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‘We treat space somewhat as we treat sex. It is there but we don’t talk about it.’1


– Edward T. Hall








Preface



The spaces we live in shape our lives. They impact our feelings, behaviour, identities, and even how quickly we can solve puzzles. The environments we spend time in can make us healthier, decrease our perception of pain, and make us less likely to litter. Space is like a secret script directing our actions. It’s a script we play a part in writing by choosing where to work, who to socialise with, and how to decorate our homes. But like the actors in a play, we maintain the illusion that our actions are unscripted.


Remember the first time you went to a foreign country. Money is strange, and people stand close, and the street is a jungle of forms. You’ve gone off script. We know intuitively that space is essential to who we are – as individuals and societies. But oddly, we don’t acknowledge how much it moulds us. This may be because it’s so difficult to pin down how an environment affects us. Consider why so many people prefer older houses, and why our modern attempts to mimic them tend to fail so spectacularly. Is it the outside appearance, the craftsmanship, the building materials, the towns around them, or the way we interact with people in them?


Our behaviour is often counter-intuitive. We believe that traffic lights and curbs keep us safe, but have fewer accidents when we are forced to pay attention to our surroundings. We build promising parks that no one uses, and install energy smart meters that we then ignore. How does a desolate walkway become a bustling social centre and why do communities rally to save certain derelict buildings?


We like spaces that flirt with us – complex and mysterious settings – without threatening the achievement of our goals. The built environment supports our well-being best when it echoes the natural world in some way – through pattern, dimension, light, layout, noise – the scale and tone of the world that we were built for.


The Shaping of Us exposes how our surroundings shape us, and what the shape of our environments says about us. Through public space, housing, workspaces, healthcare facilities, and cities, I uncover how space mediates community, creativity, and identity. I examine the experiences of different cultures and personality types, and the benefits of grassroots and mainstream approaches to building. What makes spaces work and what may become of us if we don’t listen to what we know is good for us. I trace how the environments we inhabit make us who we are – from the earliest moments of our evolution to the worlds we build around us.





Introduction





‘We shape our buildings, and afterwards our buildings shape us.’1


– Winston Churchill





This is not a book about nature versus nurture.


It’s about both.


The environments we inhabit shape us so profoundly that their influence defies this distinction.


Winston Churchill was right – to an extent. Because humans have been around far longer than buildings. And before buildings, the elements and environments of our natural habitats shaped us as well.


The Shaping of Us traces how our perceptual systems and preferences developed in relation to the environments we evolved in. How we developed shelters, aesthetics, and settlements in reaction to these inclinations. How we have slowly lost this basic ability to build and maintain environments we flourish in. And how we can get it back.


I will reveal how we are formed by our homes, streets, and neighbourhoods, and what the shape of these spaces says about us. How landscapes and cityscapes define us individually, collectively, and culturally – and how we use them to define ourselves. Even how we change from moment to moment, from one place to another.


We like to believe that we are consistent and logical, that our identities hold firm across our lives. But do they? We say ‘What happens in Vegas stays in Vegas.’ As if our actions there aren’t our own – as if we aren’t ourselves in foreign settings.


In 1971, two US congressmen visited Vietnam and made a disturbing discovery: large numbers of the American armed forces were addicted to heroin. Thirty-five per cent of servicemen had tried heroin, and nineteen per cent became actively addicted. The American public was horrified, and the government reacted swiftly. President Richard Nixon created a new office, the Special Action Office of Drug Abuse Prevention, to combat these new narcotic enemies.


The office first set up a system to test urine samples and treat addicts in Vietnam before they returned home. Next, they appointed a leading psychiatric researcher named Lee Robins to study the full extent and implications of the epidemic. And this is where the story takes a strange turn. Robins found that Vietnam veterans had an astonishingly low rate of relapsing to heroin addiction once they returned home. Standard relapse rates are generally around eighty-seven per cent, but only twelve per cent of veterans addicted in Vietnam had experienced any episode of re-addiction in the US.2 At this time, heroin was widely believed to be so powerfully addictive that a single dose could doom its victims to lifelong dependency.


What could explain this shocking disconnect? It wasn’t simply a lack of access. Half of those addicted in Vietnam had used narcotics at least once upon returning to the US, but only a small portion continued. And, surprisingly, few of the young men they interviewed attributed their drug use to the stress of warfare. Most began using before they actually entered combat, and those who were more actively involved in combat were no more likely to use heroin than those working as cooks and typists behind lines.3


What is startling about this story was not just how few men relapsed, but how many of them tried heroin to begin with. And these two blips have something in common. It wasn’t just that heroin was cheap, readily available, and socially normalised among their peers in Vietnam. It was also that they didn’t see their time there as part of their normal lives and careers. Their old friends and family were far away. And they were in sharp new steaming green scenes. The sky was made of sweat and explosives. It was a different world. And they were different people there.


Our identities are more fragile than we imagine. And they grow frailer when we remove the framework they rely upon. This is why we invest so much in building places – building ourselves – the way we think we want to be.


When Winston Churchill uttered the famous words at the head of this chapter, he was talking about the House of Commons. It was 1943 and the Commons chamber, where the lower house of Parliament meets, had been destroyed two years before. On the night of 10 May 1941, more than five hundred bombers of the second and third fleets of the Luftwaffe swarmed through London’s skies – some of the very last bombs in the raid fell on the Palace of Westminster. By morning, the Commons chamber had been reduced to ruins, a shell of the structure it had been.


