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About the Covers
The covers of this issue highlight emerging trends that have recently reinvigorated the theory and practice of 

urban design in Europe and the Americas. The issue examines several of these under the title “Propositions for 

City Form.”

Front cover: The Rockcliffe redevelopment in Ottawa is the flagship for an emerging effort to design “green” infill 

communities in major Canadian cities, based on a rediscovery of underlying ecologies and a reappraisal of formerly 

mechanistic assumptions about the relation between human populations and urban space. However, as Ken 

Greenberg explains, a complex iterative process was required to successfully integrate specialized knowledge from a 

variety of disciplines. This design framework, “defining the plan as a living instrument capable of absorbing change 

and responding to evolving needs…provides a model for the type of integrated, flexible thinking required to shape 

contemporary cities.” Drawing courtesy of Kuwabara Payne McKenna Blumberg Architects.

Back cover: Before its Central Artery came down, the social geography of central Boston was divided into isolated 

territories. The North End was separated from the West End. Chinatown and the Leather District were separate 

from Downtown, City Hall Plaza, and so on. Today the Rose Kennedy Greenway and the Crossroads Initiative, 

part of a public works campaign with few parallels in history, offer the opportunity to break through this previous 

fragmentation and create a fundamentally altered image of the city in the minds of residents and visitors alike. 

Pencil sketch by Ken Greenberg.

Inside front cover: As part of an “Ideal Figures Project,” this drawing illustrates the possibility of a new way 

of thinking about urban redevelopment. Instead of basing plans entirely on an elaboration of flawed existing 

conditions, Alexander D’Hooghe and Tali Hatuka argue that designers should once again engage with dreams and 

visions of the ideal. As a tool, such thinking might help overcome “a paralyzing anti-utopianism [that] has isolated 

the design professions from ongoing social problems.” In this case the drawing indicates the type of concerns 

that might inform the redesign of poorer suburban areas by a resurgent welfare state. Drawing by Alexander 

D’Hooghe and Neeraj Bhatia.
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Caring for Places: 
Ideas that Germinate

Ideas infiltrate the mind in curious ways—sometimes by sheer strength of 
assertion, sometimes by reasoned argument and deliberate study. Many ideas 
enter our thoughts surreptitiously, carried there by the casual interpretation 
of repetitive experience; they filter into our minds unbidden, settling there 
without challenge and forming the undercurrents of our thought. These ideas 
are often the ones that are most difficult to separate from reflexive actions, and 
to consider critically.

There is a temptation to assume that cities just happen, that they are the 
mindless products of inexorable economic forces. But the city, too, is infused 
with mind. It results from an infinitude of thoughts—ambitions, fears, pre-
sumptions of public good, intimations of private gain, prejudices and perspec-
tives—all embedded in the actions we take day by day, and often wrapped in 
the rhetoric of persuasion. The city takes its form from the intersection of 
these ideas and images, from the differences in their persuasive power, and the 
ubiquity of their spread—as well as the patterns of ownership, regulation and 
power maintained by those who bear them in mind or act within their thrall.

Various propositions about forming environments are brought together in 
this issue, opening insights into how images and ideas germinate urban form. 
Multiple views must come into play as our cities evolve: ideas that reach to the 
landscape, ideas that care for the lives of people in place. We must understand 
how to husband resources and to weave the threads of enterprise into urban 
and rural fabrics that enable rather than ensnare those who live there. These 
ideas must be shared, challenged and elaborated in form. There must be ideas 
that shatter deceit, as well as ideas that rally support; ideas that show negotia-
ble paths through the accretions of the past, as well as ideas that offer vision of 
what might become. We must be ready to change our presuppositions, as well 
as find ways to act with clarity—as designers, citizens and stewards of our cities 
and their place in the landscape.

In the forum of these pages we present not an encompassing theory, but 
essays that probe differing dimensions of how we attend to the forming of 
place. The articles emerge from a variety of vantage points positioned in 
theory, practice, use and observation. They represent the jostling of ideas 
that form and reform our cities. We must engage both overtly held and subtly 
infiltrated ideas and images and seek out their influence within our own works. 
Most important, we must put ideas to the test by imagining their impact on the 
lives of those who will live in the places to which we give form, and by project-
ing their consequences in the local, regional and global environments.

Throughout this process, each vision of possibility should be set within 
an understanding of its particular place, and measured in terms that enlarge 
our understanding of the freedoms and responsibilities involved. The process 
should engender ideas that help individuals and communities become respon-
sible stewards of the future. 

— Donlyn Lyndon

Places 19.2
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Architectural Positions on the Public Sphere:  
The 2007 Delft Lecture Series
Tom Avermaete and Hans Teerds

Looking back on architectural theory 
over the past two decades, a narrative 
of profound loss appears with regard 
to the public sphere. As theoreticians 
lament what they consider to be a 
decline in its content and character, 
some have even been moved to use 
such dire phrases as “The End of 
Public Space” and “The Phantom 
Public Sphere.”1

During this period, however, 
architectural practice has offered a 
much richer picture, as illustrated, for 
example, by work on the collective 
domain by Manuel de Solà-Morales 
in Barcelona, the Neotraditionalist 
public projects of Rob Krier, and the 
minimal public interventions in Euro-
pean cities of Bernardo Secchi. In 
the end, one is left to ask: which view 
better captures the actual vicissitudes 
of the contemporary city?

