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Editor’s Note
Sara Bissen
Editor in Chief, The Ruralist Body, United States of America

The city smells of decay. Not by chance, politics is dead. If politics is dead, it is 
because our words have become empty. As if we no longer inhabit them. As if they are 
no longer filled with soil.

This issue of the Journal of Biourbanism is rural. Misheld in a common misuse of the 
word, one arrives at the threshold of rurality. The rural becomes what the urban looks 
for—something that happens to look less urban than what the urban has become. A 
rural aesthetic moves in, disguised, and ushered in by an urban social hegemony (in 
the sense used by Elias, 2000 [1939], pp. 430–432). Urban society is intent to function 
independently of the rural. This presupposes an urban imaginary of the rural that is 
disconnected and made to look like the urban. Not by chance, and distanced because 
of this, the rural inhabits a place that is untouchable, yet not unreal.

A society of absence, and with agency denied (since Marx, 1999 [1852], ch. VII), the 
rural is flattened to a so-called “nature,” a periphery, a remote site of production—
parts of a dominant urban system. 

Yet, the rural in the urban does not follow the same logic as the urban. The social 
processes of rurality are a threat to the socio-economic reproduction of the city and 
the repulsive urbanization that drives the city. Nor, does the rural rest wholely in the 
urban’s foundation. The rural is not the anti-urban. Rather, the rural is opposite of 
politics, as we now know politics to be.

Generation after generation—built on trust—we find that we trust less. Beyond the 
doors of rurality, the rural stands hand in hand with forms of peasantry—another kind 
of “disappearing remainder” of society that is dismissed for its aberrant quality and so 
is labeled “‘not existing historically speaking’” (Shanin, 1966, p. 15). The genesis of 
urban theory and practice became a testament of rural disappearance in its inattention 
to origin.

One way out of the death of politics we see today is tied to the rural as a site of 
resistance. To reside in the logic of the urban is to be limited to the urban horizon. In 
this issue, the rural holds a view of the urban. When we look at the urban from this 
point of view, we find decay.

The urban, always full—of many individuals, of images, and full of clean capital. Full 
of order, full of reason. In The Gulag Archipelago, Solzhenitsyn writes, “we never 
did have any empty [author’s emphasis] prisons, merely prisons which were full or 
prisons which were very, very overcrowded” (Solzhenitsyn, 1973, p. 92). If one side 
of urban decay is the slow process of undoing a sense of place, then that slow process 
is happening faster. Continuing, Solzhenitsyn says that “in the removal of millions and 
in the populating of Gulag, consistent, cold-blooded planning and never-weakening 
persistence were at work” (ibidem).
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The financialization of post-industrialism is dead space held in suspension—like a 
wrecking ball. Decay may be a form of how capitalism preserves itself, but to what 
extent does decay really remain under capitalist control? A contemporary fetishization 
of ephemerality gets lost in decay as a different reality takes root in the absence of 
dominant control. We can then forget that our whole mind and body is taught to hold 
like a sieve (Bradbury, 1953, p. 78). In its limited horizon, the urban paves the way 
for a mordant subsumption of social processes to take place (see Marx’s definition of 
the real subsumption, of not only labor but of social life, under capital; Marx, 1993 
[1939], Notebook VII; Marx, 2010, pp. 93–121). It is the urban for the sake of the 
urban—and “that’s the dirty part” (Bradbury, 1953, p. 86). 

Seeds that have not been taken in by subsumption are seeds of rurality held in the 
decay. Still standing, but not left alone to rot. Urban through design unstrategically 
reproduces itself to feed off space that is already dead—sometimes the appearance of 
a pulse can be deceiving. In decay there is more strategy, there is life and soil—there 
is rurality. Decay looks far away.

In “Newark,” artist Cesar Melgar’s photographic work lays bare the death of the 
neighborhood, identifying where we are, and what passage we are going through. 
Newark does not fit the system, but the logic of urban planning does. Demolition 
by decay, demolition by bulldozers. With Newark as his home, Melgar writes, “the 
neighborhood as we’ve known it is gone”—and it is not by chance that we see 
the logic that plans Newark to be the same logic of displacement, disappearance, 
dissimulation, and massacre elsewhere (see the tragedy of the state killing of Cizre, 
the shrouded administrative expropriation of Diyarbakır villages and its overt siege; 
the razing and rebuilding of Grozny; the comedy of Area del Futuro in Bologna; 
the foundation of Seaside, Florida and of Cayalá, Guatemala City). Coercion is 
multiplied—because “political genius lies in extracting success even from the 
people’s ruin” (Solzhenitsyn, 1973, p. 343). What Solzhenitsyn could not yet see was 
the tightening of a power beyond what he saw. Cuts are now within. At the core of 
the urban system, there is a connection between corruption and corrosion, and decay 
and decadence.

As seen until now, the urban is a sharpened and specialized tool of subsumption 
that is used in its own process of social hegemony. This tool is acidic. The rural is 
complex and pushes against the urban reduction. The urban is complicated, but it is 
not complex. Attempting to make the urban more complex is just an attempt to make it 
more tolerable. The rural is capable of dealing with complexity. The urban that merely 
appears complex cannot deal with complexity. Rural depth of time and unrestrained 
senses witness this. Capital is about an economy of scarcity. Bios is not. 

Instead of adjusting to a fake logic, the life of ruins emerges from the palpable remains 
of rurality.

Undeniably, the rural and urban decay—that is, the bios that exists inside our system, 
is increasingly being chased by a system that is anti-bios. Nevertheless, rural keeps 
collapsing distance with bios. Dirt is touchable by hand. Decay is the socio-physical 
reaction to the acidic dissolve caused by such a dominant urban system. The rural, 
seen or unseen, is the power to stay because it is a body of its own and not a fragment
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of dominance. Turns out, then, that peripheries are cores because voids are centers 
(Alexander, 2002, pp. 222–225). The place where we think politics is not, is exactly 
where it lives.

Robert Neuwirth goes beyond what academia has become. Waste ground as a human 
construct is questioned in “1067 Pacific St., Brooklyn:  In the Ruderal City.” The 
scarred soil of a vacant lot in Brooklyn quietly challenges the deadening convergence 
of cities. In an ability to cross horizons, Neuwirth gets right what urban thought 
and practice often get wrong. As author of two acute works on squatting and the 
informal economy, from Rio de Janeiro to Mumbai, Neuwirth points us to a rurality 
that has the power to stay. In Brooklyn, the weeds are pushing back and the urban 
must adjust. Neuwirth calls this churn ruderal. Life in the ruderal city keeps us from 
losing ourselves.

Marco Casagrande fills ruins with flesh in “From Urban Acupuncture to the Third 
Generation City.” Built on nothing but rumors, the official city cracks. Casagrande, a 
contaminating artist and architect, trespasses the limits of artificial urban walls. Roles 
change. The seeds of the unofficial city stay in soil and body until the official city sees 
that part of itself. In that, memory comes to the surface. Treasure Hill of Taipei, to 
name one place, breaks through the official urban control to touch reality.

Nikos A. Salingaros discusses what the rise of science and mass industrialization 
has led us to in “The ‘Law of Requisite Variety’ and the Built Environment.” As a 
mathematician and physicist, Salingaros illuminates the paradox of how the embrace 
of progress erodes our lives. The loss of difference paves way for the domination and 
destruction of people. Salingaros unravels the logic of top-down control to uncover 
a structure of institutional dominance of the built environment, and the subtle marks 
of coercion that disconnect us from the past. In the end, humanity follows a rising 
process of restraint in the presence of forced monotony.

Robin Monotti Graziadei brings to the surface the kind of value that the distance of 
time gives us in “The Space City Method.” Historical in content, Monotti Graziadei 
writes about Soviet architecture inspired by Suprematism. From the architect’s 
passionated perspective, Monotti Graziadei illustrates an urban eclipse. The urban 
does not integrate but dominates. Here, rurality is a symbol to show the reality of what 
modernity has done to the rural. There are signatures of the urban on the rural, but if 
manifested in form only, then the pigment is certain to fade. The continued attempt 
to conquer rurality—reproduced and superimposed on our present and future based 
on artistic abstraction—is seen in the zoning of waste land by and for the benefit of 
motorways and financial institutions, rather than by and for people.

Samantha Clements reveals a shallowness of resiliency that is mired by its own design 
in “The Abandoned Periphery:  Told in a Series of Vignettes.” Clements, an urbanist 
in the field of emergency management, utilizes the frame of triage to assess natural 
and man-made disasters, from Hurricane Sandy in New York City to the poisoning of 
Flint. The atomized city denies and fails to discern the reality from the theatre. Near-
sighted politicians do not give what is needed, but take what they need. Selection 
never produces an ocean wave. Clements reminds us not only that intention has 
consequences, but that design is never innocent. 
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Massimo Marra speaks to modernity’s blemishes in “The City is a Bitch:  The 
Dematerialization of the Urban.” Originating from the dark, back streets of the 
Neapolitan chaos, Marra enters as “the devil into the procession.” The body is residual, 
but untamed—this body is rural. Marra, a hermeneut of Western esotericism, tells of 
the conflictual alchemy of capital that has come to dematerialize the whole reality. As 
part of its program, Enlightenment has severed the senses to make them incapable of 
perceiving. The invisible is what has been thrown away for Enlightenment to enter. 
Doors are made to open, and doors are made to close.



JBU #1&2/15  11

REFERENCES

Alexander, C. (2002). The nature of order:  The 
 phenomenon of life (Vol. 1). Berkeley, 
 CA:  The Center for Environmental Structure. 

Bradbury, R. (1953). Fahrenheit 451. New York:  
 Ballantine–Del Rey.

Elias, N. (2000 [1939]). The civilizing process:  
 Sociogenetic and psychogenetic investigations. 
 E. Dunning, J. Goudsblom, & S. Mennell 
 (Eds.). (E. Jephcott, Trans.). Malden, MA:  
 Blackwell. 

Marx, K. (1993 [1939]). Grundrisse:  Foundations of
 the critique of political economy (Rough Draft).
 (M. Nicolaus, Trans.). London:  Penguin 
 Books. 

Marx, K. (1999 [1852]). The eighteenth Brumaire 
 of Louis Bonaparte. Marx/Engels Internet 
 Archive. Retrieved from https://www.
 marxists.org/archive/marx/works/1852/18th-
 brumaire/

Marx, K. (2010). Marx & Engels collected works:  
 Marx 1861–64 (Vol. 34). (B. Fowkes, Trans.). 
 Lawrence & Wishart. Retrieved from http://
 www.koorosh-modaresi.com/MarxEngels/
 V34.pdf

Shanin, T. (1966, March). The peasantry as a political 
 factor. The Sociological Review, 14, 5–27. 
 doi:10.1111/j.1467-954X.1966.tb01148.x

Solzhenitsyn, A. I. (1973). The Gulag archipelago 
 1918–1956:  An experiment in literary 
 investigation I–II. (T. P. Whitney, Trans.). 
 New York:  Harper & Row.





Newark
Cesar Melgar

Artist / Photographer, United States of America

This photography project focuses on the rapid changes occurring in what is considered the third oldest 
metropolis in the U.S.—Newark, New Jersey. Spotlighting a neighborhood that borders the Central and East 
Wards of Newark, these photographs represent a city that will be starkly different soon, now that commercial 
and real estate interests have put their scope on our resilient, historic urban landscape.

The neighborhood as we’ve known it is gone. I’ve seen cultural spaces and time-honored architecture leveled 
for surface parking lots, the calculated destruction of neighborhoods, and tenants and homeowners being 
evicted due to eminent domain. Streets where neighborhood kids played free are now replaced by the gridlock 
of automobiles and their touristing drivers who just a couple of years ago, would never set foot in our city.

People are flooding Newark because it’s astronomically cheaper than living in New York City, at least for the 
time being. Sometimes, especially creative types, come here on a quest for authenticity. This is the new era of 
colonialism. The irreversible force of gentrification has crossed the Hudson River and has absorbed Hoboken 
and Jersey City. Newark is well on its way down the same route, and I want to record its spaces and its people 
before everyone is priced out and history repeats itself once again.

