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    “We do not inherit the earth from our ancestors; we borrow it from our children.”


  






Introduction


In 1800, fewer than one in ten people lived in a city. London, the most populated city in the world after Beijing, had 850,000 inhabitants, Paris 550,000, New York fewer than 80,000. Today, 55 percent of the world’s population, just over four billion people, lives in cities. The world counts about thirty cities with more than ten million inhabitants, most of them in Asia.

By 2050, probably more than two-thirds of humanity will live in cities. Nearly 6.5 billion men, women, and children—2.5 billion more than today—will share large urban areas with tens of millions of other inhabitants. Most of this growth will take place in Asia and sub-Saharan Africa.

In one century—from 1950 to 2050—the world’s urban population will have increased from 750 million to more than 6.5 billion. Since the first urban settlements in Mesopotamia around 4000 B.C., the movement of people toward cities has been the largest migration in the history of mankind. The human species has mutated toward Homo urbanus—the urban human, gradually displaced from its original environment of forests, fields, and villages to take root in a world of stone and concrete.

This unquenchable thirst for the city is the fruit of both necessity and desire. The city has always been a formidable crossroads for the exchange of information and for interaction among human beings. It is in cities and their universities that ideas, innovations, and new technologies have been produced. It is in city streets and suburbs that revolutions have arisen to change the histories of civilizations and empires. The city is a place of light, celebration, encounters, work, knowledge, money, ideas, creation, culture, and modernity. According to a 2018 McKinsey study, the six hundred largest cities on the planet create more than 60 percent of the world’s GDP and represent a large part of its accumulated wealth and heritage. However, the hundreds of millions of city dwellers (estimated to reach one billion by 2050) crowded into slums, driven by poverty and isolation, actually choose the city out of necessity. As its ghostly stokers, they can only glimpse the city’s glitter from afar.

This forced march toward urbanization, in both the past and the present, poses a whole series of problems. The first is the ability of cities to offer their inhabitants the infrastructure and services that create acceptable—and, at best, pleasant—living conditions. The second relates to what has come to be known as a city’s “environmental footprint.” According to UN studies, cities consume 78 percent of the world’s energy and produce 70 percent of greenhouse gas emissions. The third is the very conditions of urban life in terms of safety, social balance, public health, and mobility. These problems are more or less acute depending on the city, region, country, and continent. The challenges facing, for example, Jakarta, Delhi, Paris, New York, and Shanghai are different in nature. In some urban areas of Africa and Asia, essential services—such as access to drinking water, sanitation, and safe housing—are not provided for all inhabitants as they generally are in European and North American cities.

Even here in Europe, the urban model would appear to be losing steam. The allure of the city is being called into question. The COVID-19 crisis has revealed the fragility of this model and aroused in many urbanites a desire to go elsewhere—to seek out nature and the countryside—that not all of them will fulfill. All of this reveals an ever-growing discomfort with the current conditions of urban life: too much pollution, too much noise, precarious housing, overly expensive or overly cramped housing, mobility difficulties, stress, social tensions...

However, it would be a mistake to think that the urbanization movement will stop. On the contrary, France—like many other countries—is moving toward a model of territorial organization based on metropolises managed by people who aspire to make them “desirable” again. Reflections on the “sustainable city,” the “smart city,” and the “peaceful city” are emerging from all sides. There is a desire to reform the urban model as we know it, as it has been forged over the past decades. This will be no easy task, as trying to design tomorrow’s city is not a question of starting from scratch. Cities exist: they are the product of many layers of history, the fruit of several urban-planning models that have been superimposed and intermingled, and we must come to terms with this, as the past cannot be wiped out.

Rethinking the city means positioning it to meet the climatic, environmental, technological, and societal challenges it will face so that the “desire for the city” is rekindled and the “metropolis” continues to play its role as a creator of economic, social, cultural, and environmental value in the service of sustainable and inclusive growth.

The purpose of this book is to propose this new approach to the city. It is not the work of an urban planner, architect, or political leader, but that of a business leader, the head of a company intimately involved in developing the city’s fabric through the new technologies it implements, particularly in the field of construction. It is also the work of a traveler who, over the last few decades, has witnessed the growth of many cities around the world and drawn from personal observation the lessons he wishes to contribute to global thinking on the city of tomorrow.

My aim is to address three major questions: Why did humanity choose, from the outset, to “make a city,” and what have cities produced in the history of mankind? Why have we tired of this model today? What can be changed in order to revive that desire and transform the city into a new object, friendly to people and the environment? This last question is crucial, because it will involve profound changes in our ways of living, producing, exchanging, and connecting.