The rift between architectural 
theory and practice was a key subject 
of the 2007 Delft Lecture Series, 
which brought together scholars and 
practitioners such as de Solà-Morales, 
Léon Krier, Bernard Tschumi, Kengo 
Kuma, and Hans Kollhoff between 
February and May to debate the state 
of the public realm in cities across 
Europe. Its format paired a theoreti-
cian with two practicing architects 
around the topics “Changing Defini-
tions of Public and Private,” “Image 
Building and Public Space,” “The 
Temporalities of the Public Sphere,” 
“Monumentality and Public Repre-
sentation,” “Alternating Programs 
and Practices,” and “The Perception 
of the Public.”2

What emerged was the view that 
architects and urban designers need 
to take a more nuanced approach to 
the public realm—one that considers 
change in contemporary public life 
not as lamentable, but as offering a 
series of new challenges. The lecture 
series also emphasized how many 

recent public initiatives overlook 
the longue durée of public space—the 
traditional capacity of public build-
ings to play a role in the collective 
memory of citizens, and of streets and 
squares to offer an enduring structure 
to the city.

The Theoretical Debate
For years one of the main expo-

nents of the narrative of lost public 
space has been the Dutch architect 
Rem Koolhaas. In his apocalyptic 
1994 essay “The Generic City,” he 
claimed that cities were witnessing 
an “evacuation of the public realm.” 
He used this slogan to describe the 
pending transformation of the public 
sphere into a uniform space of traffic, 
implying that squares and streets, tra-
ditional urban expressions of public 
life, would be increasingly reduced to 
infrastructural figures. If places still 
existed in the new urban world where 
public life could unfold, they would 
certainly not be streets.

The street is dead.… Roads are 
only for cars. People (pedestrians) 
are led on rides (as in an amuse-
ment park), on “promenades” 
that lift them off the ground, that 
subject them to a catalog of exag-
gerated conditions—wind, heat, 
steepness, cold, interior, exterior, 
smells, fumes—in a sequence that is 
a grotesque caricature of life in the 
historic city.3

In Koolhaas’s view, the traditional 
street, with its opportunity for chance 
encounters with the “other,” would 
be replaced by decks, bridges, tunnels 
and motorways reserved for specific 
urban audiences. If the flaneur still 
had a place in this future city, it would 
be in the highly planned and privately 
owned interior spaces of hotel lobbies 
and shopping malls.

The underlying logic of these 
changes has been accurately described 
by Michael Sorkin, who has pointed to 
a strategy of “Disneyfication” that has 
increasingly been applied to cities.

Whether in its master incarna-
tion at the ersatz Main Street of 
Disneyland, in the phony historic 
festivity of a Rouse marketplace, or 
the gentrified architecture of the 
“Reborn” Lower East Side, this 
elaborate apparatus is at pains to 
assert its ties to the kind of city life it 
is in the process of obliterating.4

Sorkin warned that even though the 
theme-park perspective was proving 
enormously effective in attracting tour-
ists to historical cities, it might mean 
the end of diverse public life. After 
all, he wrote, “In the ‘public’ spaces of 
the theme park or the shopping mall, 
speech itself is restricted: there are no 
demonstrations in Disneyland. The 
effort to reclaim the city is the struggle 
for democracy itself.”5 Sorkin appealed 
for “a return to a more authentic 
urbanity, a city based on physical 
proximity and free movement and a 
sense that the city is our best expres-
sion of a desire for collectivity. As  
spatiality ebbs, so does intimacy.”6

In the late 1990s the Belgian phi-
losopher Lieven De Cauter further 
characterized developments in the 
public sphere with the expression 
“capsularization of life.”7 He claimed 
that everyday life was increasingly 
unfolding in conditioned, private 
spaces of heterotopic character. 

Our everyday life can be described 
as a movement, using trans-
port capsules, from one enclave 
or capsule, home for instance, to 
another, campus, office, airport, all-
in-one hotel, mall, and so on. One 
might say that hyperindividualism 

Avermaete and Teerds / 2007 Delft Lecture Series
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+ the suburbanization of everyday 
life = capsularization.8

In an earlier lecture, De Cauter 
had linked this process to what 
he called the “Mediteranization” 
of historical centers in European 
cities. Part of this process was their 
exclusive and one-dimensional use 
for leisure, tourism and shopping. 
Though at first glance we perceive 
a variety of people using streets and 
squares, he argued, on second view 
we recognize a homogeneous group 
using a heterotopian place.

“Mediteranization is not so much 
a sign of the return to the Athenian 
agora, of a new public life, but rather 
of the injection of an archetype that 
stems from the dream world of adver-
tisements into the real city; the ‘uni-
versal beach party’,” he wrote.9

Perspectives from Practice
The perspectives of Koolhaas, 

Sorkin and De Cauter sketched the 
outlines of a broader theoretical dis-
course lamenting the increasingly 
one-dimensional character of public 
spaces. But other insights emerged in 
the 1990s from European architec-
tural practice.

One of the most interesting was 
that of the Spanish architect and 
urban planner Manuel de Solà-
Morales. In a 1992 article “Public and 
Collective Space: The Urbanization 
of the Private Domain as a New Chal-
lenge,” originally published in the 
Spanish newspaper La Vanguardia, he 
questioned two aspects of the tradi-
tional definition of public space: that 
it should be publicly owned, and that 
it should be freely accessible by every-
one.10 To de Solà-Morales, both these 
attributes were becoming obsolete, 
and he argued that even in the most 
traditional European cities, much 
public life was developing elsewhere.

As a response, de Solà-Morales 
suggested extending the notion 
of public space to encompass new 
spaces such as “parking lots, shop-
ping malls, vacation centers and 
cinema complexes.” He called these 
“collective spaces” and argued that 
architects should seek broader 
responsibility for their design. They 
should not concede their design to 
commercial logic and developer 
standards, but rather seek to trans-
form them into challenging new 
fields of architectural investigation. 
De Solà-Morales described this task 
as “the urbanization of the collective 
territory.”