Keywords: Newark, urban development, rural, void, land, dispossession

JBU #1&2/15  13



PHOTOGRAPHS

Inside Cover Behind a roll down gate on Branford Place, a bustling downtown 
corridor. 2015

p. 2 Proctor’s Theatre stage, top level. 2015

pp. 4–5 Many of the properties near The Prudential Center and the Ironbound section 
are carelessly destroyed and replaced with ground level parking lots. Only a few 
structures are spared the wrecking ball, including this building, which during its life, 
was a successful Chinese take-out spot. 2015

p. 12 Untitled. 2015

pp. 16–17 In its past life, a bodega and housing. After the uprooting of my 
neighborhood, the business couldn’t survive. 2016

p. 18 Overlooking Halsey Street. 2015

p. 25 Untitled. 2015

pp. 26–27 Untitled. 2014

p. 28 Untitled. 2016

p. 43 Properties near the gentrifying downtown are being emptied and restored as 
property values rise. Renting is already difficult for those of modest means. 2016.

pp. 44–45 This corner on Halsey Street, which once had beautiful historic brick 
buildings, is the location of the new Teacher’s Village—one of the many major 
redevelopment projects popping up downtown. 2015

p. 46 Untitled. 2016

p. 53 Untitled. 2016

pp. 56–57 Awaiting demolition. 2015

p. 58 Standing inside a theatre from Newark’s past, overlooking the entertainment 
venues of its future. 2015

pp. 66–67 Facades along Broad Street after Hurricane Sandy’s brutal attack in New 
Jersey. 2012

p. 68 An alleyway with Murphy’s Varnish Company, a historic factory turned luxury 
housing, in the distance. 2016

p. 79 Residents on Halsey Street are unsure of their future as luxury developments 
rapidly take up space near Penn Station, Newark’s transportation hub and gateway 
into New York City. 2016
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pp. 80–81 A home restoration downtown uncovers decades old graffiti. 2015

p. 82 Redevelopment on Mecca Place. 2016

p. 91 Untitled. 2016

pp. 92–93 Proctor’s, a two-level theatre, sits abandoned in the heart of downtown 
since the late 1960s. 2015

p. 102 Street corner near Murphy’s Varnish Company in the Ironbound section; an 
old factory, and historic landmark, being repurposed into luxury housing. 2016

p. 107 Audience seats inside Proctor’s Theatre, which recently celebrated 100 years 
since opening in 1915 and being abandoned as a result of white flight in the late     
1960s. 2015
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1067 Pacific St., Brooklyn:
In the Ruderal City

Robert Neuwirth
1067 PacificPeople, United States of America

Special Thanks to Andrea Haenggi & Ellie Irons

ABSTRACT

A look at some of the plant life on a vacant lot in Brooklyn, NY. The plants that grow on this lot do not obey 
laws of hardened competition, but rather demonstrate facets of mutual aid as they eke out an existence on a 
polluted and rubble-filled ground. These plants help restore environmental balance that has been destroyed 
through two centuries of human use. This essay notes that ruderal—meaning waste land—is a man-made 
concept, but that it may be important to retain the concept in the increasingly built-on gentrified modern city.

Keywords: Brooklyn, invasive species, lot, vacant lot, margins, mugwort, New York, ruderal,
  waste ground, weeds
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Figure 1. Mugwort sprouting from a crack between wall and pavement (Photograph by Andrea Haenggi).

The plants choose their places carefully.

Mugwort (Artemisia vulgaris) sprouts in healthy 
clumps in one spot, but a few inches away it doesn’t 
grow, ceding the patch of arid rocky soil to the cheat 
grass (Bromus tectorum). The boundary between the 
two plant groupings is so sharp it looks like someone 
took a razor to the soil.

This is a vacant lot in New York City, a place where 
conditions are so harsh, you’d expect pure survival 
of the fittest to be rampant. But this is no Darwinian 
dystopia. Instead, it’s a Kropotkin cosmos, featuring 
various forms of vegetal mutual aid. By respecting 
their boundaries, Artemisia and Bromus share the 
ruderal city.

This place—1067 Pacific Street in Brooklyn—was an 
auto repair yard, auto body garage, and iron monger’s 
facility for 40 years (someone who grew up on the block 
reported that there had previously been a residential 
building on the site, a single-room-occupancy rooming 
house, which was likely demolished in the 1960s). 
The soil is polluted from the history of human use. 
Vegetation was almost nonexistent when we took the 
space. And there’s still a scar down the center of the 
lot where the repairmen disposed of used motor oil by 
pouring it into the soil. Last year, a batch of Virginia 
Pepperweed (Lepidium virginicum L.) thrived on the 
petroleum-soaked ground. This year, there’s a low

thatch of Lambs Quarters (Chenopodium album) 
plus, in one spot, a determined tuft of what looks like 
beach grass (Ammophila)—a reminder that New York 
is an ocean city, even if the waves of the Atlantic are 
more than ten miles away.

Plants here naturally seize the spots that have the 
conditions they like best. Lambs Quarters like depleted 

soil. Mugwort, which arrived from Asia hundreds of 
years back, flourishes because of alkaline conditions:  
the plant feasts on the crumbled mortar of demolished 
buildings that is a common additive in New York City 
soil. Cheat grass came to the U.S. from Europe in the 
1860s and has spread over much of the country. It 
thrives in the city because it likes coarse and rocky 
earth and wards off other grasses by sucking as much 
as 70 percent of the moisture from its habitat.

Among other species that make their appearance 
here:  black nightshade (Solanum americanum), 
whose leaves and berries are toxic, white snakeroot 
(Ageratina altissima), another toxin, which, when 
livestock eat enough of it, renders milk poisonous 
(Abraham Lincoln’s mother died at age 34 from 
drinking milk from cows that had eaten too much 
snakeroot); ladysthumb (Persicaria maculosa); 
horseweed (Conyza canadensis); hawkweed 
(Hieracium caespitosum), also known as false 
dandelion; bull thistle (Cirsium vulgare); paper 
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Figure 2. White Snakeroot gone to seed (Photograph by the Author).

zoning and swerves towards 1067 Pacific, pushing 
eddies of trash against the corrugated metal that lines 
the exterior of this property. Life here is a procession 
of  candy wrappers, yellowed, week-old newspapers, 
plastic snack-food wrappers, long-expired losing 
lottery tickets, Off Track Betting receipts, and battered 
and out-of-date business cards. 

The insects choose their places too. They make the 
most of whatever opportunities they find. Mosquitos 
emerge wherever there’s standing water—the pile of 
tires at the flat-fix shop next door and the popular car 
wash next to that are the perfect breeding ground. 
Ants seem to understand telepathically just where 
crumbs will wind up before the crumbs are even there. 
They’ll carry off chunks of bread many times bigger 
than themselves. Bees swarm to the yellow blooms 
of hawkweed (Hieracium, a.k.a. false dandelion). 
Spiders nest beneath the leaves and in the beams of 
nearby garages. This year, for the first time, Aphids 
invaded with a vengeance, stunting the growth of the 
weeds unless washed away.

This ruderal place wouldn’t be complete without the 
traffic on the street and in the sky. The booming of

mulberry (Broussonetia papyrifera); Japanese hops 
(Humulus japonicus); and a far less impressively 
aromatic variant of tarragon (Artemisia dracunculus).

Despite the increasing number of plants that have 
sprouted, the soil remains filled with the wreckage 
of successive businesses. We at 1067 PacificPeople 
have removed bucketfuls of crushed glass and dozens 
of hunks of rusting iron, plus the usual detritus of 
the auto repair trade:  spark plugs, gaskets, cylinder 
heads, cracked bulbs, and headlamps. But no matter 
how much we sift out of the dirt, large new shards 
of metal and glass continue to rise. It’s as if the soil 
tries to clean itself through a slow motion natural spin 
cycle, and things that humans have buried deeply
beneath the surface eventually come to the surface. I
have no idea if this is true—but it is a wonderful image 
for the ruderal city:  everything in continual churn.

The garbage, too, chooses its places.

The heights of Crown Heights is the ridgeline where 
Eastern Parkway runs—and the wind swoops off 
the slope down the cross streets before veering over 
the smaller buildings that are an ancient accident of
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Figure 4. Pollinating a false dandelion (Photograph by the Author).

They crawl through the sky from the south, float 
north across the borough before taking a wide arc 
to the east across neighboring Queens where they 
make a half-loop just over Mt. Hebron Cemetery 
(where my grandmother and grandfather are buried) 
then drop quickly and roar in to land traveling east 
to west over Flushing Bay and onto the runway at 
LaGuardia Airport.

Figure 3. A business card arrived on the wind (Photograph by the Author).

car radios is a summertime continuum, as people 
wax their cars after running them through the car 
wash that’s just down the block and street mechanics 
still ply their trade in repair. And, during rush 
hours on most spring and summer days, airplanes 
whistle over every 90 seconds (planes have both a
whistle and a roar, and different-sized planes have 
distinctive whistles—lower notes for wide bodies, 
higher tones for slimmer, more needle-like airships). 



Society has an unfortunate tendency to define 
people by the conditions they live in—and thus 
has sequestered these people as in essence ruderal. 
One of my arguments is that we should not confuse 
people with the material conditions they live in. They 
negotiate the conditions of their homes—four walls, 
a roof, water, electricity, a toilet—because society, 
government, neighbors, all of us collectively, do 
not fight to ensure that everyone has access to these 
necessities. Which reveals the hollowness of the 
concept of the ruderal. People are not ruderal. Nor are 
plants. If I eat a tomato on a vacant lot that is strewn 
with trash, and some seeds spill on the ground and 
sprout, does that make tomatoes ruderal? There is no 
waste ground in nature. For sure, some portions of the 
planet are hot and some are cold. Some are lush and 
some are rugged. Some are more conducive to plant 
life and other places present more of a struggle. 

The idea of ‘waste ground’ is a human construct. 
We create waste. We dump it on certain overlooked 
parcels. And we then define those parcels as
waste ground.

If the lot at 1067 Pacific Street in Brooklyn is ruderal, 
it is ruderal because human occupation and use has 
depleted and defiled it. It is ruderal because humans 
made it ruderal and let it continue to be ruderal. 
The plants that grow here are simply trying to do 
the best they can in the difficult conditions we have 
created. And some of these invasive and undesirable 
plants serve a purpose:  they help take the toxins and 
pollutants out of the soil.

The ruderal city is harsh. The plants can be assertive 
and overpowering. The wind can be strong. The trash 
can be a constant presence. The insects overwhelming.

Yet today, in Crown Heights, as in all of New York, 
the ruderal is rapidly disappearing as the onslaught 
of real estate development gobbles every available 
parcel. Places like 1067 Pacific Street are the last 
frontier, conserved, for now, only because they are 
zoned for manufacturing.

As New York and all global cities converge, they 
become more monochrome in form and content and 
they lose the restless churn that drew people to them. 
The ruderal offers a passive challenge to this process. 
If we lose the ruderal city, do we, in a way, also
lose ourselves?

I didn’t know what the word ruderal meant until last 
year. And even now, I have to google it to make sure 
I’ve spelled it right and got the meaning down.

Here’s the definition, from Oxford Dictionaries:

 ru·der·al ˈro͞odərəl/
 Botany

 adjective:  ruderal

 

Ngram—Google’s guide to the history of word usage 
in the digitized corpus of Google Books—tracks 
ruderal to the 1840s.

The word is actually more ancient than these 
two sources suggest. Samuel Johnson, in his 
groundbreaking English-language compendium of 
1755, cites previous dictionaries (most likely a nod 
to Nathan Bailey’s 1727 Universal Etymological 
English Dictionary, Volume II) as his source for 
defining a similar word:

 ruderary adj., [rudera, Lat.]
 Belonging to rubbish.

I have written two books on waste ground and refuse—
though neither of them was about waste ground and 
refuse. They were about squatter communities and 
street markets and the people who live and work 
in them. Mostly squatter communities and street 
markets are located on marginal land—parcels that 
had been neglected or polluted or were too rough for 
development and habitation.

1. (of a plant) growing on waste ground or  
among refuse.

noun:  ruderal; plural noun:  ruderals

1. a plant growing on waste ground or
among refuse.

Origin:  mid 19th century [the full Oxford 
English Dictionary suggests that the first 
usage was in a gardeners’ manual published 
in 1835], from modern Latin ruderalis, from 
Latin rudera, plural of rudus ‘rubble.’
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From Urban Acupuncture to
the Third Generation City

Marco Casagrande
Ruin Academy, C-Lab, and International Society of Biourbanism, Finland

ABSTRACT

The crisis of urbanism is analyzed as a vital phenomenon that prepares the Third Generation City—its 
connection with nature and its flesh. The industrial city is, on the contrary, fictitious. The example of the 
settlement of Treasure Hill, near Taipei, is given. As an organic ruin of the industrial city, Treasure Hill is a 
biourban site of resistance and an acupuncture point of Taipei, with its own design methodology based on 
Local Knowledge. This ruin is the matter from which parasite urbanism composts the modern city. Another 
example is offered by observing the daily life in Mumbai’s unofficial settlements. Urban acupuncture, the 
Third Generation City, and the conceptual model of paracity speak to the community that rests in the hands 
of its own people.

Keywords: urban acupuncture, biourbanism, Third Generation City, ruins, parasite urbanism, paracity,            
  Local Knowledge
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INTRODUCTION

Missis Chen is 84 years old. She has lived together 
with the Xindian River all her life. Her family used 
to have a boat, like every Taipei family, and a water 
buffalo. Sometimes the kids would cross the river on 
the back of the buffalo. Sometimes an uncle might 
end up so drunk, that they hesitated, if they could 
put him back on his boat after an evening together. 
Children, vegetables, and laundry were washed in the 
river. The water was drinkable and the river was full 
of fish, crabs, snails, clams, shrimp, and frogs to eat.

Missis Chen used to work for sand harvesters, who 
dug sand out of the river bottom for making concrete. 
She made food for them. Many of the sand harvesters 
lived in the Treasure Hill settlement together with 
Missis Chen’s family. In the past, the hill had been 
a Japanese Army anti-aircraft position, and it was 
rumored that the Japanese had hidden a treasure of 
gold somewhere in their bunker networks inside the 
hill—hence the name Treasure Hill.  

Xindian River was flooding—like all Taipei rivers—
when the frequent typhoons arrived in summers and 
autumns. The flood was not very high, though—
the Taipei Basin is a vast flood plain and water has 
plenty of space to spread out. Houses were designed 
so that the knee-high flood would not come in, or in 
some places, the water was let into the ground floor 
while people continued to live on the upper floors. 
In Treasure Hill, the flood would also come into the 
piggeries and other light-weight structures on the 
river flood bank, but the houses with people were a 
bit higher up on the hill. All of the flood bank was 
farmed, and the farms and vegetable gardens were 
constructed so that they could live together with the 
flood. Flooding was normal. This pulse of nature was 
a source of life.