I believe in the future of the city. Despite the lessons of the COVID-19 crisis, I see few credible alternatives, and certainly have no faith in a kind of reverse rural exodus; besides, were this to happen, we would find ourselves in the absurd logic expressed in his time by Alphonse Allais, who proposed building cities in the countryside “because the air is cleaner there.” While I am convinced that our urban model must change, this does not mean destroying old cities to build new ones. We must transform them from within, without denying the traces of history they still bear. The city must meet two essential criteria: to reduce its overall carbon footprint, and to offer its inhabitants a comfortable living environment, in the broadest sense of the term. The first point means the city must gradually reduce its dependence on the automobile and adopt “clean mobility” systems; it also means embarking on a vigorous effort to environmentally renovate buildings in order to drastically reduce their CO2 emissions, and introducing vegetation into the city in all possible forms. The comfort of the inhabitants will be greatly improved if these two proposals are implemented. But we must not overlook one of the essential functions of the city: to be a place for exchanges, meetings, and dialogue. Preserving and strengthening this function requires rethinking the organization of the city itself to promote social diversity and inclusion. The project is vast in its ambition, but its implementation can be delayed no longer if we want our children, and their children, to be able to flourish in urban spaces that meet their needs.







CHAPTER 1

All the lights in the world


Cities with deserted streets, emptied of all human presence. A view of the end of the world, evoking science fiction films in which human beings are brutally erased from the surface of the Earth by some mysterious catastrophe. Between March and May 2020, and with a mixture of amazement and disbelief, we all watched these live images, filmed in Paris, London, Rome, Barcelona, Munich, Berlin, Jerusalem, New York, Calcutta, La Paz, San Francisco, and Wuhan, to name but a few. No matter how hard we search, we can find no precedent for this singular situation—except perhaps in Paris on June 14, 1940, when Nazi troops entered a city empty of its two million inhabitants (though on that day the bookstalls on the banks of the Seine remained open). Even if they revealed their beauty and the richness of their historical and monumental heritage, these ghost towns, surrounded by highways and empty airports, expressed their fragility in the face of an invisible enemy. Colossi with feet of clay against the pandemic. They also revealed the extent to which their role in the economic, social, and cultural life of our societies was predominant. Certainly, as we will see later, COVID-19 is not the only disease to have confronted great cities. But, even more than in the past, the dominance of the urban model in today’s world exposes it to the risk of paralyzing the entire economy when a great city is unable to function normally. Hence the current debates questioning the future of the city, because the epidemic revealed not only a health issue but also all the fractures that can weaken urban societies.


Uruk, the legendary city of Mesopotamia

When I began writing this book, I had not planned to delve into the history of cities; this subject has been explored many times by professional historians. My subject is the city of today and tomorrow—but a city is not an industrial product, one that begins on a drawing board and comes out of the factory looking handsome and new. Indeed, I couldn’t imagine the city of tomorrow without taking a closer look at the city of yesterday—and even the day before yesterday, especially since I’ve always loved history. So I asked myself a very simple question: when and why did humans feel the need to gather in large numbers and build cities? Remembering my history and geography classes, I realized that almost everything in them centered around cities. Some notable cities have ruled empires, like Rome, Lisbon, Madrid, and Vienna. Others have ruled world trade, like Venice, Amsterdam, and Hamburg. Still others were the result of the political will of a sovereign, a desire to leave in history the indelible trace of his reign, like St. Petersburg. Finally, other cities, such as Florence or Paris, have been symbols of artistic creation and intelligence. But which city appeared first—and why at that particular time and place?

In a fascinating book, Metropolis,1 the British essayist Ben Wilson answers these questions by evoking the legendary city of Uruk, formed in 5000 BC, which was, before even the biblical sites, the first real city in the world and which remained the most populated for at least a millennium. Situated in ancient Mesopotamia, between the Tigris and Euphrates rivers, it consecrated the golden age of Mesopotamian civilization. Historians have long wondered why the inhabitants of this region gathered in this location. The climatic conditions were not very favorable; the rains were rare, and the land was dry. But it was precisely these difficulties that pushed human beings to collaborate in digging canals, irrigating the arid land, and, triumphing over adversity in an effort to gain the protection of their deities. Agriculture, the breeding of cattle, the building of temples, and the pooling of labor were the key elements that contributed to the founding of Uruk, which in its splendor was surrounded by a high wall and moats fed from the waters of the Euphrates. The town was made up of a network of narrow, interconnecting streets lined with houses opening onto interior gardens, populated by several tens of thousands of inhabitants as well as free-roaming elephants, buffaloes, donkeys, goats, dogs, and ibexes.

