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  This is an engaging book – written in the first-person, and crossing genres of criticism, confession, analysis and polemic. It provokes the reader to think about urbanism as a dynamic intellectual field of ideas and experiences. Specialists and general readers will find this book stimulating as the author leaps around from idea to idea, always provocative and always full of insights. He relates issues in architecture, the city and urban life to a range of historical philosophical and cultural issues – from justice and ethics to creativity and community, public space and violence. There are few writers who take such a synthetic and wide-ranging approach in the English speaking world. Moreover, it intellectually reconnects Europe’s East and West, introducing a sense of flair into an overly laboured field of academic research. Dr Jonathan Vickery, Associate Professor, Director MA Global Media and Communication, Centre for Cultural Policy Studies University of Warwick


  





  A refreshing book. In a context where only ‘world cities’ matter to most urbanists, Krzysztof Nawratek is a thinker equally at home writing about Katowice and Shanghai, London and Plymouth. In this unromantic, lapidary but ultimately optimistic work he offers a precise diagnosis of contemporary urban ills and offers some potential ways out of some worn-out ways of thinking the city. Never mind worrying about the Polis or the decline of public space – this book calls instead for a revolutionary new urbanism. Owen Hatherley, author of Militant Modernism, A Guide to New Ruins of Great Britain and A New Kind of Bleak: Journeys Through Urban Britain.
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    We operate a distinctive and ethical publishing philosophy in all areas of our business, from our global network of authors to production and worldwide distribution.

  




  Why urban revolutions?




  Recent years have brought a growing interest – even a fascination – with the city. A certain change in how cities are talked and written about can also be observed. This change is about growing optimism and the belief that the best time for cities is yet to come. A good example of this is a book by Edward Glaeser released in 2011, in the midst of the ongoing crisis, entitled ‘Triumph of the city’. The title speaks for itself. Another characteristic example is a book by Nan Ellin, who quotes Saskia Sassen, Richard Florida and Alvin Toffler (a known anti-urbanist1) in her book ‘Integral Urbanism’ to impress upon the reader the belief that the modern city is in good condition.




  Similarly, in another book published at the top of the speculative real estate bubble, ‘Social Economy of the Metropolis. Cognitive-Cultural Capitalism and the Global Resurgence of Cities’, Allen J. Scottt puts forward the dual argument (which is representative of this optimistic view on the future of cities and therefore worth discussing) that cities are the effect of capitalism and its natural environment. Cognitive, knowledge-based capitalism is then to bring about the golden era of the city. There are hundreds of books presenting the same argument in different variants. Can so many authors be wrong?2




  In my opinion yes3, and for anyone who is familiar with my previous book it shouldn’t be a surprise. Cities are not alright and this diagnosis is a starting point for this book. Indeed the problem of modern western cities is that they exist only by the power of inertia or are rapidly shrinking (the phenomenon of ‘shrinking cities’ in Germany or the United States). There are cities, like Berlin, whose existence is solely based on political will. There is no industry in Berlin but there are a lot of people who could be included in the ‘creative class’. According to those who still believe Richard Florida, this is a city that should flourish. It is true that Berlin is a good place to live, especially for young people seeking cultural entertainment. Unfortunately it is the German state that is paying for this good life – Berlin is heavily indebted and unable to live without the financial state drip. There are also cities that are nothing more but big playgrounds of consumption and entertainment, such as Dubai and Wolfsburg.




  Although Alvin Toffler is no longer fashionable today4, his predictions of escape from major urban centres seem to be accurate. The main reason for this is the way that knowledge is produced and distributed in the knowledge based economy of today. Contrary to the previously mentioned thesis of Alan Scott, it appears that cognitive capitalism doesn’t work for the city: today, ‘creative cities’ are indebted cities5. It seems then that the fascination with fluidity and creativity, with art and culture as driving forces of modern urban development is a kind of delusion, having little to do with what modern cities are and what their future may be.




  It is worthwhile to stop for a moment and to try to explain the reasons for the widespread belief that today cities are at their peak. Indeed, most of the world’s income is generated in cities6; it is, however, difficult to put this observation into the context of the financial and fiscal crisis that first hit cities at the end of the 1970s and which has been deepening since 2008. As I wrote in ‘City as a political idea’, it is not cities but urban areas that can be successful. This distinction is crucial – cities are not entities in an economical and political sense. They no longer decide their own fate and have instead become a resource of space, buildings, infrastructure and people (as consumers and employees). These resources are utilised by phenomena transcendent to cities – mainly global corporations.