Missis Chen remembers when the river got polluted. 
“The pollution comes from upstream,” she says, 
referring to the many illegal ‘Made in Taiwan’—
factories up on the mountains and river banks, which 
let all their industrial waste into the river. “Now not 
even the dogs eat the fish anymore.” At some point, 
the river became so polluted that Taipei children 
were taught not to touch the water or they would go 
blind. The flood became poisonous for the emerging 
industrial city, which could no longer live together 
with the river nature. The city built a wall against the 
flooding river:  a 12 meters high, reinforced concrete 
flood wall separating the built urban environment 
from nature.

“One day, the flood came to Chiang Kai-shek’s home 
and the Dictator got angry. He built the wall. We call 
it the Dictator’s Wall,” an elderly Jiantai fisherman 
recalls sitting in his bright blue boat with a painted 
white eye and red mouth and continues to tell his 
stories describing which fish disappeared which 
year, and when some of the migrating fishes ceased 
to return to the river. In one lifetime, the river has 
transformed from a treasure chest of seafood into an 
industrial sewer, which is once again being slowly 
restored towards a more natural condition. The wall 
hasn’t moved anywhere. The generations of Taipei 
citizens born after the 1960s don’t live in a river 
city. They live in an industrially-walled urban fiction 
separated from nature.

TREASURE HILL

In 2003, the Taipei City Government decided to 
destroy the unofficial settlement of Treasure Hill. 
By that time, the community consisted of some 400 
households of mainly elderly Kuomintang veterans 
and illegal migrant workers. The bulldozers had 
knocked down the first two layers of the houses of 
the terraced settlement on the hillside. After that, the 
houses were standing too high for the bulldozers to 
reach, and there were no drivable roads leading into 
the organically built settlement. Then the official 
city destroyed the farms and community gardens of 
Treasure Hill down by the Xindian River flood banks. 
Then they cut the circulation between the individual 
houses—small bridges, steps, stairs, and pathways. 
After that, Treasure Hill was left to rot, to die slowly, 
cut away from its life sources.
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Figure 1. Taipei flood wall (Photograph by the Author).

Figure 2. Treasure Hill (Photograph by Stephen Wilde).
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Roan Chin-Yueh of the WEAK! managed so that the 
City Government Department of Cultural Affairs 
invited me to Taipei. She introduced me to Treasure 
Hill’s impressive organic settlement with a self-
made root-cleaning system of gray waters through 
patches of jungle on the hillside. Treasure Hill was 
composting organic waste into fertilizer for the farms 
and using minimum amounts of electricity, which 
was stolen from the official grid. There was even a 
central radio system through which Missis Chen 
could transmit important messages to the community, 
such as inviting them to watch old black and white 
movies in the open-air cinema in front of her house. 

At that point, the city had stopped to collect trash 
from Treasure Hill, and there were lots of garbage 
bags in the alleys. I started to collect these garbage 
bags and carried them down the hill into a pile close 
to a point that you could reach with a truck. The 
residents did not speak to me, but instead they hid 
inside their houses. One could feel their eyes on one’s 
back, though. Some houses were abandoned and 
I entered them. The interiors and the atmospheres 
were as if the owners had left all of a sudden. Even 
photo albums were there and tiny altars with small 
gods with long beards. In one of the houses, I could 
not help looking at the photo album. The small tinted 
black and white photos started in mainland China, 
and all the guys wore Kuomintang military uniforms. 
Different landscapes in different parts of China, and 
then at some point the photos turned to color prints. 
The same guys were in Taiwan. Then there was a 
woman, and an elderly gentleman posed with her in 
civil clothes by a fountain. Photos of children and 
young people. Civil clothes, but the Kuomintang 
flag of Taiwan everywhere. A similar flag was inside 
the room. Behind me, somebody enters the house, 
which is only one room with the altar on the other 
end and a bed on the other. The old man is looking 
at me. He is calm and observant, somehow sad. He 
speaks and shows with his hand at the altar. Do not 
touch—I understand. I look at the old man in the eyes 
and he looks into mine. I feel like looking at the photo 
album. The owner of the house must have been his 
friend. They have travelled together a long way from 
the civil war of China to Taiwan. They have literally 
built their houses on top of Japanese concrete bunkers 
and made their life in Treasure Hill. His friend has 
passed away. There is a suitcase and I pack inside the 
absent owner’s trousers and his shirt, both in khaki 
color. I continue collecting the garbage bags and carry 
the old man’s bag around the village. The next day the

residents start helping me with collecting the garbage. 
Professor Kang Min-Jay organizes a truck to take 
the bags away. After a couple of days, we organize 
a public ceremony together with some volunteer 
students and Treasure Hill veterans, and declare a war 
on the official city:  Treasure Hill will fight back and 
it is here to stay. I’m wearing the dead man’s clothes.

We have a long talk with Professor Roan about 
Treasure Hill and how to stop the destruction. He 
suggests that Hsieh Ying-Chun (Atelier 3, WEAK!) 
will join us with his aboriginal Thao tribe crew of self-
learned construction workers. I start touring at local 
universities giving speeches about the situation and 
try to recruit students for construction work. In the 
end, we have 200 students from Tamkang University 
Department of Architecture, Chinese Cultural 
University, and National Taiwan University. A team 
of attractive girl students manage to make a deal with 
the neighboring bridge construction site workers, and 
they start offloading some of the construction material 
cargo to us from the trucks passing us by. We mainly 
get timber and bamboo; they use mahogany for the 
concrete molds.

With the manpower and simple construction material, 
we start reconstructing the connections between the 
houses of the settlement, but most importantly, we 
also restart the farms. The bridge construction workers 
even help us with a digging machine. Missis Chen 
comes to advise us about the farming and offers us 
food and Chinese medicine. I am invited to her house 
every evening after the workday with an interpreter. 
She tells her life story and I see how she is sending 
food to many houses whose inhabitants are very old. 
Children from somewhere come to share our dinners 
as well. Her house is the heart of the community. 
Treasure Hill veterans join us in the farming and 
construction work. Rumors start spreading in Taipei:  
things are cooking in Treasure Hill. More people 
volunteer for the work, and after enough urban 
rumors the media arrives suddenly. After the media, 
the politicians follow. Commissioner Liao from the 
City Government Cultural Bureau comes to recite 
poems. Later Mayor Ma Ying-Jeou comes jogging by 
with TV crews and gives us his blessings. The City 
Government officially agrees that this is exactly why 
they had invited me from Finland to work with the 
issue of Treasure Hill. The same government had 
been bulldozing the settlement away 3 weeks earlier. 

One can design whole cities simply with rumors.
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Figure 3. Collective farm in Treasure Hill (Photograph by Stephen Wilde).

Figure 4. Reconstructed steps in Treasure Hill (Photograph by Stephen Wilde).
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Working in Treasure Hill had pressed an acupuncture 
point of the industrial Taipei City. Our humble 
construction work was the needle that had penetrated 
through the thin layer of official control and touched 
the original ground of Taipei—collective topsoil where 
Local Knowledge is rooting. Treasure Hill is an urban 
compost, which was considered a smelly corner of the 
city, but after some turning is now providing the most 
fertile topsoil for future development. The Taiwanese 
would refer to this organic energy as “Chi.”

URBAN ACUPUNCTURE

After the initial discovery in Treasure Hill, the 
research of Urban Acupuncture continued at the 
Tamkang University Department of Architecture, 
where Chairman Chen Cheng-Chen under my 
professorship added it to the curriculum in the autumn 
of 2004. In 2009, the Finnish Aalto University’s 
Sustainable Global Technologies research center 
with Professor Olli Varis joined in to further develop 
the multidisciplinary working methods of Urban 
Acupuncture in Taipei, with focus on urban ecological 
restoration through punctual interventions. In 2010, 
the Ruin Academy was launched in Taipei with the 
help of the JUT Foundation. The Academy operated 
as an independent multidisciplinary research center 
moving freely in between the different disciplines 
of art and science within the general framework of 
built human environment. The focus was on Urban 
Acupuncture and the theory of the Third Generation 
City. Ruin Academy collaborated with the Tamkang 
University Department of Architecture, the National 
Taiwan University Department of Sociology, 
Aalto University SGT, the Taipei City Government 
Department of Urban Development, and the 
International Society of Biourbanism.

Urban Acupuncture is a biourban theory, which 
combines sociology and urban design with the 
traditional Chinese medical theory of acupuncture. 
As a design methodology, it is focused on tactical, 
small-scale interventions on the urban fabric, aiming 
in ripple effects and transformation on the larger 
urban organism. Through the acupuncture points, 
Urban Acupuncture seeks to be in contact with the 
site-specific Local Knowledge. By its nature, Urban 
Acupuncture is pliant, organic, and relieves stress 
and industrial tension in the urban environment, 
thus directing the city towards the organic—urban 
nature as part of nature. Urban Acupuncture produces

small-scale, but ecologically and socially catalytic 
development on the built human environment.

Urban Acupuncture is not an academic innovation. 
It refers to common collective Local Knowledge 
practices that already exist in Taipei and other cities, 
self-organized practices that are tuning the industrial 
city towards the organic machine—the Third 
Generation City.

In Taipei, the citizens ruin the centrally governed, 
official mechanical city with unofficial networks of 
urban farms and community gardens. They occupy 
streets for night markets and second hand markets, 
and activate idle urban spaces for karaoke, gambling, 
and collective exercises (dancing, Tai-Chi, Chi-
Gong, et cetera). They build illegal extensions to 
apartment buildings, and dominate the urban no 
man’s land by self-organized, unofficial settlements, 
such as Treasure Hill. The official city is the source 
of pollution, while the self-organized activities are 
more humble in terms of material energy-flows and 
more tied with nature through the traditions of Local 
Knowledge. There is a natural resistance towards 
the official city. It is viewed as an abstract entity that 
seems to threaten people’s sense of community, and 
separates them from the biological circulations.

Urban Acupuncture is Local Knowledge in Taipei, 
which on a larger scale, keeps the official city 
alive. The unofficial is the biological tissue of the 
mechanical city. Urban Acupuncture is a biourban 
healing and development process connecting modern 
man with nature.

THIRD GENERATION CITY

The first generation city is the one where the human 
settlements are in straight connection with nature and 
dependent on nature. The fertile and rich Taipei Basin 
provided a fruitful environment for such a settlement. 
The rivers were full of fish and good for transportation, 
with the mountains protecting the farmed plains from 
the straightest hits of the frequent typhoons.

The second generation city is the industrial city. 
Industrialism granted the citizens independence from 
nature—a mechanical environment could provide 
everything humans needed. Nature was seen as 
something unnecessary or as something hostile—it 
was walled away from the mechanical reality.
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Figure 5. Unofficial community gardens and urban farms of the Taipei Basin,
the real map of Urban Acupuncture (Image sourced by the Author).

The Third Generation City is the organic ruin of the 
industrial city, an open form, organic machine tied 
with Local Knowledge and self-organized community 
actions. The community gardens of Taipei are 
fragments of third generation urbanism when they 
exist together with their industrial surroundings.
Local Knowledge is present in the city, and this 
is where Urban Acupuncture is rooting. Among 
the anarchist gardeners are the Local Knowledge 
professors of Taipei.

The Third Generation City is a city of cracks. The thin  

mechanical surface of the industrial city is shattered,
and from these cracks emerge the new biourban 
growth, which will ruin the second generation city. 
Human-industrial control is opened up in order for 
nature to step in. A ruin is when the manmade has 
become part of nature. In the Third Generation City, 
we aim at designing ruins. The Third Generation City 
is true when the city recognizes its local knowledge 
and allows itself to be part of nature. 

“To find a form that accommodates the mess, that is 
the task of the artist now” (Samuel Beckett).
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PARASITE URBANISM

The emerging biourban cities are not homogeneous 
platforms for single cultures, races, economical 
doctrines, timelines, or other ways of life or being. 
They are urban composts where organic knowledge is 
floating into the cracks of the industrially developed 
surroundings. This organic knowledge has the 
ability to treat and heal the surrounding city as a 
positive parasite. It can suck in and treat urban and 
even industrial waste, and it is able to build bridges 
between the modern man and nature. It can grow to 
places where the industrial city cannot go and through 
punctual interventions, it can tune the whole urban 
development towards the organic; built human nature 
as part of nature. 

This symbiotic coexistence between the “official” and 
“developed” city, and the unofficial, self-built and 
organic parasite biourbanism has been existing already 
for a long time with slums, favelas, camps of migrating 
workers, unofficial settlements, urban enclaves of 
resistance, community gardens and urban farms, 
and even refugee camps. These strongholds of urban  

Figure 6. Paracity, model (Photograph by the Author).

nomads are harvesting the surrounding city from 
what it calls waste, surplus material streams of the 
industrial life. Without these urban nomads, these 
material streams will end up in nature as what we call 
pollution. The unofficial is the buffer zone between 
development and nature—trying to save the city
from itself. 

This parasite urbanism should be encouraged to grow 
on the expense of industrial efficiency. It should eat 
the urban industrialism away up until a point, where 
the city is in tune with the life-providing systems of 
nature. Within this new biourban human mangrove, 
the relicts of the industrial hardness will emerge as 
islands, ridges or hills, maybe volcanoes. This urban 
compost is the Third Generation City. It already exists 
in many places and on many scales, from Jakarta to 
Rio, and from the collective urban farms of Taipei to 
the buffalo sheds of Mumbai. It is not a utopia, but a 
way in which the different material cycles of cities 
have coexisted for much longer than industrialism. 

For example, in Mumbai there have always been 
countless buffalo sheds along the monsoon floodwater
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streams. The respected animal gives fuel (dung-
cakes) and milk to the surrounding city. Here, the 
river or stream is an essential part of this symbiosis. 
The buffalo dung is pushed to the low water stream, 
where women mix it by foot with straw before it gets 
transported back to the sheds for the making and 
drying of the dung-cakes. The buffaloes also need 
to get washed every day. The buffalo caretakers are 
living on decks above the animals. 