Churchill had spent over forty years in the old chamber, and he liked it very much the way it had been. Meeting with a special select committee on the House of Commons Rebuilding, he found some members had some big ideas about how the chamber could be improved. It could be larger, for one – the old chamber had only 427 seats for 646 members of Parliament. But Churchill was deeply opposed to this idea. ‘Giving each member a desk to sit at and a lid to bang’ would leave the space empty and dead most of the time, he said. The undersized original filled beyond capacity at critical moments. Members spilled out into the aisles, creating a fitting ‘sense of crowd and urgency’. A sense of intimacy.
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The British House of Commons, rebuilt
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The US House of Representatives
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The old chamber was also rectangular in shape, forcing the Conservative and Labour parties to sit on opposing sides – a confrontational stance. Some thought this should be modernised to a more egalitarian semi-circle, like the US House of Representatives. But Churchill was dead set against it. The confrontational form had helped shape the two-party system, he believed, which was essential to the function of British parliamentary democracy.


Churchill’s desire to replicate the old House of Commons was partly symbolic. He wanted to prove to the Nazi regime and to his own people that British democracy had not been damaged – that the great history and culture housed in the structure would live on seamlessly. No expense was spared in recreating the quality and texture of the old building. An ancient quarry was reopened to match the original stone. Oak trees three centuries old were felled. Aged craftsmen were brought out of retirement to work their age-old wonders.4 But it was also more than a symbolic gesture. A space can shape how we interact, how we communicate. Churchill not only wanted to recreate the building, but also the movements, the feelings, the style of communication it facilitated – the characteristically rambunctious nature of British parliamentary debate that Americans find so baffling.


It is often said that history is written by the victors. And, as scholars like evolutionary biologist Jared Diamond have pointed out, our understanding of history is often defined by architecture – that of cultures such as Egypt, China, Rome, and the Maya, which have engraved their histories on our landscapes through large and persisting structures. We learn less in history books about ancient Mongolians and Papua New Guineans partly because they have not left a legacy of giant pyramids and Hadrian’s Walls to remember them by. But cultures with a great fondness for building big structures also tend to fall apart in a big way. And we may be headed the same way, if we don’t get our act together pretty quickly.


Sometimes, we use buildings to reinforce ourselves. But at other times we try to redesign ourselves through them – to change who we are. The Commons chamber was only one building out of millions that were destroyed in countries including the UK, Germany, and Japan during the war. And while it was under reconstruction in 1952, a very different idea was guiding the rebuilding of great chunks of Europe. It was called modernism.


Standing in the ruins of the old world with the enormous task of housing war-torn populations, modernist architects had a great vision. New structures would use glass, steel, and concrete. Government and institutional buildings would be open, light, and flexible – an end to the hierarchical, authoritarian structures of closed offices and ornate power centres that had led us into war. Cities would be laid out functionally and efficiently. Large tower blocks for living would be connected by superhighways to separate zones for work and commerce.


British social reformers even applied these utopian goals in miniature to the layout of public housing. New housing featured a single, open-plan living space, breaking down the antiquated distinction between the ‘middle class’ parlour and the more utilitarian living room. These new designs would foster openness and flexibility for the modern age of class and gender mobility. This was also the guiding rationale across the sea in North America and in growing cities around the globe.


These were lovely visions. But in our haste to build a new efficient, egalitarian civilisation, we left something behind. When buildings surpass a certain height – around six storeys – we lose the ability to communicate with people on the ground. The cars that promised freedom became personal prisons, insulated from the gridlock and pollution they propagate. Rates of asthma, obesity, depression, and attention-deficit disorder have skyrocketed. The environments we inhabit have become further and further removed from the scale and tone of the world we were built for. They have become less biophilic.


‘Biophilia’ literally means ‘love of the living world’, but it refers to the innate attraction humans have for the natural world. It explains why we love ocean views, spring flowers, and canopies of trees. We are especially drawn to elements that signalled sources of nourishment or shelter to our predecessors. But it’s not just that we like these natural forms and settings. They intimately impact our ability to think, heal, and create. Gazing at a tree can swiftly reduce blood pressure and the circulation of stress hormones. And over time, the effects are compounded. Patients recovering from surgery in a room with a view of a tree can recover more quickly and experience less pain than those without one.


But the benefits of biophilia also come from sources less obvious than forests and potted plants. The form of older structures and settlements was often more innately biophilic. Buildings used natural materials such as wood and stone. Roads followed the contour of the land. Places grew slowly. There was more mystery, variety, and malleability. And much of this was lost in the fast pace of twentieth-century life.


Today, we’re redesigning our world anew around the goal of sustainability – at least, we seemed to be until a certain climate-change-denying property tycoon became the ‘leader of the free world’. But once again, we’re not paying enough attention to how we interact with our buildings. How they impact our well-being and behaviour. How we feel about them.


I moved to New York City after college thinking that I wanted to become an urban planner. I thought, as many people do, that this was like being an architect for cities and public spaces. So I got a job at an innovative non-profit organisation that was working to make New York and other cities more ‘liveable’ by making streets safer for cyclists, pedestrians, and children. Bringing in more trees, benches, and bike lanes – making the public realm a place for people rather than cars.