At the same time, the Italian urban 
designer Bernardo Secchi was point-
ing to another important aspect of the 
public sphere: its ability to accommo-
date different forms of appropriation 
over different time periods. In the 
mid-1990s Secchi developed several 
designs for “a project of the soil.” 
For the Belgian city of Kortrijk, this 
involved a minimally defined series of 
public plains or “galletes” which were 
carefully inserted in the topography to 
become a substratum for future public 
life and building.

Crucial to Secchi’s approach was 
a belief that everyday appropriation 
would take place only if sufficient 
time were provided for new practices 
to unfold. The design of public space 
must thus accommodate

…a slower pace, in which everyday 
habits can again legitimately play a 
role. Too often there is a refusal of 
the space of life which is a continu-
ous construction site, continuously 
traversed by nomadic populations 
and activities, never reaching a 
recognizable stable condition. There 
is a necessity for a narrative which, 
as Wim Wenders says, “protects its 
own characters.”11

A third perspective on the appro-
priation and temporality of the public 
sphere came from Bernard Tschumi. 
In his design for the well-known Pari-
sian Parc de La Villette he explored 
ways to serve different publics, and 
especially the short-term cycles of 
appropriation that characterize a space 
such as a park. He saw these “events” 
as crucial to understanding contempo-
rary public space. They involve prac-
tices of shock and reinvention that 
architecture should accommodate, 
creating loci where differences might 
become visible. Tschumi noted that 
“the event is by definition the place of 
the combination of differences.”12

Parc de La Villette was thus 
designed to express a superposition of 
differences. On the largest scale this 
involved the introduction of a grid 
over the site, an open frame within 
which all activities might unfold. 
Defined elements were then added 
to the grid, such as playgrounds, pur-
posefully designed gardens, and red 
follie pavilions employing a common 
formal language. The combination 
of uniform grid and specific elements 
offered a clever blend that might func-
tion as a background for both daily life 
and singular events.

Hypertrophy of Invented  
Public Spaces

The positions of De Solà-Morales, 
Secchi and Tschumi illustrate a 
disconnect between theoretical 
debate and actual developments in 
architectural practice. Indeed, prac-
ticing architects were discovering 
new complexity and richness in the 
public sphere. And their calls for 
more nuanced attention to it did not 
remain unanswered. Despite the dour 
forecasts of architectural theorists, 
during the 1990s architects and city 
governments in Europe started to 
regard public space (both open areas 
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such as squares and park and public 
buildings such as museums) as a 
matter of concern.

Projects in Barcelona (Spain), Lyon 
(France), and Groningen (The Neth-
erlands) highlighted a growing aware-
ness of the value of public space in a 
new competition to establish regional 
“poles of attraction.” Attractive public 
space was seen as key to catching the 
attention of both the local population 
(for entertainment and shopping) and 
the international public of congress 
participants and tourists.

During the 1990s leaders in major 
European cities (and also second-
ary ones) became convinced that the 
reimagination of public space should 
be part of a general strategy to put 
them on the map. The results were 
staggering. In city after city public 
spaces were developed or redevel-
oped: squares, streets and quays were 
beautified; iconic public buildings 
erected; and abandoned industrial 
areas redeveloped into public parks. 
The public squares of Barcelona, the 
Guggenheim Museum of Bilbao, and 
the conversion of the Ruhr district 
of Germany into new park areas 
became the templates for a variety of 
strategies applied across Europe. The 
outcome can only be described as a 
hypertrophy of public space.

The new buildings and spaces 
were often very successful and had 
strong visual impacts. The contours 
of the Bilbao Guggenheim, the foun-
tains of the public squares in Lyon, 
and the public parks of Barcelona cut 
a high profile in the commonly held 
imagery of these cities today.

In these major cities attention 
to public space was embedded in a 
larger plan to improve the public 
realm. Unfortunately, however, this 
was not always the case in secondary 
locales, where occasional investment 
in public space was seen as a way to 

augment their appeal in interna-
tional guidebooks, advertisements 
and websites. Too often new public 
spaces were regarded merely as stage 
settings for concerts, festivals, or 
made-up festivities with little relation 
to long-term qualities of the city.

Many such spaces had two 
common denominators: a fascination 
with image quality and a concern 
with short-term activities. Attention 
was aimed at the fleeting logics of 
consumption and mass and congress 
tourism, as new or renewed public 
spaces became integral to a society 
of spectacle. A recipe of beautified 
public spaces, spectacular public 
buildings, and throbbing public 
events became the accepted norm.

The Return of the Perennial  
and Difference

Have things changed since the 
1990s? In architectural theory, per-
spectives have hardly altered. In 2007 
phrases such as the “evacuation of the 
public realm” and “the capsulariza-
tion of life” seem to reverberate more 
intensely than ever. And renown 
theoreticians are still claiming that 
traditional squares and public build-
ings are obsolete, eventually to be 
replaced by electronic highways, chat 
rooms, and virtual communities.

But what has become of the more 
optimistic view among practitioners? 
This question provided the incen-
tive for the Delft spring 2007 lecture 
series. Titled “Architectural Posi-
tions,” it aimed to convene leading 
architects and ask them for their 
views on the changing public sphere.

Once again, the perspective from 
practice differed greatly from the 
tone of mourning that is the grist for 
contemporary architectural theory. 
Not a single practicing architect 
claimed that the public sphere was 
being “evacuated.” Rather, a perspec-

tive emerged of important challenges 
and responsibilities.