People have always brought their household waste 
from the surrounding city to the buffalo sheds in 
exchange for the milk and energy. The first one to 
eat from this organic waste is the buffalo, which will 
pick up the best parts. Then comes the goat, which 
can even eat paper. After the goat comes the dog, who 
goes through the possible small remnants of bones, 
skins, and meat. The last one in the chain is the pig, 
who will eat even rotten meat and already digested 
material. The surrounding city cannot live without the 
buffalo sheds. This chain of animals worked perfectly 
before the age of industrial materials. Then, materials 
started to appear in the trash bags that even a pig could 
not consume—plastics, aluminum, et cetera. The city 
needed a new animal:  man. 

The slums of Mumbai have grown around the buffalo 
sheds. Millions of people have been transported from 
the poorest areas of India to take care of the developed 
city. Only in the Owhiwara River chain of slums is 
there estimated to live some 700,000 inhabitants.The 
recycling stations and illegal factories are situated here, 
just next door to Bollywood. What cannot be recycled 
or treated ends up in the river, just like in Jakarta it 
ends up in the bay. Monsoon will flush the toilet. 

The buffalo sheds are the original acupuncture 
needles of Mumbai. Now, together with slums, they 
present a strong culture of parasite urbanism. The 
harvesting, processing, and recycling of the urban 
waste is harmful for the people who do it and for 
nature. The Third Generation City is looking towards 
a situation where the parasite urbanism has reached 
another level presenting a biourban balance between 
the rivers, slums, and the surrounding city.  

PARACITY

Learning from the cases of Taipei and Mumbai, we 
have developed a conceptual model to further study  
the possibilities of parasite urbanism: Paracity (2014).

Paracity is a biourban organism that is growing on 
the principles of Open Form:  individual design-
built actions generating spontaneous communicative 
reactions on the surrounding built human environment.
This organic constructivist dialogue leads to            
self-organized community structures, sustainable 
development, and knowledge building. Open Form is 
close to the original Taiwanese ways of developing 
the self-organized and often “illegal” communities. 
These micro-urban settlements contain a high volume 
of Local Knowledge, which we believe will start 
composting in Paracity, once the development of the 
community is in the hands of the citizens.

The agritectural organism of the Paracity is based on 
a primary wooden three-dimensional structure, an 
organic grid with spatial modules of 6 x 6 x 6 meters, 
constructed out of CLT (cross-laminated timber) 
beams, and columns. This simple structure can be 
modified and developed by the community members. 
The primary structure can grow even in neglected 
urban areas such as flood plains, hillsides, abandoned 
industrial areas, storm water channels, and slums. 
Paracity is perfectly suited for flooding and tsunami 
risk areas and the CLT primary structure is highly fire-
resistant and capable of withstanding earthquakes.

Paracity provides the skeleton, but the citizens create 
the flesh. Design should not replace reality—Flesh is 
More. Paracitizens will attach their individual, self-
made architectural solutions, gardens, and farms 
on the primary structure, which will offer a three- 
dimensional building grid for DIY architecture. The 
primary structure also provides the main arteries 
of water and human circulation, but the finer Local 
Knowledge nervous networks are weaved in by the 
inhabitants. Large parts of Paracity is occupied by 
wild and cultivated nature following the example 
of Treasure Hill and other unofficial communities
in Taipei.  

Paracity’s self-sustainable biourban growth is backed 
up by off-the-grid modular environmental technology 
solutions, providing methods for water purification, 
energy production, organic waste treatment, waste 
water purification, and sludge recycling. These 
modular plug-in components can be adjusted according 
to the growth of the Paracity, and moreover, the whole 
Paracity is designed not only to treat and circulate 
its own material streams, but to start leeching waste 
from its host city and thus becoming a positive urban 
parasite following the similar kinds of symbiosis as 
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Figure 7. Image sourced by the Author.

Figure 8. Drawing by Niilo Tenkanen / Casagrande Laboratory.
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in-between slums and the surrounding city. In a sense, 
Paracity is a high-tech slum, which can start tuning 
the industrial city towards an ecologically more 
sustainable direction. Paracity is a Third Generation 
City, an organic machine urban compost, which 
assists the industrial city to transform itself into being 
part of nature.

The pilot project of the Paracity grows on an urban 
farming island of Danshui River, Taipei City. The 
island is located between the Zhongxing and Zhonxiao

bridges and is around 1,000 meters long and 300 
meters wide. Paracity Taipei celebrates the original 
first generation Taipei urbanism with a high level of 
“illegal” architecture, self-organized communities, 
urban farms, community gardens, urban nomads, and 
constructive anarchy.

After the Paracity has reached critical mass, the 
life-providing system of the CLT structure will start 
escalating. It will cross the river and start taking root 
on the flood plains. It will then cross the 12 meters



Figure 9. Paracity CLT-module, 6 x 6 x 6m (Photograph by Jan Feichtinger / Casagrande Laboratory).

Figure 10. Agritecture of the Paracity (Drawing by Niilo Tenkanen / Casagrande Laboratory).
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Figure 11. Paracity, flood-water scenario (Image sourced by the Author).
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high Taipei flood wall and gradually grow into the
city. The flood wall will remain in the guts of the 
Paracity, but the new structure enables Taipei citizens 
to fluently reach the river. Paracity will reunite the 
river reality and the industrial urban fiction. Paracity is 
a mediator between the modern city and nature. Seeds 
of the Paracity will start taking root within the urban 
acupuncture points of Taipei:  illegal community 
gardens, urban farms, abandoned cemeteries, and 
wastelands. From these acupuncture points, Paracity 
will start growing by following the covered irrigation 
systems such as the Liukong Channel, and eventually 
the biourban organism and the static city will find a 
balance—the Third Generation Taipei.

Paracity has a lot of holes, gaps, and nature between 
houses. This is a city of cracks. The system ventilates 
itself like a large-scale beehive of post-industrial 
insects. The different temperatures of the roofs, 
gardens, bodies of water and shaded platforms will 
generate small winds between them, and the hot roofs 
will start sucking in breeze from the cooler river. The 
individual houses should also follow the traditional 
principles of bioclimatic architecture and not rely on 
mechanical air-conditioning.
 
The biourbanism of the Paracity is as much landscape 
as it is architecture. The all-encompassing landscape-
architecture of Paracity includes organic layers for



natural water purification and treatment, community 
gardening, farming, and biomass production as an 
energy source. Infrastructure and irrigation water 
originates from the polluted Danshui River and will 
be both chemically (bacteria-based) and biologically 
purified before being used in the farms, gardens, and 
the houses of the community. The bacteria/chemically 
purified water gets pumped up to the roof parks on 
the top level of the Paracity, from where it will by 
gravity start circulating into the three-dimensional     
irrigation systems.

Paracity is based on free flooding. The whole city 
stands on stilts, allowing the river to pulsate freely 
with the frequent typhoons and storm waters. The 
Paracity is actually an organic architectural flood 
itself, ready to cross the flood wall of Taipei and 
spread into the mechanical city.

Paracity Taipei will be powered mostly by bioenergy 
that uses the organic waste, including sludge, taken 
from the surrounding industrial city and by farming 
fast-growing biomass on the flood banks of the Taipei 
river system. Paracity Taipei will construct itself 
through impacts of collective consciousness, and it is 
estimated to have 15,000–25,000 inhabitants.

The wooden primary structure and the environmental 
technology solutions will remain pretty much the same 
no matter in which culture the Paracity starts to grow, 
but the real human layer of self-made architecture 
and farming will follow the Local Knowledge of 
the respective culture and site. Paracity is always 
site-specific and it is always local. Other Paracities 
are emerging in North Fukushima in Japan and the 
Baluchistan Coast in Pakistan.

CONCLUSION

The way towards the Third Generation City is a 
process of becoming a collective learning and healing 
organism and of reconnecting the urbanized collective 
consciousness with nature. In Taipei, the wall 
between the city and the river must go. This requires 
a total transformation from the city infrastructure 
and from the centralized power control. Otherwise, 
the real development will be unofficial. Citizens on 
their behalf are ready and are already breaking the 
industrial city apart by themselves. Local knowledge 
is operating independently from the official city and 
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is providing punctual third generation surroundings 
within the industrial city:  urban acupuncture for the 
stiff official mechanism.

The weak signals of the unofficial collective 
consciousness should be recognized as the futures’ 
emerging issues; futures that are already present in 
Taipei. The official city should learn how to enjoy 
acupuncture, how to give up industrial control in 
order to let nature step in.

The Local Knowledge-based transformation layer 
of Taipei is happening from inside the city, and 
it is happening through self-organized punctual 
interventions. These interventions are driven by 
small-scale businesses and alternative economies 
benefiting from the fertile land of the Taipei Basin, 
and of leeching the material and energy streams of the 
official city. This acupuncture makes the city weaker, 
softer, and readier for a larger change.

The city is a manifest of human-centered systems—
economical, industrial, philosophical, political, and 
religious power structures. Biourbanism is an animist 
system regulated by nature. Human nature as part of 
nature, also within the urban conditions. The era of 
pollution is the era of industrial urbanism. The next 
era has always been within the industrial city. The 
first generation city never died. The seeds of the Third 
Generation City are present. Architecture is not an art 
of human control; it is an art of reality. There is no 
other reality than nature.

REFERENCES

Adorno, T. W., & Horkheimer, M. (2002). Dialectic
 of enlightenment. Stanford:  Stanford
 University Press.   

Campbell-Dollagham, K. (2011). Illegal architecture in 
 Taipei. Architizer, (3). 

Casagrande Laboratory. (2010). Anarchist gardener. 
 Taipei:  Ruin Academy. Retrieved from https://
 issuu.com/ruin-academy/docs/anarchist_
 gardener_issue_one

Casagrande, M. (2013). Biourban acupuncture—
 from Treasure Hill of Taipei to Artena. 
 Rome:  International Society of Biourbanism.



Pajunen, M. (2012, August 24). A man from the woods. 
 Wastelands Magazine. Retrieved from http://
 casagrandetext.blogspot.fi/2012/08/a-man-in-
 woods.html

Pommer, E. (Producer), & Lang, F. (Director). (1927). 
 Metropolis [Motion picture]. Germany:  
 Universum Film AG.

Richardson, P. (2011). From the ruins, Taipei to 
 Detroit. Archetcetera. Retrieved from 
 http://archetcetera.blogspot.com/2011/01/
 from-ruins-taipei-to-detroit.html14

Shen, S. (2014). AW Architectural Worlds, 29(156).
 Shenzhen:  Haijian Printing Co. Retrieved from 
 http://issuu.com/clab-cure/docs/casagrande_
 laboratory___architectua/1?e=11086647%2
 F10750378

Stevens, P. (2014, October 14). Interview with
 Marco Casagrande, principal of C-LAB.
 Designboom. Retrieved from http://www.
 designboom.com/architecture/marco-casa
 grande-laboratory-interview-10-14-2014/

Strugatsky, A., & Strugatsky, B. (1971). Roadside 
 picnic. London:  McMillan.

White, R. (1995). The organic machine:  The 
 remaking of the Columbia River. New York:  
 Hill and Wang.

Yudina, A. it’s anarchical it’s acupunctural, well 
 it’s both / marco casagrande. Monitor, 68. 
 Retrieved from http://casagrandetext.blogspot.
 fi/2012/09/its-anarchical-its-acupunctural-
 well.html

Casagrande, M. (2015). Paracity:  urban acupuncture. 
 Netherlands:  Oil Forest League. 

Coulson, N. (2011). Returning humans to nature and  
 reality. Taipei:  eRenlai. Retrieved from http://
 www.erenlai.com/en/focus/2011-focus/archi
 tecture-beyond-the-pale-in-taiwan/item/4835-
 returning-humans-to-nature-and-reality.html

Demidova, A. (Producer), & Tarkovsky, A. (Director). 
 (1979). Stalker [Motion picture]. Soviet  
 Union:  Mosfilm.

Habermas, J. (1985). The theory of communicative 
 action. Boston:  Beacon Press.

Harrison, A. L. (2012). Architectural theories of the
 environment:  Post human territory. New
 York:  Routledge.

Inayatullah, S. (2005). Questioning the future:  
 Methods and tools for organizational and 
 societal transformation. Taipei:  Tamkang 
 University Press.

Kajamaa V., Kangur K., Koponen R., Saramäki N.,
 Sedlerova K., & Söderlind S. (2012). 
 Sustainable synergies—The Leo Kong Canal. 
 Aalto University Sustainable Global 
 Technologies. Retrieved from http://thirdgen
 erationcity.pbworks.com/w/file/53734479/
 Aalto%20University_SGT_Taipei_Final_
 report_15.5.2012.pdf

Kang, M. J. (2005). Con-fronting the edge of
 modern urbanity—GAPP (Global Artivists 
 Participation Project) at Treasure Hill,
 Taipei. Asian Modernity and the Role of
 Culture Cities. Asian Culture Symposium,  
 Gwangju, Korea. Retrieved from http://cct.go.
 kr/data/acf2005/S2_3(Asia%20culture%20
 Symposium2).doc

Kaye, L. (2011, July 21). Could cities’ problems be 
 solved by urban acupuncture? The Guardian. 
 Retrieved from http://www.guardian.co.uk/
 sustainable-business/urban-acupuncture-
 community-localised-renewal-projects

Lévi-Strauss, C. (1955). Tristes tropiques. New 
 York:  Atheneum.