New York City has a world-class public transport network, and only forty-six per cent of its households even own a car. But the sprawling nature of US development and generally poor public transport means there are few other places one can so easily get around without a vehicle. Nationwide, American car ownership is at ninety-two per cent, so shifting to more sustainable, less car-dependent lifestyles would require different types of housing as well.5 It would require people to live more densely so they could walk places and support more frequent-running buses.


In 2009, I attended a sustainable transportation conference in San Francisco, and had the opportunity to visit one of these dense developments across the bay in my hometown of Berkeley. My colleagues seemed to think the soulless slick tower was a great success. It was walking distance from the local BART metro train station, close to shops and restaurants, and offered a limited number of bookable car-club vehicles in the basement. From a transportation perspective, it did appear to be a success.


The developments were based on the simple assumption that if we built more compact housing people would drive less. But there seemed to be little consideration of who would actually live there and what their lives would be like. Would they have children? Would they like to garden? And would this new incarnation of high-rise towers really work any better than the modernist version if it still didn’t account for well-being, feelings, and sense of identity? Redesigning our homes, workplaces, and cities to make them more resource-efficient presents an invaluable opportunity to make them work for the people in and around them. But unfortunately, this isn’t happening on the scale needed.


These are the questions that led me to study environmental psychology – to examine the relationship between people and their environments. But environmental psychology is sadly something of a well-kept secret. Even architects, builders, urban planners, and interior designers rarely benefit from this great evidence base. Not to mention office managers, hospital administrators, teachers, and anyone with a place to call home – or looking for one.


This is partly because environmental psychology, a distinct subfield within psychology, is a young discipline. The University of Surrey, where I studied for my MSc., was the first in the world to establish a post-graduate programme in 1973. It is still the only Masters programme of its kind in the UK or US, and one of few around the world.


It’s also a secret because psychologists have historically shied away from focusing their research instruments on the environment – the context, as they called it. Psychologists like to study people, especially individuals. We can isolate individuals, put them in laboratories, run brain scans, diagnose them. We can even put a few people or a large group together in a laboratory and watch what happens. But you can’t bring a person and their house into a laboratory so easily. Or set up a one-way mirror inside their living room to observe them.


Can we disentangle the social environment from the physical environment? We can’t, completely. This is one of the things that make the study of environmental psychology difficult, and interesting. Sometimes, research confirms what we already knew. But other times, we discover our assumptions are the reverse of reality.


Traditionally, psychologists drew mathematical-looking diagrams attempting to explain the relationship among individuals, groups, values, identity, and behaviour. And in these diagrams you would find a little floating box labelled ‘context’ or ‘facilitating conditions’. Context was what stood in for the kaleidoscope of streetlights and savannahs, sounds and colours, ancient cities and soaring skyscrapers I will take you to visit throughout this book.


Of course – as Churchill said – we also shape our buildings. And this doesn’t stop when a space is officially constructed or renovated. We continue to shape our surroundings with daily use, adaptation, and the people and things we invite into them. Through public space, housing, workspaces, healthcare environments, and cities, I will uncover how space mediates community, creativity, and identity. The experiences of people with different personalities, nationalities, and abilities. The impact of time and wear.


Our streets and cities function like wolf tracks or hermit crab shells – imprints of our lives and the lives of those before us. We follow in them, diverge from them, and run deeper ruts in them.


With the knowledge of how our environments affect us, we gain the power to build the world we want to be defined by.





CHAPTER 1



The Woonerf, the Stoplight, and the Roundabout


The Laweiplein paradox and the petrified wood principle


In the first year of our new century, a Dutch traffic engineer named Hans Monderman gave an obscure intersection in Friesland a radical makeover. He removed the stoplights, lanes, traffic islands, even the curbs and some of the crosswalks. The entire intersection was flattened to become one ‘shared space’.


Laweiplein is not a small intersection – approximately 22,000 vehicles move through it daily. If you’re imagining a quaint Dutch street lined with tapered canal houses and bike parking, think again. Laweiplein looked a lot like any multi-lane intersection you might drive through in the US. There was something a bit more European about the shape of the office buildings and the wide sidewalks. But it was essentially a vast expanse of road already, just a very cluttered one.


Monderman put a landscaped traffic circle in the middle. But he didn’t post any signs about who to yield to, how fast to drive, or which way to circle. There is a subtle paving difference between the central asphalt section and the brick-paved outer areas, but no clear lines dividing cars, bicycles, and pedestrians. People thought he was crazy.
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The Laweiplein intersection, before
© Knowledge Center Shared Space
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The Laweiplein intersection, after
© Knowledge Center Shared Space





But the result was groundbreaking. Not only were Frieslanders able to make their way safely through the intersection, accident rates actually declined. The new Laweiplein was also more efficient. Both vehicles and pedestrians experienced shorter delays.1 By clearing the road of lanes and signals, Monderman forced drivers to pay attention to what was happening in the space before them the way you might on a ballroom dance floor. He made them look at each other, and this made them behave more responsibly.


Humans are social animals. We are strongly influenced by those around us. We adapt to what we perceive as normal behaviour in an environment – the social norms. And this is especially important to our behaviour in public space.