The site was rediscovered in the middle of the nineteenth century by an English geologist. Archaeologists subsequently discovered that around 3000 BC Uruk extended over 230 hectares, that the arts flourished there, and that the city was dominated by a group of monumental temples. Wilson also explains that it is in Uruk that the oldest written tablets from Mesopotamia were discovered, accrediting both the legend that writing was invented there and the thesis that invention can be born only of a gathering of humans, eager to communicate and exchange ideas with each other. In one of the oldest texts of ancient literature, The Epic of Gilgamesh (probably written circa 2100 BC), there is reference to a legendary hero of the Sumerian period, Enkidu, a wild man who lives in harmony with nature, in the company of wild animals—until he meets a young woman, Shamat, who is bathing in a pond. She attracts him to Uruk after describing the thousand and one wonders of the city, where the inhabitants are richly dressed, dance, share sumptuous meals, drink beer; where one can meet the most beautiful women and see the finest works of art. I was surprised that already, in this early period of human history, the opposition between nature and the city was clear. Enkidu symbolizes the primitive state of mankind in all its harshness, but also the freedom of natural life. Shamat embodies the sophistication and seduction of urban culture, which alone allows humans to surpass themselves, to express their talents and powers. The wild man is thus civilized by contact with the city, though he remains in danger of being corrupted and seduced—the corrupting city is thus an idea as old as the world, or almost. This story, which mixes and opposes nature and city, foretells those of the Bible, written somewhat later. Indeed, the Bible begins with a description of the Garden of Eden, and the cities of the book of Genesis, whether Babel or Sodom, evoke the dark sides of urbanization and human settlements. By contrast, the New Testament finishes at the end of the Book of Revelation with the description of Jerusalem on High, the heavenly city, the ultimate human destiny under the figure of a city where the whole of humanity is assembled in love and participates in fullness in the life of God.




From Byblos to Carthage, the empire of the Phoenicians and then the Romans

In the meantime, while taking a broad look at the evolution of urban civilization, I was struck by the importance of the economy and commercial exchanges in the formation and development of cities, an idea that interests me greatly as a business leader. This explains the emergence of the great stock of seafarers and entrepreneurs that the Phoenicians produced during the first millennium BC. From their homeland (present-day Lebanon), they established a series of maritime cities all around the Mediterranean, from Byblos to Carthage, from the west coast of Morocco to Cadiz and Lisbon, exchanging olive oil, perfumes, fabrics, silver, gold, copper, and ivory—even as far as Babylon and Nineveh. Phoenician sailors ventured far out into the Atlantic Ocean to capture cargoes of murex, the carnivorous marine gastropods from which they extracted a dye—“Tyre purple,” the color of royalty—for the high priests of Babylon and the other great cities of the region. In their pursuit of this sea animal, which had to be caught in large quantities, the Phoenicians created designs for cities along the Atlantic coast.

Following this, in the wake of the Phoenicians, large ports were developed around the Mediterranean: Athens, Alexandria, and Byblos. The city then became an economic center, a hub of the most diverse transactions; it learned cosmopolitanism, and writing became a tool for exchange. Several centuries before our era, the Greeks laid the foundations for a network of cities in the Aegean Sea, Asia Minor, and as far as the French coast, where they settled with a Ligurian tribe to found what is today the city of Marseille. Etruscan merchants then began to build their own cities in the Po Valley and Tuscany. A little further south, on the banks of the Tiber, a Latin-speaking group, living in huts on Mount Palatine, drained the marshes and began to build a city they called Rome. This city, writes Wilson, “was the result of ideas that arrived by ship from across the Mediterranean.” I remember from my high school days that Greek civilization spread throughout southern Europe thanks to a vast constellation of nearly a thousand cities perched on the coasts and islands of the Mediterranean—“like frogs around a pond,” as Plato put it. These cities were open to foreign influences from Asia, Egypt, Mesopotamia, Persia, favoring the spread of new theories in navigation, astronomy, medicine, and philosophy. The administration of these cities gave rise to the formulation of a true political philosophy, which the Greeks called polis—a concept proposing the bases for the political, religious, military, and economic organization of the free citizens forming these new urban communities.