JBU #1&2/15  42









JBU #1&2/15  47

The “Law of Requisite Variety”
and the Built Environment
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Department of Mathematics, University of Texas at San Antonio, United States of America

ABSTRACT

Simple yet powerful rules that govern complex systems shed light on human environments. Built environments 
that evolve freely over time develop a working complexity that is characteristic of both nature and traditional 
urban fabric. A city or portion of city without sufficient variety is a sign of either decay or totalitarian control. 
This can be judged by how responsive a governing entity is to the complexity of human needs. By forcefully 
imposing design monotony, post-war governments and building regulations deprive human habitats of the 
requisite complexity needed to create livable environments. 
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INTRODUCTION

Human physiology never evolved to handle 
empty or monotonous environments, because 
such environments are rare in nature and do not 
arise naturally. All such examples that surround us 
today are man-made. Even the most monotonous-
looking natural environment reveals biological or 
physical complexity on some scale. When we first 
encounter empty environments, we become anxious, 
disengaged, and disoriented. Humans need to know 
where they are. Our ability to perceive our situation 
requires identifiable circumstances. This requires 
information. Information, in turn, comes from 
differentiation, the opposite of monotony. We react 
with alarm to informational monotony (information 
deficit) and prefer to be—and will linger in—a place 
whose organized complexity provides it with a 
unique identity.

Furthermore, variety is a necessary characteristic 
of complex adaptive systems (Salingaros, 2015). 
How complex systems form and operate precludes 
monotony. Since monotony in nature is unexpected 
except under extreme climatic conditions, seeing it 
in the built environment implies that it must have 
been imposed. Whereas systems of complexity are 
inherently efficient, systemic monotony requires an 
artificial process whose operation and maintenance 
diverts energy from underlying systems. This 
wasteful use of resources props up a goal that has 
no useful function; it merely caters to a peculiar                   
aesthetic preference.

ASHBY’S LAW OF REQUISITE VARIETY

A monotonous or minimal system is, however, 
easier to control. To help us see the relationship 
between controlled and controlling systems in the 
built environment, let us compare the interaction of 
two complex systems:  how they can relate to each 
other, how one can control the other, and how one 
can destroy the other. The “Law of Requisite Variety,” 
developed by W. Ross Ashby (1956) in the field of 
cybernetics and complex systems, may be stated        
as follows:  “any system that governs another, larger 
complex system must have a degree of complexity 
comparable to the system it is governing.”

The degrees of complexity in a physical system and in 
that of a system that governs it must be comparable. 

It turns out that you cannot use simplistic controls to 
effectively assemble and direct a working complex 
system. Ashby used as his example the ability of 
our immune system to formulate a wide variety of 
responses to infection. The mechanism for recognizing 
pathogens and directing the production of antibodies 
has to be at least as sophisticated, and as capable 
of variation, as the invading pathogens themselves. 
Simplistic controls can only be usefully employed to 
operate an equally simple system.

HOW THE BUILT ENVIRONMENT 
CONTROLS OUR LIVES

Physical settings control our lives, and thus one 
system (the buildings) controls the other (the people), 
and vice versa. People must live in the geometry 
they build, and that affects their lives for better or 
for worse. Society adjusts to the morphology—the 
physical structure—of its buildings and cities just as 
surely as it does to its civil laws and its social, moral, 
and other codes and standards. Yet, we have a history 
where the cultural mainstream denies this important 
system of adaptive complexity whose duality governs 
all of humanity.

The following rules outline the mutuality of our 
adaptive living systems, and underline how a society’s 
complexity is balanced with that of the city.

Table 1:  Systemic duality of city and society. 

1. The users control the built environment by 
constructing it in the first place, and by modifying 
it continually to suit a complex and dynamic set                
of needs. 

2. The geometry of the built environment contains 
and controls the activities of its users through 
physical spaces and their psychological impact. 

3. In a balanced society, these two systems—users 
and physical settings—mutually interact in an 
equitable two-way relationship. 

4. While the built environments of each of the 
world’s living cultures can differ dramatically, they 
all have a comparably high degree of variety.



To illustrate these points, we need to describe two 
general systems. The system of buildings, streets, 
districts, and cities that define the built environment 
constitutes a geometrical framework that can have 
varying degrees of complexity. That physical system 
links to and governs a separate system composed of 
human life and behavior. This human system (looked 
at separately from the built fabric) comprises many 
linked levels, scaling from the level of one person 
up to the level of the whole society. The interactions 
among human beings add further layers of complexity 
to the complexities of each person, and those top 
layers generate our society and its culture. 

Each traditional and vernacular settlement contains 
embedded in its morphology the organized complexity 
of its citizens and the extra levels of complexity of the 
society that they built. The morphology reflects a more 
equitable balance between the two systems:  (i) built 
fabric and (ii) human society. Throughout history, 
a strict reciprocal relationship has been in place:  
people and society govern their built environment, 
whereas the built environment in turn governs people 
and society. “We shape our buildings; thereafter, they 
shape us,” said Winston Churchill. The complexities 
of everyday life—the tasks of daily survival—reflect 
the structural variety found in traditional architecture 
and urbanism. 

Profound differences in social structures and practices 
are directly reflected in and by the morphological 
differences among the traditional architecture and 
urban fabric of distinct societies. What is similar, 
however, is their high degree of organized complexity 
(Salingaros, 2005). The similarity is uncanny; one 
might almost say supernatural. According to the “Law

of Requisite Variety,” the built environment—one of 
the principal governing systems of our society—must 
necessarily embody the same degree of variety, and 
the same general type of variety, as the society that
it governs. 

WHY INDUSTRIAL SIMPLIFICATION 
IS DEHUMANIZING

The built environment was drastically simplified as 
European nations began applying a crude industrial 
model to reconstruct bombed-out cities following 
World War II. This may have been economically 
expedient in the short term, but the philosophical 
drive for simplification—and hence monotonous 
repetition—came from upheavals in society at 
the beginning of the 20th century:  World War I, 
followed by the rise of Communism and Nazism. 
Those forces are not scientific, even though they 
were born from the rise of science and massive 
industrialization. Political and social movements 
converged into a new cultural mainstream, which 
sought to forcibly re-form humanity so as to 
disconnect it from a past that was judged deficient, 
a failure. In the later decades of the century, the rest 
of the world simply followed the fads of the West.

Prejudices of the time, manifested as intolerance of 
traditional design, were presented then as scientific 
truths (Salingaros, 2005). Those ideas were accepted 
without thorough analysis as part of the vanguard 
for a sweeping revolutionary social agenda. The 
most visible common face of such utopian dreams is 
monotony in designing the built environment. Since 
traditional environments are morphologically complex 
and hence naturally adaptive, theorists just assumed 
that the new anti-traditional environments required 
a simplistic visual approach, which tended toward 
the non-adaptive. Modernity entered the cultural 
mainstream as images of sleek and shiny machines 
from the 1920s, which acquired the status of religious 
cult symbols. Aside from being unscientific, this 
approach was responsible for psychological malaise 
caused by an overdose of environmental monotony. 

Those trends masked an even darker side. Social 
engineering considers human beings as objects 
without variety, to be easily and collectively molded 
into anything the state desires. The complexity of 
society as it emerges from interactions among people 

5. Individuals have an inalienable biological right 
to control their immediate living environment, by 
modifying and ornamenting their dwellings and 
workspaces. 

6. A built environment without variety indicates that 
a society has neglected its most important systems 
of organized complexity. 

7. Environmental monotony is a sign of totalitarian 
control, either direct through state imposition, or 
indirect through a powerful market system.
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naturally resists this simplifying worldview. Humans 
typically dislike being cogs in a machine, and will  
fight it.  They must therefore be forced to lead ordered
lives governed by an ordered geometric setting. This 
inhumane objective triggers cognitive dissonance: 
cultural norms demand a monotonous mechanical 
world, whereas human biology craves variety and 
ordered complexity. The same people who support 
the program of homogenization also react negatively 
to it. This is never stated explicitly; instead, we get 
wonderful promises of a brighter and more just future, 
more streamlined and healthier living conditions, 
decent affordable shelter for the masses, et cetera. 
Advocates of this worldview used building types 
originally intended to house industrial production to 
house people instead, while presenting themselves as 
driven exclusively by progressive social concerns. 

Ashby’s “Law of Requisite Variety” still holds, 
however, and reveals a sobering, even frightening 
truth:  a repetitive, monotonous, overly simplistic built 
environment drastically simplifies human society, 
undermining its natural adaptivity. The deadening 
influence of design monotony limits options up and 
down the social chain. Applying a machine aesthetic 
to re-shape the world merely gives it the outward 
appearance of efficiency without the benefit of genuine 
efficiency, which atrophies without the adaptivity of 
ordered complexity. The superficial appearance of a 
simplistic order is mistaken for industrial efficiency. 
This has become the preferred typology for new 
cities the world over. That typology is supported 
by municipal codes and reinforced by professional 
institutions, effectively outlawing an architecture of 
adaptive complexity, of variety, in the planning and 
design of cities. Society in places so ruled is forcibly 
simplified, and as a consequence, becomes easier
to control.

CONTROL, INTOLERANCE,
AND FORCED MONOTONY

The freedom represented by variety seen in the built 
environment is an antidote to the dystopian objective 
of homogenization. Variety is messy, but also 
liberating, and undoes the logic of top-down control. 
What was until recently misinterpreted as disorder 
in the development of modern self-built settlements, 
such as slum-like favelas that encircle many African, 
Asian, and Latin American cities, is now studied 

to uncover practical strategies for how a healthy 
city can stay alive through adaptation and variety 
(Salingaros, 2011b). Yet many governments still seek 
to force their citizenry into an “efficient” industrial 
society composed of simplistic, repeating, non-
interacting units. The cultural mainstream has adopted 
scientific notions of mechanical efficiency that do not 
apply to complex systems, and least of all to the highly 
complex systems that represent human society, on the 
one hand, and cities, on the other. Ashby’s law reveals 
that a simplistic, top-down system can never control 
the variety of a self-generated informal urban fabric: 
it can only destroy it. States desperate to govern such 
regions that develop beyond state control frequently 
bulldoze what they call slums, only to replace them 
with monotonous blocks of industrialized housing. 
The variety of organic urban fabric is an affront to the 
industrial aesthetic. The massive replacement of older 
and informal building stock becomes an obsession. 
Distinguished academics and those who run the 
government planning offices advise legislators to 
implement a crude industrial model for cities.

A century ago, Art Nouveau, Art Deco, and other 
architectural languages rich in ornamentation used 
complex prefabricated architectural units without 
surrendering their creative authenticity. After that 
time, a cultural condemnation such as the 1920s 
slogan—‘pure design for a new society’ blocked 
variety in design, which survived and prospered 
only in those sectors of society outside the direct 
control of centralized power. The ubiquitous design 
plainness that insists on monotony in our time is 
driven exclusively not by practicality, but by a culture 
that dominates most of the institutions that guide 
development of the built environment. Eliminating 
visual ornamental variety might seem a harmless 
matter of personal preference, until one realizes that 
it is merely one piece of cultural engineering shaping 
all scales of the city. 

Design monotony imposed on the built environment 
erodes the complex system that encompasses the 
lives of individuals who make up that society. 
Paradoxically, the cultural mainstream from all 
around the world still embraces monotonous design as 
a sign of progress. Even after all the failed examples, 
devastating social damage and countless ruined 
lives, the dominant culture continues to promote 
monotonous architectural and urban typologies. Slabs 
of concrete and steel, stripped of the human touch 
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and, in the latest wrinkle of fake scientific ideology, 
literally twisted by computer, are still being touted as 
“liberating new ideals.” 

Design monotony is also allied to deliberate cultural 
destruction. A dominant cultural norm authorizes 
regimes to obliterate surviving architectural variety 
from previous generations, including churches, 
mosques, synagogues, and temples, replacing them 
with monotonous industrialized buildings. This 
occurred in Europe under the Nazi occupation, 
Cambodia under Pol Pot, China during the Cultural 
Revolution, and much of Russia and Central Europe 
under Soviet authority. In a related vein, certain 
fundamentalist religious regimes exhibit similar 
intolerance toward architectural and artistic treasures. 
ISIS is only the latest example. They consider the 
past a menace that must be effaced, because complex 
organic forms undercut blind obedience to abstract 
ideals. Guaranteed tourism revenues are not enough 
to counteract the fanatical desire to destroy variety as 
embodied in a country’s heritage. 

Society’s worldview has shifted, however, so that 
recognizable variety no longer is seen as an automatic 
threat to the rigor of industrial production. Monotony 
is no longer considered necessary to industry. 
Industrial objects can be produced with great variety. 
Complex machines such as aircraft, computers, 
scientific instruments, and children’s games are mass-
produced. Increased variety in many fields of design 
suggests a growing industrial freedom, the basis for 
built resilience in the economy. 

CONCLUSION

The revolution in urban design re-introduces mixed 
use, emphasizes the human scale, protects the 
pedestrian realm, and carves out small usable urban 
spaces. As long as these elements come from variety, 
and not formalistic top-down design, they catalyze 
complexity and life in the social environment. 
These same forces have created livable places for 
millennia, but now forceful criteria are needed to 
re-establish variety after it was destroyed through a 
misapplication of science. A market-driven strategy 
of urban complexity offers hope for undoing the 
design monotony implemented by the post-war              
cultural mainstream. 

One method is to return to local planning with 
traditional models. Those typically evolved 
over generations of adaptive building, delicately 
balancing human-scale activities and uses against 
natural forces. Solutions were achieved by trial-
and-error, whereas design mistakes could not 
survive for very long. For this reason, traditional 
patterns embody energy savings and resilience 
achieved within a local economy and available 
materials. In many places over the world, traditional 
urban design is being revived to create human-
scale urban fabric, using a historical cultural 
understanding augmented by today’s technology.