Imagine that you are in a national park in Arizona – the Petrified Forest National Park, to be precise. But this park looks more like the surface of Mars than a forest because the trees are no longer standing. Approximately 218 million years ago, these plateaus and lowlands contained a great river system, forested by conifers, tree ferns, and gingkoes. When the trees died they floated downstream, collected in logjams, and were eventually buried under earth and volcanic ash, where they became petrified. Today, this barren landscape is covered with formations of brilliantly coloured minerals, preserved in the form of logs and stumps.


So imagine your walk through these so-called forests: Jasper, Crystal, Black, Blue, and most spectacular, Rainbow. There are so few people around, and so many petrified wood chips, and you start to wonder if it would be so terrible if you took one of these little rainbow gems home with you. But then you see a sign: ‘Your heritage is being vandalised every day by theft losses of petrified wood of fourteen tons a year, mostly a small piece at a time.’ Would this make you less likely to take the wood chip?


Unfortunately not, according to Robert Cialdini of Arizona State University and his colleagues. In fact, it may even make you more likely to steal. This sign delivers logical statistics about a social problem: lots of woodchips are being stolen. But it also sends another very powerful message: everybody’s doing it! The sign assumes we are rational creatures who follow directions and make careful, information-based decisions. The problem is, we aren’t, and we don’t.


Cialdini and his team spent five weeks scurrying around this Martian landscape placing different signs in the different coloured forests, to test visitors’ reactions. When the sign said simply, ‘Please don’t remove the petrified wood chips’, less than two per cent of the wood chips were stolen. But when signs read, ‘Many past visitors have removed the petrified wood from the park, changing the state of the petrified forest’, eight per cent were taken – over four times as much.


The first sign delivers what is called an injunctive norm. It tells us what the rules are, how we should behave. But just like when we’re told we should stop smoking, eat vegetables, or abide by the speed limit, we often do not do what we should do. The second sign communicates what’s normal in terms of what people are actually doing, which is called a descriptive norm. Let’s call them should norms and do norms. Do norms are very powerful. But unfortunately, this sign makes it sound quite normal to steal a wood chip. It might as well say, ‘Get yours before it’s too late!’ It normalises the very behaviour it is trying to prevent. What happened in Laweiplein works on the same principle. A sign displaying a speed limit tells us what we should do. But if the environment invites us to look around and gauge our speed limit based on the other road users, we focus more on what others do.


Monderman had one central goal: to reduce traffic speed to the level at which people can make eye contact. When drivers move slowly enough to communicate visually with pedestrians and bicyclists, a fundamental change happens. They start to look at each other, to wave and nod, to drive more carefully. In Laweiplein people even began using hand signals to indicate turning. Monderman was known to walk backwards into traffic. This was the ‘crucial test’ he used to demonstrate the success of his intersections.


This critical speed threshold for making eye contact is around 20 mph. It’s no coincidence that this is close to the maximum running speed for humans. It also marks a major threshold for the severity of collisions. When cars crash at speeds faster than 20 mph, the propensity for human injury skyrockets. It’s a human speed, a human scale. The pace of life that we were built for.


Traffic engineers are trained to think like structural and water engineers. They design roads to accommodate the maximum load they will need to bear, like the Black Friday shopping rush. But roads are different from water pipes because they involve conscious actors. And this is what made Monderman’s approach so radical – he designed a space trusting people to interact with each other instead of trying to orchestrate their every move.


So are signs and rules and curbs the root of all our social ills? If we took away the guard rails of public life, would everyone act more responsibly? Not exactly, but guiding behaviour through subtle design cues may well be more effective than banging us over the head with a list of rules. As a society, we act a bit like teenagers. If our parents are unreasonably strict, it makes us all the more rebellious. Conversely, a total lack of structure or positive role models can also produce wayward teens. Designing public space is a subtle balancing act between these two extremes. And like different parents, each country has its own style.


I had never thought much about public drinking laws until I met Barbara Ophoff – a tall, lean German with jet-black hair and a matching lean, black dog named Spoon.


‘I can’t take my dog to the park, I can’t have a beer in the park – what is this with these American parks?’


We were in a room full of tigers. Growling wood-carved tigers, sleeping china tigers, and tiny toy tigers, inhabiting an archipelago of potted palms. We were at the offices of Paper Tiger TV, a New York City media collective that has been broadcasting on public access television since 1981. I had come to meet Barbara and some other tigers (as collective members are called), who wanted to make a documentary about public space.


Barbara had moved to New York from Berlin with her husband Ingo, who was working as a translator. Like many Europeans, she was mystified by the long list of rules found in New York City parks:


Park rules prohibit




•   Littering and glass bottles


•   Bicycles, roller skates, scooters, and skateboards


•   Pets


•   Using illegal drugs, alcohol, and smoking


•   Amplifying sound, except by permit


•   Disorderly conduct


•   Feeding birds and squirrels


•   Standing on swings


•   Rummaging through trash receptacles


•   Engaging in commercial activity, except by permit


•   Performing and rallying, except by permit


•   Barbecuing and open fires


•   Bare feet





New York may have a particularly authoritarian streak. I’m pretty sure most city parks in California allow dogs and bicycles . . . not sure about standing on the swings. In New York, the space itself is hard, rigid. You find small triangles of pavement surrounded by walls, which are called parks.