Two important concerns were 
raised in particular. One was 
described by de Solà-Morales as 
follows: “a shopping center or a 
peripheral supermarket, an amuse-
ment park or a stadium, a large 
parking lot or a shopping gallery…
these are the significant places for 
everyday life, these are the con-
temporary collective spaces.” The 
embedding of private spaces into the 
collective structure of the city clearly 
remains a worry for many.

But participants in the seminar 
series sought to interpret this as a 
challenge for the future. Michiel 
Riedijk was specific:

Architects are by default con-
demned to think and work for the 
future. The past does not offer 
clear-cut answers for contempo-
rary challenges. Architectural 
and urban design must regain the 
conviction that new solutions, tech-
nologies and instruments allow for 
the design of a more comfortable 
and durable world.

The other main concern was the 
need for a careful consideration of the 
different temporal qualities of public 
activity. A recurrent theme here was 
the need to renew concern for the 
longue durée of public projects. In 
rethinking the design of public spaces, 
a number of presenters argued that 
new emphasis should be placed on 
their ability to structure the long-term 
development of the city, not merely 
lend it a quick imagability.

In the words of Felix Claus: 

Public building is asked to stand out. 
It represents society.… We want 
to build strong buildings because 
their strong presence could change 
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the environment.… It is an issue of 
content and not of images. There are 
too many images. It has to be about 
the content regarding social respon-
sibility. This has very much to do 
with urban design; durability.

Beyond addressing the present 
cycles of building, deterioration and 
rebuilding, architects and urban 
designers should refocus attention on 
the capacity of streets, squares and 
important public buildings to serve 
as organizing figures within a city. 
But several speakers offered a second 
reason for the longue durée. They iden-
tified public places and buildings as 
“sites par excellence,” where crucial 
collective issues such as sustainability 
can still be addressed.

Thus, in his lecture, Léon Krier 
argued that “the main concern of 
architects today should be the rela-
tion of building to available resources. 
The realm of public building is one 
of the most obvious terrains for an 
architect to consider these issues.” 
Several presenters also characterized 
the field of public space as one where 
architects can engage with broad 
social considerations beyond fleeting 
commercial logic.

Another important theme was 
multiplicity. While it is generally 
acknowledged that processes like 
“Disneyfication” and “Mediteraniza-
tion” create homogeneity in the use 
of space, de Solà-Morales, Tschumi, 
and Juhani Pallasmaa claimed that 
architects should aspire to strategies 
that offer room for the expression of 
difference—for the unexpected, oth-
erness, and the unknown.

Projects presented illustrated 
attempts to come to terms with these 
new principles. For example, Lieven 
de Boeck of Xaveer de Geyter Archi-
tects proposed a strategy for “After-
Sprawl.” As he claimed,

…the project presents an overview 
of a possible new spatial condition 
that can be created in the sprawl 
and be drawn from the inherent 
characteristics. After-sprawl aims 
to demonstrate that there can be a 
contemporary urbanity that is not 
founded on the classical dichotomy 
of the city and countryside. It 
finds possible ways to connect that 
urbanity to a public space based on 
a shared notion of perception and 
accessibility….”

A New Future for the 
Public Sphere

In general terms, participants in 
the Architectural Positions seminars 
confirmed the pleas of de Solà-
Morales, Secchi and Tschumi for a 
more nuanced approach to the design 
of public spaces. No doubt, defini-
tions of public and private are today 
shifting to give increasing impor-
tance to the private sphere. And, no 
doubt, the high expectations con-
cerning spectacle and image within 
the public realm will continue to 
create volatility within contemporary 
public programs.

Yet, despite—or exactly because 
of—the complex temporality of the 
present-day city, concern for the 
longue durée should be a key consid-
eration for contemporary architects 
working in the public sphere. The 
design of public spaces can provide 
an expansive décor for this alter-
nating life; it can offer a frame for 
public events and habits; and it can 
offer room for expression of differ-
ence. In short, it can create places 
for meeting and exchange—or in the 
words of Hannah Arendt, “action 
and speech.”13
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After Postmodernism: Readdressing the 
Role of Utopia in Urban Design and Planning
Tali Hatuka and Alexander D’Hooghe

The last few decades have brought massive political, eco-
nomic and social change to urban areas. Trends such as 
population growth, the rise of dual economies and oppres-
sive political regimes, and continued transnational migration 
have accelerated urbanization and caused urban resources 
and territories to become increasingly contested. The ques-
tion is, can urban design and planning respond effectively to 
these changes? And how do these changes affect places?

These questions need to be analyzed in the context of 
current theories and practices of urban design and plan-
ning. Beginning in the 1960s, many urban designers 
responded to the excesses of modernism by embracing 
such concepts as context, the quotidian, and multiplicity, 
and integrating them into design practice. Among plan-
ners, a similar assessment fueled development of a partici-
patory model, sometimes called “planning from below,” 
that expanded the range of participants in urban interven-
tions to include NGOs and social movements.

For many, therefore, urban design and planning dis-
course today is based on critical reassessment of actual 
places produced by the Modern Movement—which has, 
in turn, suggested alternative ideas about the relationship 
between socio-political space and design. But this opposi-
tion is seen as arising within a postcritical era, dominated by 
pragmatic approaches that emphasize materiality and tech-
nology and that view public spaces as arenas for spectacle.

This approach has been employed worldwide in urban 
design projects that regenerate city centers through the 
selling of place image within a tourist economy. Examples 
include the celebrated Schouwburgplein square in Rotter-
dam (West 8), the Guggenheim Museum in Bilbao (Frank 
Gehry), Parc de la Villette in Paris (Bernard Tschumi), 
and Fremont Street in Las Vegas (Jon Jerde). Such projects 
celebrate the global economy and downplay local political 
agendas, developing technological strategies in lieu of real 
engagement with urbanization issues.1 For better or worse, 
Mark Dorian has argued, the rhetoric of crisis that charac-
terized the urban design discourse of the 1960s and 70s has 
almost disappeared.2 Unfortunately, most current projects 
employ the language of multiplicities, differences and 
flexibility, but are unable to critically address important 
changes in cities and their urbanizing regions.