Another method is to allow free development of a new 
interactive urbanism in today’s megacities. People’s 
practical ingenuity, guided by an innate biological 
sense of connectivity and organized complexity, 
generates living urban fabric. This phenomenon is 
occurring throughout the world. It is in humankind’s 
best interest to support and guide such growth and 
not to impose top-down control through outdated 
industrial images. Nor should the built environment 
be sacrificed to twisted and useless trophies of a new 
global elite. Although those “futuristic” buildings look 
superficially complex, they are only more examples 
of uncompromising industrial control. 

In certain situations, user participation can be usefully 
implemented within a commons approach (Salingaros, 
2011b). This is the collaborative implementation of 
design, in which agreement among the users decide 
key aspects of a project. It could also include a 
collaborative effort at the stage of construction, but 
what is interesting concerns the shared conception of 
design and planning. Relying on people’s collective 
intuition and common architectural memory (again, 
relying on inherited culture) makes it easier to come 
up with a human environment. Often, the power of 
direct local cooperation is the only force capable of 
standing up to the inhuman top-down architectural 
interventions promoted by a global elite and imposed 
by shortsighted politicians. 
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ABSTRACT

This article seeks to address and clarify the architectural and urban idea of the ‘Space City’ method and to 
identify contemporary ways in which this idea has been used with the intention of preserving the identity of 
pre-existing rural sites for high-density contemporary urban projects.
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INTRODUCTION

In 1974, the architect Gyorgy Chakhava completed 
the Ministry of Highway Construction in Tbilisi, 
Georgia on a wooded location at the edge of the 
city. He called his design, which sought to retain the 
natural conditions of the terrain, the ‘Space City’ 
method. In 2015, a project in Singapore called ‘The 
Interlace’ won the World Building of the Year award. 
The design of ‘The Interlace’ uses some ideas that 
were first presented in the ‘Space City’ method. This 
paper looks back through architectural history at the 
origins of the ‘Space City’ method in the work of 
Constructivist artist and architect El Lissitzky, and 
in the work of one of the first Suprematist architects, 
Lazar Khidhekel. This is to argue that a reconsideration 
of such idea can have relevance in the contemporary 
metropolis when trying to achieve a balance between 
urbanity and rurality.

THE SPACE CITY METHOD REVISITED

In 2015, ‘The Interlace,’ a project by OMA and Ole 
Schereen, won the World Building of the Year award. 
The project consists of 31 horizontal apartment blocks 
stacked diagonally on top of each other and covering 
eight hectares of land in Singapore. Apart from the 
striking sculptural identity of the housing project, I 
would like to analyze how the project addresses the 
ground plane. Some of the horizontal blocks are built 
from the ground up in a traditional way, but many 
blocks are only present high above ground. Resting 
on the lower ones, these blocks are lifted off the 
ground by at least four to five stories and allow the 
space below the buildings to extend itself horizontally 
throughout; communal spaces, courtyards, pools, 
and trees flow over the ground plane, allowing both 
natural elements and social activities to articulate the 
space below the large urban project. The residential 
blocks are stacked diagonally on each other, leaving 
gaps for views, sunlight, and ventilation. At the same 
time, the diagonal stacking forms hexagonal-part 
courtyards that create a sense of partial enclosure, 
which would be entirely missing in the standard high-
density typology of a tower block arrangement. There 
are reduced amounts of visual and physical building 
barriers than in a more traditional courtyard project 
layout on all levels from the ground up. The role of 
the permeable hexagonal courtyards is to reinforce 
“the notion of community life within a contemporary 

village” (World Building, 2015). In this way, the
nature-filled semi-enclosures add a village-like 
dimension to an otherwise highly dense urban housing 
development. The courtyards have different degrees 
of enclosure, yet are never fully enclosed so as to 
always allow views out; some are partially open to one 
side, others are very open half-courtyards that allow 
wide views out of the site. The semi-courtyards are 
designed to provide much needed shading and cooling 
via ventilation through the gaps and over water basins 
positioned on the ground level. They have names that 
relate to the natural themes or activities that identify 
them: bamboo garden; waterfall; theatre plaza; 
waterpark; central square; lotus pond; rainforest spa; 
the hills. These intermediate spaces become magnets 
for the reduction of a larger urban conglomeration 
into manageable parts, like squares, gardens, or parks 
did in traditional villages. In terms of the residential 
blocks, it is their horizontality rather than verticality, 
which emphasizes their socially interconnected 
nature, rather than the perceived isolation of life 
within separated singular tower blocks:  the standard 
solution that is generally used in the region and 
beyond for high density housing. As one resident 
wrote, “I lived here for a few months now and love 
the place, it’s very open and [has] a great community 
spirit” (Tung, 2015). But who were the architectural 
progenitors of ‘The Interlace’s’ original approach
to space?

In 1974, the headquarters of the Ministry of Highway 
Construction of the Georgian Soviet Socialist 
Republic was completed in Tbilisi. The building 
was designed by the architect Gyorgy (George) 
Chakhava with Z. Jalaghania, T. Khilava, and V. 
Kimberg (Ritter, 2012). George Chakhava was also 
Deputy Minister of Highway Construction and was 
in a position to choose a sloping site in the woods 
along the Kura River at the edge of Tbilisi, which 
was being used as a rubbish dump. Chakhava said, “I 
found a waste dump. I thought it was the right place” 
(Warsza, 2013). The concept for the design was based 
on Chakhava’s ‘Space City’ method. The ‘Space City’ 
method consisted of minimizing the ground space 
used by the building in order to allow nature to flow 
beneath it with minimum interruption. At the same 
time, the building opening at higher levels allowed 
light, wind, and views through it, together with the 
sense of interconnectedness horizontality versus 
isolated verticality. In evoking the metaphor of a tree, 
compact vertical circulation cores served branch-like
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Figure 1. Ministry of Highways by Chakhava. Photograph courtesy of the Bank of Georgia.
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Figure 2. Lazar Khidekel. Sketch for a Futuristic City (Horizontal Structure on Pillars)
1925 gouache, watercolor, and pencil 9.8 x 11.5in (24.9 x 29.2cm). 

All artworks by Lazar Khidekel courtesy of the Lazar Khidekel Family Archive & Collection.



extended horizontal office accommodation. This is 
how Chakhava described the ‘Space City’ method:

 Space City (Sakpatent [Georgian Patent] 
 Certificate #1538) is a proposal for an 
 architectural structure, delivered from the 
 earth and based on the ground with 
 communicating trunks of the columns. The 
 columns occupy less space on the land 
 than traditionally built houses and keep 
 the natural landscape unchanged. With the 
 Space City approach we are able to build over 
 any terrain and not destroy the life which 
 exists there. Contemplating the laws of  nature, 
 I formulated this solution:  as we know forests 
 cover most of the earth. A forest consists of 
 different trees, which have crowns separated 
 from the earth, connected by tall 
 communicating trunks to the roots. Between 
 the earth and the crowns—columns—there  
 are a lot of free spaces for other sentient 
 beings to create a harmonious, balanced world 
 with the forest. (Warsza, 2013)

Chakhava elaborated on the forest metaphor further:

 A harmonious world consists of interdependent 
 and balanced organisms. One of the 
 examples of such harmony is a forest. The 
 crowns of trees above the earth are joined to 
 their roots by the ‘communicating’ trunks. 
 This liberated terrain and space is occupied 
 by other sentient beings, and creates a 
 harmonious world within the forest. The 
 suggested approach of Space City—like the 
 forest—preserves the square of the building,
 not diminishing the volume of the building, 
 by constructing it on columns and urbanizing 
 the space above the earth. Space City gives 
 the possibility to construct buildings in areas 
 of complicated terrain or on the coast—and 
 to not be afraid of natural calamities. (Warsza, 
 2013)

Apart from the vertical circulation columns being 
inspired by the trunks of trees, stacking the horizontal 
blocks of the building at 90 degrees from each other 
allows larger natural elements, such as real trees 
themselves, to continue growing in proximity to and 
below the cantilevering building blocks. The building 
has been effective in its use as offices and now 

serves as the headquarters of the Bank of Georgia. 
Although there are some superficial similarities, the 
‘Space City’ method is very different to the more 
widely adopted idea of Le Corbusier. It also differs 
from placing buildings on pilotis or columns, which 
raise the building off the ground, but do not raise it 
high enough or in a way that nature can actually keep 
on living below the outer parts of the building itself.

In the late 1960s, architect Karel Prager had—
as part of a research project for the Ministry of 
Construction and Technology of Czechoslovakia—
designed a residential housing superstructure over 
the Košíře district of Prague. This structure had 
strong resemblances to the later Ministry of Highway 
Construction in Georgia, yet had extended it to create 
floating square courtyards that Chakhava’s project did 
not fully create. The vertical circulation would occupy 
the corners of the square courtyards. Throughout his 
career, Karel Prager concerned himself with the idea 
of the ‘city above the city’ (Lednická & Vašourková, 
2011). It is possible that Chakhava may have been 
influenced by Prager’s work, but it is important to 
remember that the ‘Space City’ method had its seeds 
planted much earlier in the work of the first pioneers 
of Soviet architecture. Between 1923 and 1925, El 
Lissitzky had developed horizontal skyscrapers called 
Wolkenbügel or “Cloud-Hangers” (Burgos, 2004).  
Eight of these horizontal skyscrapers were meant 
to be located at key positions along the Moscow 
Boulevard Ring. These horizontal skyscrapers were 
raised on vertical circulation cores over 50 meters 
above street level, and would allow the existing 
city to be preserved beneath them, adding a higher 
contemporary layer to the historic layer of the city 
below, with the main purpose of not having to demolish 
historic buildings in order to increase city density.

While El Lissitzky was working on his ‘Cloud-
Hanger’ horizontal skyscrapers over Moscow, another 
Soviet architect was developing similar ideas for more 
nature-filled settings:  his name was Lazar Khidekel. 
Khidekel had studied at the Vitebsk People’s Art 
School in Russia at the same time El Lissitzky taught 
there, between 1919 and 1920. Kazimir Malevich, 
the founder of Suprematism, also taught in Vitebsk, 
as a young Khidekel and older Malevich joined the 
student/teacher collective UNOVIS (Affirmers of 
the New Art). Malevich steered Khidekel from art 
to architecture, and they moved together with other 
UNOVIS members to Petrograd in 1922 where 
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Figure 4. Lazar Khidekel. Architectural structures. City on the Pillars
1927 watercolor 8.3 x 11.6in (21 x 29.5cm).

All artworks by Lazar Khidekel courtesy of the Lazar Khidekel Family Archive & Collection.

Figure 3. Lazar Khidekel. Sketch for an Aero City (on pillars) 
1928 India ink on light cardboard 16.75 x 13in (42.6 x 33.1cm). 



Khidekel studied architecture at the Petrograd Institute 
of Civil Engineers. Khidekel started bridging from 
Malevich’s abstract Arkhitektons towards some of 
the first Suprematist architectural compositions such 
as his Aero-Club of 1923. In 1924 Khidekel began 
painting his ‘Vertical Volumetric Compositions’ 
that consisted of horizontal planar blocks raised on 
vertical cores lifted above a green natural-looking 
ground plane. Khidekel was also developing a larger 
urban version of this project:  a city consisting of thin 
and long horizontal slabs raised on piers high above 
a nature-filled ground—what would then become 
known as Khidekel’s futuristic city on stilts or the 
‘Aero-City.’ In the ‘Aero-City,’ vehicular transport 
would be relegated either in cuts in the landscape or 
partially below ground in order to free up the ground 
plane for nature and water basins (Khidekel, 2014).

Relegating vehicular transport and parking below 
ground, and floating large sections of buildings above 
in order to free the ground for nature, pools and other 
activities is in fact what OMA and Ole Schereen did 
in ‘The Interlace’ 90 years after Khidekel’s utopian 
drawings. Singapore in 2014, with its tropical nature 
and climate provided the perfect fertile ground for 
the realization of an extended version of Chakhava’s 
‘Space City’ method, the latter presented more than 40 
years before Karl Prager had suggested horizontally 
permeable courtyards created by stacking lifted 
horizontal blocks over a valley in Prague. However, 
the scale of his proposal was such that it was bound to 
remain unrealized at the time.

The most common alternative to achieving the 
density of the ‘Space-City’ method is an urban 
object, such as a tower block or vertical skyscraper. 
The object building can be placed on a nature-filled 
setting in the attempt of integrating the two; this was 
Le Corbusier’s vision of urban arcadia in his 1929 
‘City of Tomorrow’ (Corbusier, 1971). The planning 
problem with Le Corbusier’s tower typology in 
a rural-looking setting is that it fails to create the 
necessary enclosures that mediate urban populations 
into smaller and therefore more manageable and 
identifiable village-sized communities. This is why, 
as a reaction to Le Corbusier’s ideas, the argument in 
favor of the traditional street returned in post-modern 
planning discourse. The ‘Space City’ method offers 
a third way for achieving high-density in our cities:  
‘Space City’ offers an alternative to both orthodox 

modernist planning and the post-modern return to the 
street, square, or courtyard. In terms of ecological 
sustainability, due to their raised and stacked nature, 
the ‘Aero and Space-Cities’ do not compromise 
the possibilities of having some continuity in the 
flow of nature along the ground plane than a more 
rigid courtyard typology urban extrusion would. 
This benefits eco-systems as a continuous rather 
than interrupted arrangement of plants and trees to 
maintain a bio-diversity that is otherwise reduced by 
having clear breaks between nature and building—as 
would be the case in a traditional courtyard (Yeang, 
2006).