The public drinking ban, however, is pervasive throughout the US today. Some analysts estimate it is now outlawed in ninety-seven per cent of American communities.2 We may be known for our puritan roots, but public drinking was widespread in America both before and after Prohibition. It wasn’t until the 1950s and 1960s that laws against the simple act of sipping a beer in public as opposed to ‘public drunkenness’ came in. It’s a long story involving various states and Supreme Court cases. But more importantly, these ‘open container’ laws weren’t even fully enforced in many places until the 1990s.


What happened in the ’90s? A new style of police enforcement came into fashion, sweeping the nation from New York to New Mexico. It was based on an idea called the ‘Broken Windows’ theory, which was first introduced by James Q. Wilson and George L. Kelling in 1982. Wilson and Kelling proposed that superficial signs of disorder such as broken windows, litter, and public drinking communicate a general tolerance for lawlessness. This sparks further disorder and petty crimes like theft and vandalism, spiralling into more serious offences like murder and drug-dealing. If these broken windows were promptly repaired, they believed, theft and murder rates would decline as well.


Kelling started working with the NYC Transit Police to tackle graffiti in New York City subways in the mid-1980s. But it was in the 1990s that Mayor Rudy Giuliani and Police Commissioner Bill Bratton put Kelling’s theory fully into play through what they called the ‘quality of life’ reforms. The NYPD cracked down on minor offences such as fare-dodging, public drinking, and public urination. And over the course of the decade, crime rates in New York dropped. Wonderful! said Kelling and other commentators. The Broken Windows theory had worked. Or had it?


The problem with the Broken Windows theory is that it was just that – a theory. When Kelling and Wilson introduced their theory in The Atlantic Monthly in 1982, no substantial empirical research had been conducted to back it up. But in 2008 a group of researchers led by Kees Keizer at the University of Groningen in the Netherlands decided to test the theory through a series of experiments.


Keizer and his colleagues had a head start because Robert Cialdini, back in Arizona, had already done some research, about littering in particular. Cialdini had discovered that people were more likely to litter in a heavily littered environment than a clean one. And, in litter-strewn spaces, people were even more likely to throw a flyer on the ground when they saw another person litter. Like the petrified wood story, this research supports the Broken Windows theory at the most basic level: litter is likely to encourage more litter and graffiti invites more graffiti.


But Keizer and his colleagues Siegwart Lindenberg and Linda Steg wanted to take the experiment to the next level. Would the impact of a broken window extend to other disorderly behaviours? Would a graffitied space make people more likely to litter, or even to steal?


Groningen, where Keizer conducted the experiments, is a Dutch city coincidentally not far from Monderman’s famous Laweiplein intersection. So, like most of the Netherlands, the streets are filled with handsome Dutch bicycles gliding, ambling, and waiting around for their masters to collect them. The researchers found a popular bike parking spot, against a wall with a sign forbidding graffiti. They attached a flyer from an imaginary sports store to the handle of each bike, and then waited in secret to watch what happened when the masters came to collect their trusty steeds. On some days the wall behind was covered with graffiti and on others it was painted black. The impact was extremely significant. With no graffiti, only thirty-three per cent of cyclists dropped the flyer on the ground. With graffiti, sixty-nine per cent littered – over twice as many.


Keizer and colleagues kept experimenting with variations on this theme and consistently found that evidence of minor infractions made people more likely to commit other minor acts of deviance. This held true for rules set by the police and private companies, like signs forbidding locking bikes to a particular fence. They even found that people were more likely to litter when they heard fireworks set off – illegal at that time of year in the Netherlands.


But finally, they wanted to test whether evidence of a minor infraction like graffiti would encourage a more serious offence like stealing. To do this they placed an envelope with a €5 note (visible through the address window) hanging out of a mailbox. Once again, they watched unobserved, changing slight factors in the scene. In a clean mailbox without litter or graffiti, thirteen per cent of subjects stole the envelope. But when they staged the scene with litter on the ground or graffiti on the mailbox, as many as twenty-seven per cent stole the €5.


This tells us some very interesting things. But it doesn’t actually tell us much about the situation the Broken Windows theory was applied to in New York City. It tells us that superficial cracks in the order of our environment can weaken our conformance to social norms; norms against the mild infraction of littering, and the slightly more serious offence of petty theft. But can we really put swiping five euros on a continuum with armed robbery? Or even homicide? Perhaps the Dutch hold a stronger social norm against petty theft than Brits or Americans do. Based on my own highly anecdotal sample experience of a semester studying abroad at the University of Amsterdam, the Dutch have quite a high tolerance for petty theft. Everyone in Amsterdam has at least one bike, and for each bike you must have at least two locks. But this doesn’t matter, they will tell you. Your bike will be stolen within a matter of months.