A similar decline in the critical assessment of space is appar-
ent in planning discourse. Today, public-sector planning relies 
on nongovernment organizations that operate “from below” 
to produce alternative plans for market-based development. As 
recently argued by Bishwapriya Sanyal, this reliance has a 
side effect—namely, it diverts attention from public-sector 
mechanisms essential to social development and change.3

Planning from below has also shifted professional focus 
from the object itself (i.e., the city) to action-oriented par-
ticipatory approaches such as advocacy and communicative 
planning.4 These strategies, which map the requirements 
of different groups, deal primarily with distribution of 
resources, and operate within an existing order. As a result, 
the planning process has become a matter of inclusive negoti-
ation, and can no longer foster macro-visions of social justice.

In summary, then, by focusing entirely on the concrete 
and pragmatic, the urban design and planning professions 
have dissociated themselves from universal questions. Fur-
thermore, this is happening at the exact moment when 
these questions are resurfacing. Such a situation obliges us 
to reflect on what has been achieved and what has been 
lost through the engagement with postmodern discourse. 
We argue here that a reformulation of urban ideals and a 
resurgence of visions of the utopian are crucial to the 
future of cities.

The Utopian Debate
How is it possible that the utopian vision has vanished in 

this most urbanized epoch? How can we justify distancing 
ourselves from this discourse at a time when urban resources 
and territories are becoming increasingly contested?

One departure point for a discussion of the utopian 
debate is the work of Thomas More, who in 1516 defined 
utopia as both the “good place” and “no place.”5 However, 
debates around the idea have existed since Aristotle argued 
that Plato’s ideal society was a false model on which to base 
the construction of political theory.6 Aristotle’s view was 
that only critical assessment of existing social and political 
realities could improve society.

More recently, Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels coined 
the term “Socialist Utopia” to dismiss the idealized com-
munities of Claude Henri Saint-Simon, Charles Fourier, 
and Robert Owen. They were concerned that these “escap-
ist” movements, with their optimistic views of human 
nature and predictions for a better future, would strengthen 
resistance to Marxism—or Scientific Socialism.7

Conversely, however, other theorists have argued that 
the utopian promise is a prerequisite for social change. In 
The Principle of Hope, Ernst Bloch described how utopian 
thinking has contributed to the development of society.8 
But he differentiated between abstract utopias unembed-
ded in reality, and concrete utopias grounded in the pos-
sible. To Bloch, utopia was a horizon, a place beyond reach 
but within view. By aspiring to it, people could become 
active in the production of a better world.

In an effort to overcome utopia’s negative totalitar-
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ian connotations, Karl Mannheim also sought to refine 
understanding of the term. He described utopia as a 
means through which groups understand the world, a 
process based on mental constructions (dreams, fantasies, 
symbols).9 Every period in history has produced ideas that 
transcend the existing order, he argued, but these do not 
function as utopias; they were, rather, ideologies that inte-
grated the worldview of the period. Such ideologies become 
dangerous totalitarian movements only when certain groups 
attempt to embody these “wish-images” in actual conduct.

In urban design and planning the utopian debate is 
far from academic; it is embedded in actual projects that 
people and societies still inhabit, and with which we still 
struggle. On one side, opponents of utopian thinking 
such as Robert Venturi, Denise Scott Brown, Jane Jacobs, 
Kenneth Frampton, and Aldo Rossi argue that utopian 
ideals require totalitarian coercion and physical deter-
minism. For them, “utopia” implies static strategies with 
social and economic definitions, organized in physical 
space. Ebenezer Howard’s Garden City and Le Corbus-
ier’s Ville Radieuse were twentieth-century examples of 
such utopian visions.

Opponents of utopia often use Brasília as an example 
of the disempowering dialectic of utopian visions.10 The 
plan of Brasília (intended for only five hundred thousand 
inhabitants) envisioned that all classes would live together 
in harmony. But Brasilia now has more than two million 
inhabitants, the vast majority of whom live in either satel-
lite towns or squatter settlements outside the area of the 
official “Pilot Plan” (which now houses mostly the elite). 
For critics, the failure of a utopian scheme derives from its 
contradictory logic—i.e., utopia is intended to control and 
stabilize social processes, but in order to be fulfilled these 
processes must inevitably remain dynamic.11

On the other side of the utopian debate in urban design 
and planning, however, advocates such as Susan Fainstein 
and John Friedmann argue that ideal visions remain an 
essential catalyst for any kind of social development. Thus, 
conceptions such as a “Just City” or a “Good City” must be 
central to both theory and practice.12

As Fainstein has said, “today planning is mostly char-
acterized by modesty. Despite some exceptions, especially 
the advocates for the New Urbanism, most planners and 
academic commentators argue that visionaries should not 
impose their views upon the public.”

Such commentators believe that skepticism deeply 
imbues contemporary planning efforts, as typified by 
resistance to much-needed comprehensive new models 
for urban development.

The Contemporary Paradox
Late-twentieth-century assessments that modernist 

projects erected in the name of utopian ideals were massive 
failures have largely silenced contemporary utopian dis-
course. Postmodern opponents of such “visioning” have 
instead championed everyday life and celebrated a con-
sumer society.13 Such an anti-utopian stance, however, 
raises important questions. Can a discourse on the every-
day provide more than an aestheticization of urbanity? 
Does a corresponding architecture of the everyday merely 
legitimate the use of spatial resources without social vision?