This philosophy deeply marked Western thought for centuries. I know the city of Washington, D.C. quite well and learned there that many of its buildings resemble Greek or Roman temples because James Madison, fourth president of the United States (1809–1817), wanted the architecture of the capital to recall the force and influence of the ancient cities. Madison elaborated the main principles of the American Constitution (through the Federalist Papers, published between 1787 and 1788), influenced by his studies of the ancient republics and confederations of Rome (of course), but also the Amphictyonic League of Delphi (in the sixth century BC) and the Lycian Confederation in Asia Minor, which had developed the proportional voting system.

With a few exceptions, I have noticed that the genealogy of cities, especially in Europe, is very old. They were almost all born under the Roman Empire—obviously not just by chance. In Gaul, in Germania, and in England, it was the desire of the elite among the conquered peoples to adopt a more sophisticated way of life, to access the Latin concept of cultus (synonymous with refinement and sophistication) and break with the vulgarity of the rusticitas—leading to the creation of cities. The Roman Empire was also made up of a network of cities, military and administrative centers built on the Mediterranean model and linked together by roads and bridges. In Gaul, the Via Agrippa linked Arles to Boulogne-Sur-Mer via Lyon and Amiens; the Via Domitia linked Spain and Narbonne to Briançon. In England, Germania, Spain, and the Balkans, proper road networks connected the main urban centers of the Empire. The Gallo-Roman Lutetia (now Paris) had nearly ten thousand inhabitants, concentrated on the Île de la Cité and the left bank of the Seine. Wealthy families lived in villas built on the Roman model, the city boasted an amphitheater, thermal baths, and a forum (on the present-day Montagne Sainte-Geneviève); it owes its economic expansion to the corporation of the Nautes, who ruled over river traffic (as represented on the capital’s coat of arms). Londinium, founded in 43 AD after the invasion of England by Emperor Claudius, quickly became an important center of trade with the Roman provinces of the continent—“enormously frequented by merchants and merchant ships,” as Tacitus writes in his Annals.




The golden age of the Hanseatic League

It was largely on this network of road infrastructures and merchant cities that the great cities of the Middle Ages were developed and where a first wave of urbanization took place. In the thirteenth century, Paris was the largest city in the Christian West, with more than two hundred thousand inhabitants. A new urban population grew up around the cathedrals and castles, whose construction brought thousands of workers into the city alongside the emergence of a new class of bourgeois encouraged by the economic boom and the development of trade guilds. Such expansion of population pushed back the old city limits and thus, between the eleventh and twelfth centuries, Paris was equipped with three walled enclosures before Louis XIII built a fourth during the Thirty Years War (1618–1648).

The city and its economy, the urban center and its productive activities, are deeply intertwined. If cities develop, it is because they become true economic and commercial centers, serving religious and political needs as well. If we look briefly at the economic history of cities, we discover that this relationship was consolidated beginning with the formation of trade guilds in the twelfth and thirteenth centuries, probably distant heirs of Gallo-Roman professional organizations. The Parisian guilds for water merchants in 1121 and for butchers in 1162, and the drapers’ guild in Valenciennes in 1167, were among the first to appear. And from the twelfth century onward, the authority and activities of these guilds were codified to form a set of regulations whose essential provisions prevailed until 1791. This period was marked by a strong growth in activity, and thus by the development of cities; the agricultural age was gradually replaced by the age of urban civilization and industry, in which town halls and market halls were built. This was also the time when the Hanseatic League was founded and trade between Germany and northern Italy intensified. Craftsmen grouped together, often in the same district as parishioners of the same church. The erection of great architectural works,  such as cathedrals, favored the development and organization of trades. In Strasbourg, the masons who built the cathedral founded confraternities that were both spiritual and professional. The cathedrals of Noyon, Laon, Senlis, Saint-Gervais de Soissons, and Notre-Dame de Chartres were all part of the same movement. It was this entrepreneurial freedom that developed in the cities, as much as the creative spirit of the craftsmen that nourished the guilds. From the twelfth century onward in the industrial and commercial towns of Northern France, such as Cambrai, Noyon, Laon, and Saint-Quentin, corporations (guilds, town councils, and other institutions) became the basis of municipal life, in which members were bound by a series of principles, customs, and obligations.