In Amsterdam bicycles function almost as a form of currency. Upon arriving, I found I had two choices: either spend €120 on a new bike or spend €5 on a ‘junkie bike’. Junkie bikes were certainly stolen – possibly by junkies – and could be easily obtained from shaggy characters hissing ‘fiets’ (Dutch for bicycle) on dark street corners. There was a sense that it was bad bike karma to buy a junkie bike before yours was stolen, but after you’d lost your first it was a bit more like collecting a bicycle from the bike-share docking station. For the record, I managed to buy a shabby second-hand bike and it was never stolen – although it did end up becoming mangled beyond repair in someone’s attempt to wrench off the lock. But more importantly, how does this hold up against the Broken Windows theory? I would have said that Amsterdam was incredibly safe, but as of 2009 it had the highest rate of violent crime of any city in western Europe.3


It’s very tempting to look at statistics like these and draw the same conclusions as Kelling and Wilson. But sociologists Robert J. Sampson and Stephen W. Raudenbush have demonstrated that these links are far more complicated. They tested the Broken Windows theory by examining the relationship between signs of physical and social disorder and crime rates in over twenty-three thousand streets in nearly two hundred Chicago neighbourhoods. They found that neither litter nor public drinking were good predictors of violent crime. In fact, there was no strong connection between homicide and disorderly environments or behaviour. Robbery was the only criminal activity examined that was directly linked to disorderly environments.


The best predictor of crime rates, they discovered, was the level of poverty in a neighbourhood. But socio-economic disadvantage was mediated by a critical factor that they called ‘collective efficacy’: the level of trust, cohesion, and informal social control in an area. Do people know their neighbours? Would they stop to help a stranger whose car has broken down? Would they step in to resolve a conflict between children in the street? These are signs of strong collective efficacy. When collective efficacy was high, violent crime was low, regardless of socio-demographic factors and broken windows. So while crime and disorder might have similar roots in structural factors like poverty, to say that disorder causes crime is sweeping the true problem under the rug. This is especially true in the case of violent crime.4


What the Groningen experiments do demonstrate is how susceptible we are to the subtle cues and social norms an environment communicates. And this tells us a lot about how shared spaces like Laweiplein work. But Monderman’s ideas for Laweiplein also didn’t come from out of the blue. They were born out of another Dutch curiosity called the woonerf.


Woonerfs (or woonerven, the Dutch plural) were pioneered in Delft in the late 1960s. A group of neighbours decided they had had enough. Cars were constantly cutting through their residential streets, making them unpleasant and unsafe for children. So they got together and dug up their brick streets and rebuilt them as swerving paths with trees and play areas. To redefine them as the living space between homes rather than the driving distance between cars, they called them ‘residential yards’ or ‘living yards’: woonerven. By 1976 the woonerf had been officially added to the toolbox of Dutch traffic regulation strategies, and there are now more than 6,500 around this tiny nation.5


A woonerf differs from the broader concept of a shared space street in that it is specifically residential. In a normal street, the needs of cars take priority over the needs of people. In a woonerf, the needs of children playing and neighbours socialising are given priority over driving and parking. And like larger shared streets, the cars, children, and cats have to negotiate more spontaneously.


What makes woonerven work? According to the great urban designer Donald Appleyard, the design communicates that the street is a place for people. The car is a guest invited in to visit. Rather than ordering drivers to slow down, design the environment to make them feel it’s normal to drive slowly. Think of a wide, straight road defined by curbs and yellow lines, stretching out before you. It looks a bit like a lane in a bowling alley. It screams, ‘I’m yours to zoom down!’ One study by Peter Swift and his colleagues in Colorado found that accident rates increase not proportionally, but exponentially as the width of a street grows. In a woonerf, the driving space is narrowed and the curbs are levelled. The street is often curved, bent, or bottlenecked to further narrow drivers’ line of sight. Instead of curbs and lines, pedestrian space is defined by seating and play structures, trees and flowers, or bollards and varied paving materials.


Physically, this obstacle course makes it more difficult to speed down the street. But, like the graffiti on the mailbox, it also sends a message about social norms in the space. The benches and play structures invite children to play in the street, to leave their bikes and balls there. Old people bring their chairs out to sit in the sun. They start spending more time tending their tulip gardens. The street users negotiate a new set of social norms about how to use the space. And this means drivers tend to slow down to around 10 mph in these woonerven.


Even before Monderman expanded upon this concept to tame his Friesian intersections, the woonerf had started spreading to neighbouring European nations like Germany, Denmark, and Sweden. And after Laweiplein, news of Monderman’s wonders spread quickly. Biking advocates and progressive transport planners from Edinburgh to Oregon were desperate to get a shared space of their own.


England was an early adopter. In 1999, fourteen ‘home zones’, modelled after the Dutch woonerfs, were piloted across the nation. Legislation was changed, curbs were flattened, and the government invested thirty million pounds in sixty-one home zones across the country. Surveying a selection of English projects to date in 2010, urban designer Mike Biddulph found they had reduced traffic speeds, lowered accident rates, and were safer for children.6 Municipalities and agencies quickly moved on to make full-on shared spaces in the image of Laweiplein at larger intersections like Poynton in Cheshire, the Ashford Ring Road in Kent, and Exhibition Road in London. Reports of reduced accident and injury rates and increased cycling and pedestrian traffic abounded. The English shared space initiative seemed to be a great success.