Hyper-engagement with these issues has resulted in 
an acute disengagement between lived experience and 
imagined space. Within the design disciplines, Bernard 
Tschumi has written, this has created a paradox, as archi-
tects and other designers have been unable to reconcile 
their need to address everyday life with a wish to engage 
abstract concepts in pursuit of alternatives.14 This paradox 
is conspicuous in the polarization of contemporary Ameri-
can (and European) practice: one group is committed to 
social change, but ignores questions of form and material; 
another is committed to technology, computation and 
morphology, but ignores social issues.

Such extreme polarization has caused a detachment 
between form and social meaning, resulting in distorted 
communication. Theoretically, the socially oriented pro-
fessionals are able to operate beyond the boundaries of the 
discipline, while the second group only operates within the 
boundaries of spatial form, presenting a limited reading of 
the city and its inhabitants, and thus marginalizing archi-
tectural practice. But, at the end of the day, both groups 
fail to articulate a meaningful vision, and thus also fail to 
significantly influence practice.

As an alternative, we argue that creativity and utopian 
visions are indivisible, and that their integration is essen-
tial for the progress of humanity. As Frederic Jameson has 
said, postmodern life is characterized by the fragmentation 
of history, leading to the vanquishing of humanity’s hope 
for the future.15 In other words, it is difficult to keep alive, 
however feebly, the possibility of socio-political culture 
without an “alternate” or utopian vision of society.

We do not believe that a revival of utopian thinking 
necessarily means a return to static concepts. Rather, it may 
involve new ways of using such vision as a tool for social 
change. As David Harvey has written, without utopian 
vision, capitalism produces landscapes appropriate to its 
own dynamics, which are destroyed and rebuilt over and 
over again.16 Only by conceptualizing utopia, with all its 
limitations, can we hope to create an alternative discourse.
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Utopia as Methodology
How do current engagements with utopia look? How 

can utopia address the needs of the contemporary metrop-
olis? Can urban designers and planners mediate between 
the polar extremes of the mundane and the utopian, 
between daily action and wider vision? How can utopian 
models be useful in the design and development of places?

We suggest that a methodology based on thinking about 
and designing visionary places may free planners and design-
ers from the pragmatic and allow critique and revision. As 
an approximation of what Ernest Bloch has called “concrete 
utopia,” such an approach might contribute to the invention 
of new forms and ideas that could influence our actual future.

Such a utopian methodology may be particularly useful 
to three specific areas of inquiry: finding new ways to deal 
with highly conflicted urban situations; inventing ideal 
forms to help structure cities by giving formal expression 
to socio-political ideals; and creating new forms of afford-
able housing that address both population growth and 
ecological crisis.

The Just Jerusalem Project. One example of a new plan-
ning methodology that employs utopian thinking is being 
implemented with sponsorship from the Massachusetts 
Institute of Technology. The Just Jerusalem Project seeks 
to create a new intellectual space for urban problem-
solving in systemically complex and contested urban 
environments.17 A key component of the project is a com-
mitment to interdisciplinary learning and problem-solving, 
based on a belief that innovations frequently emanate from 
such a mode of inquiry and action.

The project emerged, in part, from the sense that a new 
approach was needed to the future of Jerusalem, one that 
could transcend the present constraints imposed by nation-
states, especially those within which it is historically embed-
ded. In ethnically or religiously diverse urban locales like 
Jerusalem the superimposition of nationalist projects and 
aspirations has frequently fanned the flames of aggression 
and violent conflict. Could concerted efforts to think about 
the social, political, economic or spatial practices that would 
“emancipate” this city from nationalist blueprints be a solu-
tion? Could they, at the very least, create a partial founda-
tion for greater tolerance, and perhaps even peace?18

In this context, the project’s call to envision the outlines 
of social peace in Jerusalem in 2050 is not intended to 
replace efforts to develop a new formal order there. Rather, 
the two aims are intended to be inextricably intertwined 
and mutually reinforcing. However, the introduction of a 
utopian methodology requires new modes of thinking—
which is precisely the aim of the project.

Such methodological action and visioning are especially 
relevant to the conflicted reality of contemporary cities. 
Today’s urban warfare often transcends occasional epi-
sodes of violence to produce ongoing, tragic campaigns 
of bombing and destruction.19 However, by perceiving of 
the underlying political conflicts only at a national level, 
disconnected from socio-spatial vision, we often only exac-
erbate them. There is a fundamental contradiction here: 
although this way of seeing exposes social complexity, it 
also blocks the implementation of social change.

According to Just Jerusalem Project coordina-
tor Diane Davis, the goal of projecting vision into the 
future is to create space for discussion and for the kind 
of action that may be impossible while immersed in day-
to-day struggles. In short, the project seeks to look to 
the future to create normative and discursive spaces for 
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change in the present. And it seeks to do this through a 
juried international competition and the establishment 
of a public platform for articulating a new vision. The 
key question is: Is it possible to address the fragmenta-
tion of modern society and also generate a vision that 
will include pluralities—across all boundaries—without 
erasing them?

Certainly, it will be difficult to bridge between a sin-
gular new utopian vision and the inherent plurality of 
society. But, as Davis argues, this is a process that intensi-
fies voices, which is in itself a form of democracy. Perhaps 
this can also help define the role of the planner searching 
for the just city. Thus, the question here is not whether 
the project will be implemented, but how a process of 
envisioning can develop the discourse of place and chal-
lenge contemporary beliefs.

The Ideal Figures Project. Another promising methodol-
ogy for articulating utopian impulses involves the use of 
ideal figures as an alternative to traditional urban master 
planning. Conceptualizing utopia in this way does not aim 
at the total transformation of a city—only at the reconfigu-
ration of certain fragments, which can then be experienced 
as whole within themselves.