  European and North American cities are mostly defined as post-industrial. After the fall of industry, or its export to Asia, what remains in these cities is still unfilled holes in space (brown-field sites) and social tissue (the redundant working class). Today, most of these cities in the West are shrinking, with very few exceptions such as London or Paris, while Asian, South American and African cities are growing. It is important to realise that these growing cities are not post-industrial, but – especially in China – their success comes from combining strengths of the industrial city with the city as the centre of knowledge production and consumption. However, even growing cities – although in different ways to cities in the West – are mostly unable to exercise power over themselves. Spaces controlled by global corporations, the state (military sites, roads, railways) and natural reserves protected by international agreements (such as European Union areas protected by the programme Natura 2000) are beyond the control of the city authorities. I would then risk the thesis that contrary to optimists who see a bright future for our cities’, one can have doubts whether there is any future for cities at all. This doubt stems from the fact that in contrast to fortified forts, market towns and even cities from the industrial era, cities today do not seem necessary at all.




  The city is unnecessary and its artificiality is perfectly visible in Dubai and Las Vegas. Dubai is almost perfectly apolitical – only 10% of its population have local citizenship7 while Las Vegas8 is a city that lives almost entirely from consumption. Both Dubai and Las Vegas are cities serving as playgrounds for people from other, ‘real’ cities – if they exist.




  Dubai is an artificially calculated city-like product. It is a trap for a modern consumer, selling emotions and orgiastic excitement. It is, however, exceptional in its reaction to the 2009 crisis. When it was expected that Dubai awaited a fate similar to other global cities, 10 billion dollars from Abu Dhabi restored its financial stability. Today it is again, albeit on a smaller scale, a place attracting investors9. However, it seems that it wasn’t that Dubai the city survived the crisis; rather it was the financial structures of the Arab world that saved it.




  A question arises: What in fact is the raison d’être of the city? Is there anything unique produced in the city? It isn’t food – it may be vital for us to survive, but (with few exceptions) it is produced outside the city. Neither is it industrial products, as the industrial city is the product of a bygone era. Today production (in the West) takes place outside cities, in industrial clusters or high-technology zones, drawing inspiration from Silicon Valley, which, after all, is not a city.




  The most archaic feature of the city as a place where the culture, language and codes of a society – thus power – is produced. Today culture is also produced on the Internet, in isolation from any city or physical locality.




  For years, the city was defined as ‘a densely populated area of permanent residence, in which food is not produced’. Today, from Havana to Detroit even this dogma is being questioned. What then does determine the city – even as a resource, not a subject – as a phenomenon? What makes it unique?




  The answers we are looking for lie in the number of inhabitants of the city and the density of interactions. It is helpful to refer to Adam Smiths classic theses concerning the division of labour in order to understand that the phenomenon of the city comes in fact from millions of small subsystems, based on their own and often distinctly different logic and interwoven with each other into a bigger system. In the city these subsystems are easily accessible not only because physical distances are small, but also because the language-interface, which subsystems use to communicate with each other, is more or less codified in a given city. The language-interface is one of the key concepts that I will be using in this book and a more detailed explanation will appear in following chapters. At the moment, an intuitive understanding of the language can be used; we will define it as a medium allowing for exchange of information and engaging in effective relationships.





  Very often, especially when we talk about financial operations, it is definitely closer from Wall Street in New York to London City than from the City to Peckham, one of the poorest areas of London. Both the accessibility and the language which financial centres use to communicate with each other can make the bond between two geographically distant places stronger than that between two districts of the same city. The city can therefore be seen as a locality, but one defined by proximity in terms of accessibility and interface, not necessarily associated with spatial location.




  In the 1990s a dispute erupted among geographers about ‘the end of geography10, which well illustrated the fascination with technology, the dominance of finance over industrial production and the idea of non-spatial availability. However, although this dispute cannot be resolved using the 19th century categories, it is worth commenting on it from the meta-level using the geographic concepts of availability and the interface for communication between fragments.