This phenomenon could be observed everywhere in Europe. During the twelfth century, under the Teutonic Knights fueled by a fever for conquest of new territories, the northern city of Lübeck (founded at the end of the 1150s) gave birth to a vast urban expansion toward the Slavic lands of Eastern Europe, resulting in the creation of several hundred cities over barely two centuries. But Lübeck and other cities in this region, such as Hamburg, were not only trading centers but also defenders of a new “free” urban class that chose to govern itself away from the grip of princes and the church. In 1226, Lübeck became a free imperial city, governed by a council of twenty members appointed by the merchant guilds and nominating four mayors who for centuries were considered leading political figures in Europe. Together with Hamburg (also a free city) and Bremen, Lübeck formed the Hanseatic League, an association of merchant cities that ruled over territories that today form the Baltic States, Scandinavia, Germany, and Poland. Their influence extended over the whole of political and economic Europe until the eighteenth century, and they still play an essential role in the European economies today.

I am not forgetting Venice—a city dear to the hearts of the French—which is a perfect illustration of this city-state concept. In the twelfth century, with more than a hundred thousand inhabitants, it was one of the largest cities in the West, with a unique political organization in the “Republic of Venice,” named in keeping with Plato’s ideal of the Republic. As early as 1310, the city was governed by a “Council of Ten” representing the city’s oligarchy, which elected a doge for life. Less “democratic” than that of the Hanseatic cities, Venice’s system of government allowed it to extend its economic influence over a large part of Europe, and also to the Byzantine Empire, the Black Sea, Central Asia—and even China. This republican independence did not end until 1796 with the invasion of the city by Bonaparte’s troops. More than any other European city, Venice was the symbol, for several centuries, of a triple influence: commercial, political, and cultural.

As times progressed, great discoveries further accelerated the enrichment of European cities. At the end of the fifteenth century, the eyes of the whole of Europe were turned toward Lisbon, a cosmopolitan city upon which merchants converged from all over the continent, especially the Germans and the Dutch. It was the most exotic city in Europe at the time, open to the great merchant cities of Asia (in 1500, seven of the largest cities in the world were located on the Asian continent), but also to Africa—and soon to America. The cartographers of the time held “the upper hand,” as Erik Orsenna recounts so well,2 and their maps of the new world were sold at a high price when they were not jealously guarded by the sovereign.

What does this first phase of the urbanization of Europe tell us? Above all, I draw this lesson: the urban phenomenon responds to a deep desire for humanity. It was this desire that pushed the young Enkidu into the arms of Uruk, the legendary city of Mesopotamia. It was this same desire that presided over the foundation of the ancient cities, the merchant cities of the Middle Ages, and the royal cities of the following centuries. This desire is of several orders. First of all, it is linked to the appetite for enrichment, for it is in cities that economic wealth is created. But it is also a desire for encounters, knowledge, acquisition of skills, exchange of ideas. It is also a desire for freedom, because being in the city is an escape from serfdom that allows a certain liberty of thought and opinion. The history of Paris is quite singular from this point of view: on numerous occasions, it has opposed royal power. In January 1357, after a new monetary devaluation, all the corporations stopped working and took to the streets, where each one unfurled its banners under the authority of the provost, Étienne Marcel. The revolt lasted more than a year, and only the brutal death of Marcel prevented Paris from becoming a “free” city like Venice or Hamburg. Then came the revolt of the maillotins in 1382, before the more serious revolt of the Cabochiens (named after the skinner Caboche, a member of the guild of butchers) in 1412, during which thousands of butchers’ servants and leather craftsmen murdered the bourgeois and made themselves masters of Paris for almost a year until the other guilds finally tired of the chaos. Later, in January 1649, Anne of Austria and her son, the young Louis XIV, threatened with imprisonment or even death, had to flee the capital amid the rebellion of Parisians, Parliament, and part of the aristocracy: an unwritten chapter of France’s history that could have witnessed, a century in advance, the establishment of the first Republic.

Finally, there are different forms of desire: desire for beauty, for elegance, and above all for illumination. Most European cities offer the spectacle of a monumental and historical heritage—unique in the world—which still touches us today, and to which contemporaries of all social classes were far from indifferent. The city has always been the site of the architectural gesture, from Sumerian, Greek, or Roman temples and cathedrals to Renaissance palaces and masterpieces of the classical period and the centuries that followed. It is also the place to satisfy other, less noble desires. Countless are the writings that describe the city as the den of all vices, starting with debauchery and fornication. This was already the reputation of Babylon, and it was also that of Paris, whose joyous festivities were the pretext for the most unbridled carnal trade—freedoms that the rural life of the time was far from offering.
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