The power of ideal figures is that they are consciously 
bounded. Indeed, their failure to achieve hegemony across 
a larger territory is what guarantees their strength as 
symbols. In real terms, an ideal figure may be composed of 

Above: Waiting, Jerusalem, 2006. Is it possible to generate a vision that will include 

all pluralities—across all boundaries—without erasing them, to construct a bridge 

between singular vision and society’s plurality? Photos by Tali Hatuka.
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segments of infrastructure, public space, and one or several 
buildings; it is a crystallized microcosm of an entire city on 
a controlled and nontotalizing scale.

Jose Louis Sert called such projects “civic complexes” 
because they concentrated the essential elements of urban 
life.20 He envisaged only one such core in each city, but our 
view would embrace a plurality of them—each embody-
ing as radically as possible its own conception of the city. 
As a finite figure, each such complex would leave plenty of 
room for others—in fact, it would evoke other differing 
and conflicting ideals. And as an assemblage of them, the 
overall structure of the city would express not compromise, 
but the coexistence of incompatible elements. The point, 
then, is to actively stage the last actual utopia of our time: 
that of difference itself—pluralism as a celebration of dif-
fering, yet coexisting value systems.

The illustrations in this and the following page show 
three different ideal figures superimposed onto the urban 
fabric of Brussels. Each contained the ideals of a certain 
time and agency; but each also proclaimed intention more 
than enacted reality. The Catholic Church embarked on 
the Basilica project at a time when Catholic hegemony in 
Belgium had not been achieved; the Administration City 
was conceived before the welfare state became a reality. 
But in both cases, an urban design project served to crystal-
lize and articulate larger utopian intentions.

The illustrations on pages 26 and 27 were drawn when 
the author was preparing a project for several of low-
income New York City suburbs in New Jersey. Rather 
than basing their form on extensive analysis of the existing 
situation, they are to be read as attempts to formulate an 
ideal: a resurgent welfare state in America’s poorer suburbs. 
Like Brussels’ realized figures, they are, at the moment of 
their inception, statements of intention, voiced through 
the form and the program. Thus they become vectors of a 
potentially alternative future.

Imagining such an alternative future is possibly only by 
distancing oneself from the constraints of the pragmatic 
and the consensual. Thus, a different socioeconomic 
regime had first to be conceptualized, one where the 
market has given some territory back to direct govern-
ment intervention. While this is unthinkable currently in 
America, it is almost a matter of consensus in other capital-
ist economies in Western Europe and Southeast Asia.

From a methodological point of view such projects are 
related to the ideas of late-nineteenth-century German 
Romanticism. Friedrich Schelling, Robert Vischer, 
Wilhelm Worringer, and others defined the symbol as an 
ideal aesthetic category whose meaning is contained within 

its own formal structure. Such a symbol could operate as a 
prelinguistic ideogram or ”schema,” and capture, describe 
and summarize an entire narrative. Importantly, German 
symbolist theory was not one of linguistics, but rather a 
normative aesthetic theory of the sublime. Because the 
ideogram opened up content beyond words—without 
any existing outside referent, each figure could access the 
sublime in its own way.

When applying symbolist theory to urban design, the 
result is a form of public space that proclaims and describes 
its own order. Each fragment thus produced presents a 
desired destiny for the entire city; but each is also contra-
dicted by adjacent figures and remains only a small frag-
ment of the urbanized territory. Such radical pluralism 
may bring to mind Colin Rowe and Fred Koetter’s Collage 

City. But Rowe envisaged the entire city as a collage of 
fragments. His concept was holistic, whereas the Ideal 
Figures Project rejects any wholesale formal strategy that 
might unleash the totalitarian drive within the utopian 
instinct. Furthermore, Collage City had a distinctly anti-
modernist tone: against modernism’s totality, it produced 
its own. The Ideal Figures Project is essentially motivated 
by late-modernist principles, and its inception is already 
evident in some of the work of Sert, Louis Kahn, and 
others. Kahn’s well-known project for Philadelphia, for 
instance, constituted no less than an ideal figure meant 
to reconstitute the city’s downtown in the wake of the 
onslaught of the automobile.

The price we must pay here is to relinquish desire to 
make a form an explicit expression of people’s desires. For 
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it is exactly that kind of naïve thinking about form, without 
any insight into the principles of aesthetic cognition, that 
has halted the utopian in its tracks for the last forty years. 
The form must liberate itself from any reification, imita-
tion or narration of the social structures upon which it is 
built. Instead, it must be read as a prophecy, a statement of 
what could yet still come.

This method thus does not seek to “install” a new social 
order; thus it also avoids the pitfalls of the utopian tradi-
tion in planning. But it does place the utopian front and 
center—as a means to allow various conceptions of differ-
ing orders to begin to appear, parallel to the existing one.

Affordable Housing. A utopian methodology may 
also play a key role in creating new forms of affordable 
housing. Disregarded recently due to the focus on the 

regeneration of cities by means of a leisure economy, the 
search for low-cost housing is, nonetheless, one of the 
traditional roles of urban planning. The paradox is that 
this neglect for new models and visionary housing envi-
ronments has arisen in history’s most urbanized epoch, 
at a time of complex superimposition of capitalist forces 
(global and local) and transnational migration. Yet in the 
United States, the demolition of large 1960s-era housing 
projects has likewise not solved the social problems of 
cities like Detroit, Chicago or Newark.