But over the past few years there has been a considerable backlash. There has always been criticism from groups concerned about vulnerable road users and drivers who say the streets feel dangerous. But a 2014 study from Simon Moody and Steve Melia at the University of the West of England has challenged whether shared spaces serve pedestrians and cyclists as well as they promise to. They point out that while proponents cite pedestrian benefits, the evidence tends to focus on driver behaviour, traffic flows, and accident rates. Looking at Elwick Square in Ashford, Kent, they found that most pedestrians had to yield to vehicles and weren’t able to follow their desire lines – the most convenient paths across the intersection. The majority of pedestrians said they felt safer before the transformation.


Moody and Melia claim that in transposing shared space more widely in the UK, British advocates wildly expanded its objectives from Monderman’s simple aim of 20-mph speeds. They envisioned it as a way to promote other paragons of Dutch virtue. Shared spaces could make people bike and walk more, beautify the public realm, and increase health and well-being. Even enhancing social and economic capital was added to the list.


This was certainly the sense in New York when I started working on the NYC Streets Renaissance Campaign in 2007. Biking advocates were importing Dutch cargo bikes, Danish architects, and continental traffic-calming. There was a definite feeling in the air that if we could change the form of the streets, the culture as well as the function would follow. But would a woonerf born out of the Dutch culture of tolerance work in the New York context of stoplights, open container laws, and no standing on the swings?


The Dutch are well known for their tolerant attitudes on issues like sex-work and drug use. They are proud of their long history of gedoogcultuur, which translates roughly as culture of tolerance or permissiveness. As part of my orientation at the University of Amsterdam, we were indoctrinated with history lessons and field trips to water processing facilities, where we learned about the long battle to ‘reclaim the land from the sea’. It was the need to unite against the sea, they said, that fostered tolerance and the related notion of the poldermodel – the effort to reach broad consensus on critical issues. A polder is a low-lying piece of land protected from the sea by dikes. And in polders, it was crucial for everyone to compromise – to tolerate each other, to ensure they didn’t end up under water. In New York, wonky transport planners and hip, fixed-gear cycle-riders idolised the woonerf. But they were even more excited about another Dutch innovation aiming to separate road users rather than mix them together.


A ‘physically separated bike lane’ protects bikers by segregating them from cars – simply achieved by switching the bike lane with the parking lane, so the parked cars form a protective wall from moving traffic. In 2007, 365 cyclists were killed or seriously injured in New York.7 So while the woonerf was a wonderful ideal, it couldn’t easily be transplanted to the car-dominated grid structure of Manhattan. The grid system was not an American creation, but it has excelled in the so-called ‘land of opportunity’. Many early settlements like Boston and Nieuw Amsterdam in lower Manhattan were more haphazard. The grid has been favoured as a tool for colonial expansion and rapid development since before the Roman Empire but was applied at a new scale and pace in the US. Varying grid plans were soon employed in cities ranging from Savannah to New Orleans and Chicago, and taken to new extremes in New York. Historian John Reps has described the entire west of the US as developed through a ‘giant gridiron imposed upon the natural landscape’ by the 1785 Land Ordinance, which divided new territories into neat square-mile packages to be sold off to the highest bidder.8


The grid continued to spread across the US as the railroad system expanded and development boomed in the second half of the nineteenth century. Some cities were laid out in perfect squares, while others were shaped around long thin rectangles. Some were broken into smaller pieces than others – one Sacramento, California block is over twice the size of a Portland, Oregon block. But across the nation, the grid generated similar conditions: continuous through-streets meeting at right-angle intersections, often without any natural hierarchy.9


It’s a system that physically creates more confrontation – more points at which drivers and walkers must negotiate who goes first – than the meandering medieval network of many European cities, where narrower side streets feed naturally into major arteries. And setting loose the new addition of the automobile put the grid system to test.


Early traffic control was conducted by a policeman posted in the middle of an intersection. This proved not to be very healthy for the policemen or for municipal budgets, however. So American officials brought in the ‘sleeping policeman’: a lighted signpost instructing drivers to circle right around it. Unfortunately, the sleeping policeman was knocked down even more often than his waking counterpart. But Americans continued to develop this general idea, creating traffic circles and then rotary systems to direct traffic circularly around a central island. Rotaries were flawed – primarily because they gave priority to incoming vehicles, which blocked up the whole system. But they continued to be widely used up to World War II, especially in states like New Jersey.10


During the war, road construction was put on hold. While commanding the Allied forces in Europe, General Eisenhower was impressed by the German autobahn. The German network of super-highways was the most advanced road system in the world at the time and had been instrumental in speedy troop deployment. After returning to the US and becoming president, Eisenhower championed the construction of the interstate highway system. American transportation planning in this period was led by the goal of accommodating the automobile. Rotaries, replaced with stoplights, disappeared from highway design guidance standards.11 In American cities like Detroit and Los Angeles, as much as 75 to 80 per cent of all urban land was committed to moving and storing automobiles.12 In addition to new roads, the highway system ‘improved’ many existing streets, changing their form and function to better serve cars. Streets were widened and made unidirectional for greater efficiency. As the number of cars, collisions, and pedestrian injuries increased, authorities assumed the antidote was greater segregation and control. More stoplights, speed limits, and speed bumps.


Meanwhile, in the UK, British traffic engineers were busy improving upon the traffic circle and rotary to create the roundabout. The Bath Circus, built in 1754, is considered the oldest traffic circle in the world. Roundabouts came into wider use in the early twentieth century, working on the same principle as American rotaries. As automobile use grew after the war, British circular systems buckled under the increased pressure. The 1950s saw a ‘lock-up’ crisis: circles backed up past entrances, bringing throughput to a grinding halt.