CONCLUSION

The main organizing principle of both the ‘Aero-
City’ and the ‘Space-City’ is the seemingly 
impossible coexistence of an urban reality above 
and a rural fantasy below. Occupying and holding 
onto the ground plane without relinquishing nature 
to an ecologically challenged version of traditional 
urbanism, while constructing the permeable yet 
dense metropolis above, has now become a workable 
model for a new urbanism that does not want to 
give up on either the urban or the rural, but wants to 
integrate them together. This becomes spatially and 
socially sustainable if the urbanism in question also 
maintains identifiable scales of enclosure that bring 
the characteristics and dimensions of the spaces 
of a village community back inside the metropolis. 
The conquest of rurality within a necessarily dense 
urbanity, so as to reduce distances of travel, is not 
only achieved via maintaining continuous natural 
eco-systems on the ground plane, if not also at higher 
levels, or in vertical building typologies positioned on 
the rural outskirts of our cities. More importantly, it is 
by bringing back the scale of the village into the city 
in a modern and permeable way:  this is the vision of a 
new urbanism integrated with ecology that the ‘Aero-
City’ and the ‘Space-City’ methods offered us many 
years ago, and that are proving again to be workable 
realities today.
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The Abandoned Periphery:
Told in a Series of Vignettes

Samantha Clements
Urbanist, United States of America

ABSTRACT

We have operated under the model of core (urban) and periphery (rural) for far too long. This distinction has 
regulated the rural to the role of a dependent child who remains neglected in the case of an emergency. Borne 
out of this divide is an abandoned periphery, communities both geographically distanced from the core and 
kept at an arm’s length. This article is a series of illustrations of theory and case studies meant to demonstrate 
the act of abandoning, and the failures of serving vulnerable populations in the midst of an emergency. We 
have been limited to relief efforts designed to do nothing other than regulate the victims to passive occupants 
of a disaster while resources are funneled to the rebuilding of the core, even if its damage was minimal 
in comparison.

Keywords: abandoned periphery, core-periphery, emergency, disaster, relief, rebuilding
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We talk about the mechanism of injury, about where it all started, but the truth is, it’s sort of a myth.
We can’t boil every injury down to one single blow. What hurts us is cumulative. It happens over time.

We absorb blow after blow, shock after shock, painful hit after hit.
But even then, even if we know exactly how we got here, it doesn’t mean we can fix it.

You can’t heal every wound, and that’s okay. I have to believe it’s okay.
I have to believe that even if something seems like it cannot be fixed, it doesn’t mean it’s broken.

—April Kepner, Grey’s Anatomy, Season 12, Ep. 11.

INTRODUCTION

In a medical emergency responders will typically 
engage in triage, accessing the severity of wounds 
and injuries and consequentially assigning them to 
a hierarchy with the most pressing matters receiving 
immediate and all-consuming care in the attempt to 
mitigate long-term—or even fatal—damage. For 
example, if you bring in a crowd of people that were 
just at the site of a bomb detonation, emergency room 
staff or paramedics will probably not be as concerned 
with an obese child showing no signs of trauma or 
injury, as those who were hit by flying objects or 
knocked unconscious by fellow victims escaping to 
a safer location. 

However, what if that child’s weight problem 
occurred due to a lack of economical access to fruits, 
vegetables, and foods of high nutritional value, or 
his school no longer hosting after school sports 
programs? These are conditions caused by inattention 
and did not occur overnight; these are not emergency 
scenarios, but ones that have equal—if not greater 
impact—on those they affect.

This article is neither the whole story nor a diagnosis. 
The abandoned periphery serves as a conceptual 
framework by which to address inattention and 
inadvertent triage performed by government 
officials and more formal or traditional sources of 
disaster relief from civil society that has resulted in 
neglected neighborhoods or geographic locations  
that exist on the ‘periphery’ of their relative ‘core.’
 

In this article, I begin to examine both the underlying 
assumptions and practices that led to such neglect and 
their consequences. 

Emergencies and disasters have traditionally been 
framed temporally rather than spatially; think of the 
timeline in which we use:  pre-disaster, during, and the 
aftermath. This by itself is not necessarily problematic, 
many responders use this timing to track the disaster 
and act accordingly. For example, knowing when 
‘zero hour’ (the time that a hurricane makes landfall) 
will hit allows New York City to open shelters—the 
length of the storm, and the damage accessed in the 
aftermath dictates how long said shelters should stay 
open. The continued push to frame emergencies over 
a length of time, however, is problematic; it is done 
so due to a need to return to the status quo as soon as 
possible (Calhoun, 2008). 

The purpose of this article is to illustrate what a 
discussion about emergency and disaster recovery 
that is place-based and rooted in spatial justice should 
look like (Hayden, 1995; Lefebvre, 1991; Soja, 2009). 
I cannot advise on a specific course of action on how 
to better orient and/or execute relief efforts. I can, 
however, push for a shift in the frameworks used in 
both academia and ‘the real world’ when conceiving 
how to address both the immediate and long-term 
needs of communities that are geographically 
marginalized due to their distance from an urban core.
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There is a gray area between the two, known as 
the peri-urban, which stems from an overflow of 
development that then goes beyond whatever the 
traditional bounds of the ‘core’ is into the ‘periphery.’ 
The Food and Agriculture Organization of the United 
Nations has attempted to further define the peri-urban:

4
It is important to note where the periphery actually 
lies. There may be pockets of the periphery that can 
be labeled as more severe outliers of periphery than 
others. Take New York City as an example. The City 
is made of five boroughs:  The Bronx, Manhattan (for 
those unfamiliar, this is the borough with the famous 
New York, New York address), Queens, Brooklyn, 
and Staten Island.    
 
Artists’ maps of New York City typically depict the 
bottom part, teasing just a bit of Central Park. They 
draw the grid and point out neighborhoods like 
SoHo, Chelsea, Midtown, and the Lower East Side. 
Illustrator Jenni Sparks has one of the best examples 
of a hand-drawn map of New York City. It includes 
Liberty Island, and goes about half way through 
Central Park and includes a bit of both Queens and 
Brooklyn. Red Hook, a neighborhood in the periphery 
of both the City and Brooklyn, is not included on 
the map. Gowanus, a neighboring area facing its 
own gentrification woes, is however on the edge of 
the map.

1
The current dysfunctional methods by which relief is 
handled in the aftermath (both short-term and long-
term) of an emergency has spawned from numerous 
fallacies, such as emergency as disruption from 
normal life, that demand urgent response (Calhoun, 
2008; Gross, 2006). This idea of emergency is 
further perpetuated by governments, agencies, 
charity organizations, and responders because they 
are attempting to treat every disaster or emergency 
as a first of its kind—not entrenched in unequal 
development or growth, with no inherently vulnerable 
populations taking a bigger hit than others. 

2
Worst. What if this happens on the outskirts? 
In the periphery: 

3
There is a core and periphery. A model utilized to 
differentiate between the dominant subject (core) and 
somewhat inferior (periphery), and compare/contrast 
the spatial distribution of economic, political, and/or 
cultural power of the two. There is a possibility that 
the relationship between the two could be interpreted 
as that of a dependent child (the periphery) relying 
upon the adult (the core, or center). The model can 
be applied at many geo-spatial scales:  from a block 
of countries to other countries, to a big city and the 
suburban neighborhoods that surround it. This is 
rarely depicted as a mutually beneficial relationship 
or one that fluctuates with time. 

Colloquially we understand this model to mean the 
urban and the rural. That is a simplified manifestation 
of this theory and made to be more complex when 
researchers or professionals set out to better define 
what is urban and what is rural.

Diego Ibanez, another worker-owner at Luv 
Custom who volunteered with Occupy Sandy, 
describes the conditions in the Rockaways as 
a “slow hurricane” that wreaked social and 
economic destruction long before the physical 
storm. “[Occupy Sandy] was addressing the fast 
hurricane:  the floods, there’s no food, no water,” 
he explains. “But [think] about the things that 
had always been happening:  racism, poverty, 
discrimination.” (Leverant, 2016)

In particular, five classes of institutional 
arrangements can be identified as arising 
within the complex continuum from rural 
to urban and falling within the range of 
phenomena that scholars and practitioners 
have identified as peri-urban. Each of these 
institutional classes is connected to a specific 
peri-urban type and hypothesized to arise from 
a specific demographic process (in parentheses 
in the following) underlying urbanization: 

village PU—network-induced (sojourning, 
circulation, migration); diffuse PU—
amalgamated (diffuse migration); chain PU—
reconstituted (chain migration); in-place PU—
traditional (in situ urbanization); absorbed 
PU—residual (traditionalism with succession/
displacement). (Iaquinta & Drescher, 2000)
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To visually depict the city as some streets in one-third 
of one borough is a disservice:

A disgrace to those who live outside the coveted 
high-rises and artist lofts of Manhattan. A dismissal 
of those outside of New York, New York.

New York is a complex ecology (Pickett, 2013; 
McDonnell, 2011). A landscape that contains 
environment both natural and built, and a populace as 
volatile as the ‘L train’s’ schedule. 

As Mark McDonnell has noted in The History of 
Urban Ecology, a principle underlying assumption 
in ecology was that nature could help balance and 
restore itself when there was a major disturbance. 
However, humans and our effect on nature was 
largely ignored and the field had to factor humans 
into ecology to understand that the environment (both 
natural and built) will constantly change (McDonnell, 
2011). In the context of emergencies and disasters, 
it is important to remember that there is no natural 
restoration process and disturbances could instead 
have a long-lasting impact on an area long after the 
event has ‘ended.’

Let’s revisit the example of the boroughs of 
New York City. Over time the core has grown; 
moms and baby carriages moved into Park Slope, 
hipsters gentrify Bushwick, historically black and 
minority communities continue to get pushed out of 
neighborhoods to which they were rooted (Glück, 
2013). The line between the core and the periphery 
ebbs and flows throughout the edges of Brooklyn and 
Queens, two boroughs that sit across the East River 
from Manhattan. At one time the river may have served 
as a semi-natural line to divide core from periphery, 
but as more development has occurred throughout 
the three boroughs there are some neighborhoods 
in Brooklyn that are more expensive than lower 
Manhattan high-rises. The poorer neighborhoods 
on the physical outskirts of the borough cannot be 
regarded as rural, simply because it lacks some of the 
economic, political, and/or cultural assets of the ‘core.’

5
Rurality is forsaken. An underutilized field of study 
and often passed up subject of analysis, as if planning, 
economics, sociology, anthropology, et cetera, only 
exist in relation to studying the urban. This is the 
abandoned periphery. If the rural lies in the periphery 
of the city, the city’s peripheral is then rural (Health 
Resources and Services Administration). It is not urban, 
it is not the city, and it is treated as such. It is forgotten, 
especially when the needs of the city are apparent.

Case and Hunter present counterspaces as a specific 
setting that promotes the psychological wellness 
of marginalized peoples where they can challenge 
traditional narratives. Counterspace is about the use of 
the space. There, participants can perform behaviors 
important to the emergence of one’s self response to 
oppression. The setting and use of the space is key, 
they can serve as “[…] pockets of resistance that may, 
to one extent or another, disrupt larger settings and 
contexts” (Case & Hunter, 2012).   

6
The city would be given a level 1 or 2 on the 
Emergency Severity Index in an ER, whereas the 
periphery does not register. This is different when a 
disaster occurs in a ‘rural’ location. Then, there is no 
‘urban’ to take attention or deviate resources, which 
at times occur disproportionately at the cost of other 
affected locations.

In comparison to the city, its outskirts—the periphery
—are subjected to an awkward and superficial play at 
rurality. A rurality that is discriminated against by the 
snobbery of the urban: 

It is important to note that official response and actions 
were not intentionally nor specifically targeting 
the core. Immediate attention was paid to restoring 
power in Manhattan so that businesses and major 

Now, you’re prob’ly thinkin / “I’m up s**t’s 
creek! / I’ve never been north of Ninety-Sixth 
Street!” / Well you must take the ‘A’ Train / Even 
farther than Harlem to northern Manhattan and 
maintain / Get off at 181st, and take the escalator 
/ I hope you’re writing this down, I’m gonna test 
ya later. (Miranda, 2008)

In the days and weeks following Hurricane 
Sandy, the inequalities at the heart of New York 
City could scarcely be missed. While hundreds 
of thousands of public housing residents went 
without heat, hot water or electricity, Mayor 
Michael Bloomberg rushed to get the stock 
exchange up and running within 48 hours—
a stark reminder of whose lives and well-
being are valued by current administration. 
(Glück, 2013)
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neighborhoods of Manhattan could be up and running:  
think Wall Street. In the aftermath of the aftermath, it 
was obvious that relief efforts on the periphery were 
less successful and part of that lack of success was 
due to the time it took to act.

7
In a report published the year following Hurricane 
Sandy, titled “A Stronger More Resilient New York,” 
the opening page listed a definition of resiliency 
followed by “Syn:  Tough. See also:  New York City.” 
(PlaNYC, 2013).

A similar concept would be the city narrative, which 
is the overriding historical story of the city. In history, 
meta-narratives paint a different, less complex story, 
than if one were to utilize local narratives. An example 
of a meta-narrative is that in 1492, Christopher 
Columbus sailed the ocean blue. Local narratives 
are the stories of the natives that were murdered and 
tortured upon his ‘discovery’ of the New World.

A resiliency narrative turned tactical strategy paints 
the City as a victor, even though its actions both in 
daily life and in the emergency, failed—are failing—
many New Yorkers.