As Lawrence Vale has shown, the history of housing the 
poor embodies ambivalence between self-interest and obli-
gation, punishment and reward, social assistance and social 
control, and individualism and community.21 Poverty is 
often perceived as a public threat. The key question today 

is whether the architecture and planning professions can 
address the socioeconomic aspect of the problem and suggest 
new design models, without falling into the deterministic 
trap of the 1960s. The controversial program HOPE VI, 
which has financed the demolition and redevelopment of 
numerous public projects in cities across the U.S., could be 
used as a departure point for thinking and designing “public 
neighborhoods” rather then as housing projects only.22

A methodology involving concrete utopias could be 
used here to help advocacy groups and committed profes-
sionals reunderstand the world through the development 
of mental constructions (dreams, fantasies, symbols) and 
new spatial configurations embedded in feasible economi-
cal contexts. The goal would be to readdress interrelation-
ships among spatial form, public institutions, and poverty. 

Isolation or neglect of any of these dimensions will lead 
to the marginalization of the design professions. But a 
new utopianism may help shift discussion from assessing 
modernist housing environments as failures to developing 
practical new forms of affordable housing.

Opposite: The Koekelberg Basilica in Brussels, 1890-1935. The ideal form of a 

triumphant, hegemonic Catholic Church, bringing stability when all that is solid 

melts into air.

Above left: Administrative City Headquarters in Brussels. The ideal form of the 

welfare state captured in a single complex, 1950s.

Above right: Sequence of plazas in Brussels, nineteenth century. The ideal form of 

the nineteenth-century bourgeois public sphere captured in a sequence of secular 

monumental spaces, with the public space defined by its private constituents. 

Drawings by Alexander D’Hooghe and Neeraj Bhatia.
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Places of Tomorrow 
The design professions play significant roles in demar-

cating spatial order and negotiating and mediating among 
contesting forces. As a methodology for thinking about 
places, reengagement with utopian ideas may allow the pro-
fessions to better address this social and political covenant.

Utopian thinking can be seen as a method of creating 
change, a different awareness; a critique of how we live, of 
our thinking; and as a methodology for negotiating all of 
these. In this regard, the utopian will cease to be pertinent 
when it no longer serves as a catalyst for change in our 
urban environments or an influence on other actions.

How should the authors of utopian visions arrive at 
their dialectic, and to what do they need to attend? The 
tools of the designer are her/his mental constructions and 

those of others (dreams, fantasies, symbols), as well as 
revised spatial configurations, embedded in an economic 
context. Nothing is new. Innovation should derive from the 
problem addressed, and from awareness of the socio-politi-
cal state of today’s cities.

It is clear that this mode of thinking encompasses its 
own determinations, closures and authority. However, 
the design praxis (whether utopian or other) is about con-
fronting the dialectic of “either/or.” It might be, as Robert 
Venturi has suggested, that the place itself is compounded 
of “both/and,” but the product of design is an accumula-
tion of concrete decisions about inclusions and exclusions 
of groups, forms, symbols. This is always the case, and it 
is inevitable. Thus, when applying utopia to the concrete, 
the discrepancy between ideal and reality may well be enor-
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mous. Nevertheless, the aim should be to move beyond 
assessment of the utopian as mere success or failure, to 
embrace it as a tool for mediating between contesting 
forces, interests and communities. 

 Unfortunately, a paralyzing anti-utopianism has iso-
lated the design professions from ongoing social problems. 
What will happen if we continue in our refusal to address 
contemporary issues through visionary devices? In that 
case, the design professions will cease to actively participate 
in influencing the social order.

By embracing the idea of utopia as a method of thinking 
and acting, the professions can regain their authority. And 
by applying the utopian methodology to concrete prob-
lems, the urban designer, planner and architect can become 
engaged in contemporary social struggles. By releasing the 
practitioner, at least initially, from market interests and 
ideologies he/she may invent the new forms of our social 
environment.
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A Good Time for Cities
Ken Greenberg

Editors Note: This article is adapted from a keynote presenta-
tion to the 2006 Mayors Institute on City Design West, held in 
Berkeley, California.

The current state of play in terms of cities is, in many ways, 
auspicious. Great challenges remain—particularly fiscal 
imbalances—and certainly, these cannot be ignored. But it 
is important to recognize what a encouraging time this is, 
with considerable reinvestment occurring in city centers.

Several positive conditions underlie these circum-
stances. To begin, there is today a vast reservoir of strategi-
cally located obsolescent land in the hearts of our cities. 
This consists largely of disused former port, railway, 
waterfront and industrial properties. Significant strides in 
environmental cleanup are creating tremendous opportu-
nities for growth and transformation using this land.

Demographic shifts are also underway. Urban house-
holds are diversifying, and immigration—from both sur-
rounding areas and other countries—is bringing new life 
and energy to cities. The result is a partial reversal of the 
post-World War II urban exodus. It is also now widely 

acknowledged that cities are generators of wealth, espe-
cially as the shift continues to a knowledge-based economy.

This renewed desire for city life has been coupled with 
something equally important—a better understanding 
of how cities actually work. In both professional and lay 
circles we have a better understanding of the role of differ-
ent timeframes in the life of a city. And we have abandoned 
simplistic planning models based on the separation of uses, 
on mechanistic organization, and come to a more ecologi-
cal understanding. That this view is now shared so broadly 
makes work on cities—city-building—inherently easier.

New resources and approaches to planning and urban 
design have emerged from these conditions. Design engage-
ment is no longer seen as a cosmetic layer applied after the 
big decisions are made, but as fundamental problem-solving. 
At the intersection of economy, community and environ-
ment there is now a market for great integrating concepts 
about the city. This need goes beyond numbers and defi-
nitions to real appreciation for the city’s physicality—for 
the qualities of space and place. This has in turn brought 
renewed public interest and confidence in the role of design.
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