There was only one hope for the roundabout – an experimental innovation called the yield sign. Highway staff deployed these triangular novelties at roundabout entrances, reversing the priority to vehicles already in the circle. They feared the worst. But instead of casualties and chaos, vehicle delay times dropped by forty per cent, capacity increased ten per cent, and crashes resulting in injury dropped forty per cent. The modern British roundabout was born.13


Why did Britain persevere in perfecting the format abandoned by their American cousins? The US had greater availability of cheap land, and a stronger post-war economy to fund highway construction. But roundabout historian Edmund Waddell attributes this divergence to another important distinction: the British government paid for hospital bills as well as highway construction!


A standard intersection between a pair of two-way streets provides thirty-two vehicle-to-vehicle conflict points and twenty-four vehicle-to-person conflict points. A roundabout in the same space presents only eight points for vehicles to collide and eight between people and vehicles. Statistically, the average roundabout in England is much safer than an American stoplight-controlled intersection.14




[image: Illustration]


Comparison of possible vehicle conflict points
Source: NCHRP Report 672 Exhibit 5-2





After having spent a year making a documentary about the political importance of public space with Barbara and the other tigers, I ironically left New York just as the Occupy Wall Street movement took off. But not before witnessing one of its first mass arrests – a peaceful protest marching from Zuccotti Park towards Union Square – taking place at the base of my very own apartment building. Between frantic suitcase stuffing and refrigerator scrubbing, I tried to film the strange scene unfolding feet below my window, which looked somewhat like an awkward dress rehearsal. Cops in blue penned the crowd in with a long red net, moving slowly to engulf them like an amoeba – a quintessentially American authoritarian approach to social control.


There was no sign of the Occupy movement when I arrived at the quiet campus of the University of Surrey. But when I made my way to the Occupy London camp at St Paul’s cathedral a few months later, I was struck by the comparative lack of police presence and interference. The St Paul’s site was one of the longest-standing Occupy encampments worldwide, ending only with a long court battle.15


On a spectrum from Dutch tolerance to American discipline, the British model of social control must fall somewhere midway. Public drinking is permitted, but marijuana is criminalised. Police officers are largely unarmed outside of Northern Ireland. From littering fines to criminal sentencing, punishment is generally much less severe than the US. I was impressed by what seemed to be a more communal approach to the public realm in Britain. Like the poldermodel, you feel you’re yielding to the common flow, the greater good.


But trying to cycle around a London roundabout was terrifying. And then there were the one-way systems – a British term for one-way streets that seems to embody an entirely different idea of your relationship to the space. One-way systems are used not just for cars, but for people at festivals like Glastonbury and in city centres. One gets a sense of being herded like a cow in these packed paths between barriers where you are carried along by the crowd. Imbued with the logic of segregating and directing, British traffic engineering doesn’t trust people to interact with each other much more than the American approach. British streets are a jungle of lines and posts containing species including zebra, pelican, puffin, and toucan crossings – though the avian members of this family bear little resemblance to their tropical namesakes.


While roundabouts are safer, less confrontational – more collective in a sense – they aren’t particularly lovely places. The British roundabout has been constantly, intensively engineered to create an experience that feels more like going through a vacuum cleaner than a public space. You can easily see why the idea of making them more like shared spaces was so appealing. When surveyed, most shared spaces users have rated them as visually improved.16 Part of the problem with roundabouts, according to urban designer Fin McNab, is scale. ‘It’s the huge, gyratory, split-level roundabouts – for example at the M32 in Bristol – which is where they become very challenging for pedestrians, for humans in general,’ says McNab. In its most extreme expression we have the Magic Roundabout at Swindon, a monstrous roundabout of roundabouts.


Many shared spaces, such as Laweiplein, include some kind of circle in the middle. But do they offer more than aesthetic advantages over a comparably sized roundabout? In 2016, Benjamin Wargo and Norman Garrick at the University of Connecticut conducted a study comparing six shared spaces in five different countries. While the spaces have different levels of ‘sharedness’, they are all found at intersections between standard two-lane, two-way streets. The researchers compared video footage of the spaces with computer-modelled data on how they would perform if managed through more conventional, signalised intersection or roundabout strategies. The ostensible paradox of Laweiplein, they found, holds true: shared space frees pedestrian movement, while also making intersections more efficient. Shared spaces cause shorter delays for both vehicles and pedestrians. And, importantly, the more truly shared a space is, the slower the speeds are. In those with the fewest segregating elements and most interactions observed between user types, cars drive the slowest. Shared spaces are also found to enhance ‘sense of place’ while maintaining safety levels of traditional intersections.


So why didn’t the transplantation process always go smoothly when British enthusiasts set about grafting the woonerf onto their own roads? Moody and Melia suggest that British shared spaces like Ashford haven’t accommodated pedestrians as well as the original woonerven did. Elwick Square has none of the landscaping and street furniture that helps define safe space for pedestrians. And of course, Britain lacks the cultural context of woonerven that most Nederlanders are familiar with. In moderately trafficked parts of many Dutch cities, shared space strategies are employed to varying degrees throughout the entire area.
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