  This dispute put at its centre concepts which at first glance seem archaic but are in fact again at the centre of the current political debate. For example, the Big Society idea promoted by the UK’s Conservative coalition government in 2010-2011 deals with questions of locality and local community. To interpret locality as the Conservatives do is to refer to Heidegger’s (post) phenomenological legacy with its obsession of dwelling. In its distorted form this understanding of dwelling could be turned against nomads such as Jews, Roma, Travellers and immigrants in general. Obviously, recalling Heidegger it can also lead to risky simplifications such as ‘locality=Nazism’. It is tempting to use it in an argument and however justified, it is more interesting to take a closer look at the idea of locality in this concept instead.




  There are many studies devoted to the segregation of urban space showing strong attachment between residents to districts they live in. It is very important to realise that this locality was to some (often significant!) degree forced. People used to live and work next to each other because they belonged to a particular social class, ethnic or religious group. It was in fact an exact transfer of the rural social structure into the urban environment. This understanding of locality in the city has changed as we do not trust our neighbours now as much as in the past and – both result and factor of this – because life in the city is not confined to one district only. People live and work in different parts of the city; they send their children to schools in other districts and all of it is possible because of efficient transport links within the city. Some places get new roads and some don’t, some places get free Internet access and some don’t – it is the act of communication that is important, not its nature. Locality then has not disappeared and even if now people have more in common with their Facebook friends than with their next door neighbours, it is still the connection between them that matters. However, it cannot be seen in the banal dichotomy of the geographical versus the virtual.




  Local community is in some ways a step back: it can very easily describe people not in relation to others but in opposition to them. The local community was (and still is, especially in deprived areas) primarily founded on a shared fear of ‘the outside’. Such communities have strong social capital but their inhabitants are poorly integrated with extra-local social networks. It is also the biggest difference between disadvantaged neighbourhoods and more affluent areas.




  Both leftist utopians and rightist communitarians yearn for a district with strong local community. This idea, known as ‘sustainable community’, was promoted in the UK by the Labour government and today in the form of the Big Society it has become the pillar of Conservative social policy. Unfortunately, the local community disappeared a long time ago. It disappeared, not because the demon of civilisation devoured it, but because city people themselves broke free from its bounds – at least in some places and to some extent. This does not mean, however, that all ties between people living next to each other have disappeared or that something bad has happened.




  The association ‘Us Poznanians’11, highly successful in local elections with almost 10% of votes and visibly present in local media, was founded as one of many associations attracting people who wanted to influence the future of their city. The association is structured as a network of local groups and because of this form it was able to overcome limitations of district-centred thinking. It was its networking nature that enabled thinking and acting not only on the level of a district but also expanded its focus to other districts and even the whole city. This dual nature of ‘Us Poznanians’ gives us a clue to what is or what may be the modern city. On the one hand there is a local, egoistic interest in defending a certain territory and we can extend this thinking in the direction of intimacy. Such intimacy with a place is built over time and with a slowly gathered knowledge of people, objects, and space. This intimate relationship may contain an element of possessiveness – ‘This is MY place’ – but I would rather focus on this intimate tenderness people build between themselves and a place, not the egoistic act of possession.




  This intimate tenderness is worth defending. Because it concerns the relationship between us and other people or a place (an object), by its very nature it forces us to step out of ourselves and reach out. Any ethics starts where something beyond us becomes more important than ourselves. Ethics then requires transcendence and in the urban context, extension – but not rejection – of locality.




  Locality as intimacy is therefore not limited to physical space – thanks to the development of the communication technology it is often easier to find friends and ‘neighbours’ on the other side of the globe than next door. Even if we get to know our closest neighbours it very often happens through our Internet networks12. Technology can reveal and expose those parts of ourselves that remain hidden during accidental encounters in a local park or a café. It is the Internet however where our personality is revealed but not our physicality. Jacek Dukaj wrote that online we are ‘in spirit’, in the flesh we are ‘in filth’13. Is then locality based on physical contact a thing of the past? Richard Sennett writes in ‘Flesh and Stone’14 about relationships built on senses other than sight, on smell and touch. Today, these relationships do seem to be disappearing and as smell and touch are treated as violations of our privacy, we do not really miss these relationships with others. As I wrote15 about the general principle of the local community built on need, in a sensual dimension, it is the necessity and violence that are being rejected but not sensuality as such.




