These accounts described cities that were too big, too congested, too polluted, too devoted to private gain, and too little concerned with the public welfare, especially of the poorest citizens. For example, in The Condition of the Working Class in England (1845) Friedrich Engels recognised that:

What is true of London, is true of Manchester, Birmingham, Leeds, is true of all great towns. Everywhere barbarous indifference, hard egotism on one hand, and nameless misery on the other, everywhere social warfare, every man’s house in a stage of siege, everywhere reciprocal plundering under the protection of the law, and all so shameless, so openly avowed that one shrinks before the consequences of our social state as they manifest themselves here undisguised, and can only wonder that the whole crazy fabric still hangs together (Engels, 1844 – 45). 
					
Engels built the bulk of his argument mainly by walking around and describing what he saw.  But he grew frustrated of simply telling people about the social misery of the working class. He wanted to show them the full horrors of industrial urbanism by taking them on a tour of the working-class districts of Manchester. Like Dante’s Inferno, his account descends deeper and deeper into the filth, misery and despair that characterised the greater part of the city.

…we must confess that in the working-men’s dwellings of Manchester, no cleanliness, no convenience, and consequently no family life is possible; that in such dwellings only a physically degenerate race, robbed of all humanity, degraded, reduced morally and physically to bestiality, could feel comfortably at home (Engels, 1844 – 45).
					
Today many of the dystopian elements are the same; the concentrated impoverishment, the diseases and the social upheaval were familiar problems to our nineteenth century forebears. Poverty and human hopelessness, like ecological degradation and pollution are not a twentieth century phenomenon. The legacy of decisions made by nineteenth century industrialism is real enough. But the scale and speed of twentieth century urbanisation, its global nature and its environmental impact, has presented the current generation with an unprecedented moral and ethical dilemma. We might forgive our forebears but today we are being made aware that our decisions about cities today will determine the quality of life for generations to come. We also know that if we do nothing we will fail them. And while the fragmentation of our modern lives might mean that today the notion of what the city is has become confused it has fallen on our generation to understand the nature of this challenge and to explore sustainable alternatives in urban living. No-one today advocates pollution. Our governments have agreed to develop laws to reduce the environmental impact of urbanisation. Yet the crisis deepens. Some say we deserve our increasing pollution because according to our structure of values, so many other things have priority over achieving a viable ecology (White, 1967). The Treaty of Rome of 1957 that established the European Economic Community (EEC) contained no explicit reference to the idea of environmental policy or environmental protection. But by 1992 and the Maastricht Treaty, environmental protection, sustainability, and sustainable growth were all explicitly mentioned in the articles (Dobson, 1995).  The political and economic history of this striking shift in direction is complex but it clearly involves the kind of cultural change that demands a response 

The environment may have achieved priority status within the European Union (EU) but the raising of environmental awareness and the subsequent adoption of ‘green consumerism’ in much of the developed world over the last few decades is crucial to the radical change that is to come. Significant global environmental progress though, as confirmed by the United Nations Conference on Human Settlements (Habitat II) in 1996, will be determined in the world’s cities, even if the global audience ultimately experiences it through the ‘space of flows’. Our generation have both inherited the 'crisis' and contributed significantly to it. What we do about it will depend on what value we put on the lives of future generations? A principle, agreed at the Rio ‘Earth Summit’ is that people are entitled to a healthy and productive life in harmony with nature. But what might be left of 'nature' in a world of sprawling mega-cities? 
	
Raymond William’s dichotomy of ‘country’ and ‘city’ is one of the major binary classifications through which we have become aware of a central part of our lived experience. In recognising the opposing concepts he argued that we not only locate ourselves in relation to the form of the contrast but we become more conscious of a "general crisis" in our society wherein that which has come to represent the immutable and imperishable in our lives is 'division' itself. We experience these symptoms of division through changes in our "structures of feelings". In those times when the city seems alien to us, we look to nature and the image of a natural, rural way of life, to guide our thoughts and actions.

Today, as we are confronted by a much broader crisis, which is demanding amongst other things that we adopt a new way of thinking about our cities, we are beginning to see that the poverty of the living conditions in the mid-nineteenth and early twentieth century was an integral part of a much larger cultural transformation that now reflects the need for a new social and environmental contract. 

A premature obituary

The death of the contemporary city, although widely publicised, has been highly exaggerated. History is full of predictions of the city’s demise and yet it has survived.  Despite all the problems and challenges inherent within urbanisation, the city continues to be re-invented. Postmodernism (as defined by Jameson (1991) as "a profound collective self-transformation, a reworking and rewriting of an older system") promised to abandon what was restrictive, or unsatisfying about modernity.  Although the extreme version of this way of thinking, when applied to urban theory has for some implied the end of history, of civilisation, and possibly of the human species (in promoting the idea that we need to ‘destroy the city in order to save it’), in encouraging a wider range of sensitivity that reasserts the role and significance of the environment in social processes and offering a new appreciation of diversity and difference, it may just be possible that the new challenges facing urban planning and the global milieu can be met (Dear, 1999).  As we scan the future horizon for new and appropriate methods of settlement and sustainable urban forms, there is every reason to think that we are still as rooted in our urban place, as modernist and traditional societies have been in the past. We have witnessed our cities in the twentieth century driving intermittent economic development across the planet. For development to be sustained and be equitable we need our twenty first century cities to be engines of social and environmental progress – instruments of equilibrium and change.
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