  It is time to discuss causes of the success of the city, however controversial this success might be. The only reason for the flourishing of modern cities is that they are nodes in global flows. It is these flows – of capital, people and ideas – that constitute the city. The city exists in its instability and any attempt to freeze the flow will bring forth its end.




  Despite this, modern cities try to somehow hold on to these tides and contain them. They try doing this in different ways and focus on different aspects – from the capital, through industry, trade to people (Floridian creative capital). However, cities are aware – or at least they should be – that this strategy is doomed in the long run. Yes, for a moment they manage to attract a corporation that will build a factory but it will only be moved elsewhere after a couple of years, tempted by a better offer. Richard Florida’s idea to ‘trap’ people who for reasons like sentiment, family, friends and their children’s school, are less inclined to nomadic lifestyle cannot succeed exactly because of what creative class is. The defining characteristic of the creative class, which according to Florida is crucial for cities’ success, is its mobility. By definition, the creative class is nomadic, and as much as it stimulates cities it needs stimulation itself.




  Despite this, Florida’s idea (in the context of the ideas of others, to name but a few in Jane Jacobs, Sharon Zukin and Edward Glaeser16) can be interpreted as an attempt – even if only partial – to restore the city as an entity, as a subject. Despite all objections to Florida’s concept, his idea of the creative class is not some kind of esoteric flow, but living people. And living people with their needs and weaknesses have to be the foundation of thinking about the city. So perhaps ‘the spirit’ is tied with ‘the filth’.




  The city, however, exists, even though it is unnecessary, even though it is built on the lie (I am using here the word lie in reference to the lie as used by Jacek Dukaj17). In Dukaj’s terms, to lie in this meaning is to lie yourself beyond your ‘natural’ state, created by external conditions and innate characteristics. Arguments for the constitutive and life-giving lie, as tenderness protecting form brutality of truth, as creativity and freedom, can be found in many places – from ‘The Watchmen’ to the works of Harold Bloom and Agata Bielik-Robson. Just as Bloom describes the offensive-defensive strategies of a subject, which by the act of fantasising about its own existence and power creates them18, so does the city. It lies itself into necessity of being. The city was always a surplus and it has always created the need for its own existence.




  If I expose the weakness and the lack of necessity of the city it is not because of any anti-urban bias I might hold. It is exactly the opposite – yet again I call for rebuilding the city as a subject. I am calling for an even better lie. Obviously, the city still possesses remnants of attributes that justified its existence in the past. There is still industry, trade, institutions of power and knowledge in cities. However, they are just remnants of the faded glory. They exist and will continue to exist; after all, the city is a palimpsest. Perhaps the most interesting contemporary example of such a city can be found in China where layers from almost all phases of city development are still present, from the city growing fat on its feudal, rural surroundings to ‘the creative city’ of today. It is interesting that as early as the 1980s F. G. Castles (quoted by Jadwiga Staniszkis in ‘The Ontology of Socialism’) described European socialist countries as syncretic structures. However, it appears that what in Europe was an anomaly heralding the fall of socialist cities there is actually the essence of the Chinese model.




  However, it seems that syncretism is not enough and as it turned out to be unstable in Europe, then it cannot be everlasting in Asia too. It seems that in general cities face the challenge of adding one more layer, of undergoing the next mutation, inventing themselves anew.




  The weakness of the modern city is primarily the result of cities being more of a condensation of global flows (flows of information, capital, people, ideas, etc.) than autonomous entities. Management of the city takes place on many levels – political, economic, cultural, and social. Only a small part of these levels is subject to democratic control or even slightly under the control of municipal authorities. The bigger the city, the more control gets blurred. Paul Hirts19 writes about mega-cities (Sao Paolo) as anti-cities, where effective power is lost. As I wrote earlier, cities are not able to effectively manage themselves and therefore the urban political community has no raison d’être. It is of course possible to take matters into your own hands and when the power weakens take control over fragments of the city. Examples include the creation of guerrilla parks20 or making a temporary art installation permanent, but all these activities prove to be ineffective sooner or later.
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