8
Borne out of this dysfunction (Alliance For A Just 
Rebuilding, 2013) was a new branch of the Occupy 
Movement over the river in Zuccotti Park:  Occupy 
Sandy (Malsin, 2012). Here we had a major push for 
short term, immediate response to the needs of those 
without power, heat, water, and food in areas in which 
the City was not operating at a high level, if at all. A 
critique of note regarding its operations is that “[…] 
while Occupy Sandy quickly sprung to action their 
presence was not entirely organic, and at times their 
actions contributed to an uneven response on the 
ground that supported gentrifiers more than original 
or older residents” (Clements, 2015). 

More dysfunction followed when official large-
scale restoration programs and efforts, such as Build 
It Back, failed to produce the desired results even 
though money was poured into its development (New 
York City Comptroller, 2015).

Volunteers founded their headquarters in the Church 
of St. Luke and St. Matthew located on Clinton Ave. 
in Brooklyn. The church served as a symbol of the cry 
for mutual aid—communities helping each other. 

Primarily they achieved their goal; they brought 
volunteers from throughout the city and created an 
influx of stuff. Things and products, those heavily 
affected by the storm could not locate on their own; 
however, this model is not highly sustainable and 
does not scratch the surface of longer-term issues 
faced by the same communities they were serving in 
the immediate weeks following the end of the storm. 
More questions have come to light as Occupy Sandy 
started to fall away (West, 2013). For a grassroots 
movement, they benefited from relationships and 
networks established during the initial conception of 
the Occupy movement at large (Clements, 2015), as 
well as the lack of red-tape and bureaucracy facing 
any agency or more established organizations that 
have stakeholders and are required to account for 
resources allocated. 

There is beauty in the local response. There is 
something also uniquely political about their actions. 
Occupiers believe in solidarity. However, as noted 
by Zoltán Glück in Race, Class, and Disaster 
Gentrification, “much good work was done, but the 
racial stratification of volunteers and residents clearly 
began to reinforce existing oppressions, turning 
aid-recipients into passive agents in a process they 
had increasingly less and less control over” (Glück, 
2013). This refers to the influx of non-local and 
predominantly white volunteers with no ties to the 
minority communities that live there.  

9
The abandoned periphery is as much about the people 
who use the space, as it is about its geographic 
relationship to a core or city. Many vulnerable 
populations survive in New York City’s periphery, 
their communities lack resources afforded to wealthy 
neighborhoods of the core, and their existence on the 
edge makes them a distant memory when the city 
is threatened. Efforts such as the aid-recipient lines 
at the church did nothing beyond ensure biological 
survival (and only temporarily since Occupy had 
no means of making permanent changes). There 
were no attempts at addressing poverty, healthcare, 
maintenance of New York City Housing Authority 
(NYCHA) buildings, or any systematic problems 

In the aftermath of Hurricane Sandy, the meta-
narrative of its victims was that of strength.
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that directly contributed to the damage they incurred 
during the storm and the slow, long process of 
regaining what was lost. 

10
Red Hook NYCHA buildings lost their electricity, 
water, and heat. In the aftermath, a grant from the 
Brooklyn Community Foundation was issued to Red 
Hook; an organization called ReStore Red Hook 
was granted 80 percent of the funds. The founder of 
ReStore Red Hook stated, “we will not stop until every 
single small business in Red Hook re-opens its doors 
again,” operating on some assumption that Red Hook 
owed its origins to the growth of the small business 
community rather than to those who had lived in that 
neighborhood their whole lives (Glück, 2013).

Red Hook is an isolated community, cut off from most 
of Brooklyn due to its lack of public transportation 
stops in the vicinity. In recent years, they have seen a 
resurgence of interest amongst business owners and 
gentrifiers looking for old warehouses to transform 
into hipster apartments, and space in which to raise 
chickens or open yet another niche shop. 

The mishandling of the grant funding is representative 
of an absence of participatory community disaster 
response, in which politically savvy and active 
community members played their hands to receive 
a disproportionate amount of funds. The relief and 
rebuilding process should be a starting point—an 
opportunity to mend physical damage, share resources, 
and hold the city as well as each other responsible for 
what was lost and how it can be rebuilt better.

Ideally, emergency response and disaster relief are 
ahead of the curve. We have learned from a storied list 
of disasters and are cognizant of the relief process that 
have still left many homeless and/or equally vulnerable 
to suffer again the next time a ‘Sandy’ (Hurricane 
Sandy) makes landfall. This requires not just relief and 
rebuilding designed to include an active community 
rather than passive aid-recipients, but a change in 
tone and attitude regarding our geography and the 
people with which we share the urban and the rural. 

Though distinctly different, at times the rural should 
not be disregarded in exchange for a well-cared for  
urban. Perhaps that is why we must pursue a new 
model. One that recognizes the value of the periphery

and the communities that occupy those spaces. How 
can a city (core/center) be applauded for its resiliency 
when its own programs created to ‘Build It Back’ 
fail spectacularly, and the populations dependent 
on longer-term assistance are neglected and ignored 
throughout the entire ordeal. 

11
What if we are no longer discussing a natural disaster 
but one man-made—a calamity conducted by those 
who run the cities and abandon the peripheries. What 
if we refocus and turn our attention to Flint, Michigan. 

At the time of writing, it has been almost two years 
since Flint started receiving its drinking water from 
the Flint River, and a few months since the crisis 
became widely known. Located 60 miles outside 
of Detroit, city planners, emergency managers, and 
the Governor cut Flint’s access to Detroit’s water 
system after a vote to move to the Karegnondi Water 
Authority. However, the pipeline has not yet been 
completed—as a temporary measure, water began 
being pumped from the river (Flesher, 2016).

For two years, the residents of Flint have now 
been using dirty water that has made them sick and 
contributed to lead poisoning. After it was exposed to 
the media, the Governor’s office has tried to remedy 
the situation. However, the majority of the response 
has been from outside actors providing clean water via 
pallets of water bottles so families have quick access 
to clean water (especially in light of government 
orchestrated filtration systems given to residents that 
have failed to accurately filter anything) (Calderone, 
2016). Once again, these are temporary fixes meant to 
Band-Aid the situation but do nothing to address the 
failures of Governor Snyder’s administration. A relief 
process that is plagued with its own issues of aid-
recipiency, such as immigrants terrified of retrieving 
any cases of water for fear that their status brings up 
questions and authorities are called (Samilton, 2016). 

Flint has long been an abandoned periphery. The 
area was devastated when the motor industry fell to 
competition, and major job loss and flight occurred 
throughout the area. The frightening thing about the 
Flint example is that it is easily recognized as an 
abandoned periphery, a population that has suffered 
extreme loss and been subjected to incompetence of 
city officials so far removed from the population they 
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are serving that they do not feel the aftershocks of their 
actions. Therefore, are the lives of Flint residents less 
important than a cost-saving measure to residents—
who were well aware the river was toxic due to years 
of industrial waste (Lurie, 2016)?  

The biological survival of a vulnerable population was 
put further into jeopardy because residents of Flint 
were not considered; they did not matter in the bigger 
picture of daily, normal life. When industry left, and 
mobile members of the population could follow, Flint 
transformed into the rural. A rural space that exists 
in the margins of life, and one that receives attention 
only when the daily life becomes so unbearable it 
warrants a state of emergency.

12
We need to name the abandoned periphery. The 
abandoned periphery is both a framework and a 
very real place where vulnerable peoples live. Both 
the cases of Red Hook, in New York, and Flint, in 
Michigan, are geographically specific, and our 
references to these emergencies must be rooted in 
place studies. When researchers and responders begin 
to approach these cases spatially, there is more room 
to incorporate the ‘slow hurricane’ issues mentioned 
earlier—such as racism, poverty, and discrimination 
(Leverant, 2016; Bartlett, 2005).

13
In an ER, staff access the acuity of the patient—the 
stability of vital functions and the potential threat 
to life, limb, or organ (biological survival)—and if 
they fall outside of 1 or 2, then they must determine 
expected resource needs:

We cannot continue to treat the periphery as an 
unrelated part of the core; dismiss the rurality 
as needless and useless. We cannot adequately 
discern what resources are going to be needed 

The triage nurse estimates resource needs based 
on previous experience with patients presenting 
similar injuries or complaints. Resource needs 
are defined as the number of resources a patient 
is expected to consume in order for a disposition 
decision (discharge, admission, or transfer) to 
be reached. (Agency for Healthcare Research 
and Quality, 2014)

by or consumed by  communities during the temporary 
state of an emergency—communities who tend to 
struggle in daily life—before they get discharged by 
the city or state in which they engage. What hurts us is 
cumulative, and what hurts either of the two—urban 
or rural—hurts the other as well. 

CONCLUSION

The purpose of this article is the step in and of itself. 
It is difficult to prescribe a solution or even a range of 
solutions because there is no universal solution that 
would even begin to adequately address the issues I 
have laid out here. 

What I have presented is the following:  a call for 
re-orientation, illustrations of responses and relief 
efforts that have stalled and failed (though minimally 
examined in this particular work), and an agenda for 
moving forward from this research. When speaking 
on abandonment one may be left with the connotation 
of desertion—of nothingness. In these cases, you 
would find the opposite—communities (often long 
established) that have struggled with a lack of 
substantial economic, political, and/or cultural power 
that has left them in a peri-urban limbo state. 

My goal here was to provide a framework with which 
to use moving forward. One that is reflective of both the 
core and periphery in the aftermath of an emergency 
or disaster. My secondary goal was to provide context 
for academic work as well as for planners, first 
responders, and government officials (et cetera) who 
will design the next relief and restoration efforts. Our 
work does not exist in a vacuum, and both realms of 
work and influence must cooperate to find new and 
better measures in which to serve our communities. 
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The City is a Bitch:
The Dematerialization of the Urban

Massimo Marra
Essayist / Hermeneut of Western Esotericism, Italy

ABSTRACT

Urban space is considered here from the viewpoint of the dematerialization of human reality, in which previous 
and original physical perception is consumed and dissolved. The growing level of technological prosthetization 
of bodies and senses alongside the endless multiplication of informational flows—are among the processes 
that dematerialize the body. The so-called smart city is the last result of Enlightenment’s homogenization of 
space, after the industrial city of the first mass capitalism. The opposite category—the rural—when present in 
the urban, is a form of absence and darkness. A memory of body is preserved in the hidden folds of modernity.

Keywords: hyperreality, rural transformation, urban dematerialization, body, industrialization, reality
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In this sense, the destiny of space matches that of 
the other fundamental anthropological coordinate—
time. Time is in turn, time of production, of 
accumulation, of consumption, of dissipation, and of 
debt capitalization.

Nevertheless, and as already mentioned, the idea 
of homogeneity of space has not been completely 
actualized because of a residual resiliency still 
existing in the body. Such a resilience attributes a 
sense of invisible immateriality to places that make 
them still largely elusive and imponderable. There are 
places of happy memories, of unhappy experiences, of 
regret; places that give peace, and places of struggle, 
of love and abandonment, favorable and ominous, 
comfortable and maternal, harsh and wicked; places 
of revelation and ecstasy. These keep pushing at the 
doors of our memory and popping up in front of 
our sight that still does not identify itself with the 
petrifying and objectifying power of the Gorgon.

The erratic crawl of toddlers in search of “the center”—
the right place for them to play and to contemplate in 
wonder of the overflowing plurality of the world, and 
to practice imagination—shows indelibly that not all 
places are the same.

An invisible discontinuity survives under the mutable 
and deceiving clothes of memory, association of 
ideas, sensory impressions, and the most basic 

Reality is a bitch. And that is hardly surprising, since it is the product of stupidity’s fornication with the 
spirit of calculation—the dregs of the sacred illusion offered up to the jackals of science.

—Jean Baudrillard, The Perfect Crime, London–New York:  Verso, 1996, p. 3.

. . . for divine wisdom is fond of lonely places, loving solitude, on account of the only God,
whose possession she is; and this is called a turtledove, symbolically;

but the other is quiet and tame, and gregarious,
haunting the cities of men, and rejoicing in its abode among mortals,

and so they liken her to a pigeon.

—Philo of Alexandria, Who Is the Heir of Divine Things, XXV, 127
The Works of Philo:  Complete and Unabridged, Peabody, MA:  Hendrickson, 1993.

The idea that space is homogenous sprouts directly 
from the Enlightenment’s process of reductio ad 
unum. It is thus a modern idea—and an imperfect 
one, because it is incapable of fully ruling over bodies 
and memories that keep attributing impalpable and 
multiple qualities to places.

The idea of homogeneity of space is the ultimate 
epitome of res extensa, of the total reduction of 
the cosmos to an object. It is ground to a collective 
narration that makes the space flat, and reduces it to a 
mere visible and deserted extension, according to its 
seeming continuity.

Demons, angels, elusive planet radiations, star 
influences, auspicious or inauspicious occult qualities, 
disembodied spirits, and legendary entities have been 
cast away from our environment. In short, there is 
no room for invisibility and its multiform presence 
anymore. Thus, space has become a theatre staging 
a life without any attribute but the most rude and 
mutilated sensorial evidence.

As long as places have lost the quality of 
inhomogeneity, their spatial substance seems to our 
imagination uniform and keen to the current use 
value of production, accumulation, consumption, and 
dissipation. Space has come to fit the concept of the 
commodity market of goods and debt—it is about 
economics, exchange, and usury value.
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action against the external enemies of the city—both 
material and immaterial. An invisible protection 
against the destructive power of chaos radiates from 
Above within such a border (Eliade, 1973). The ritual 
establishment of the pomerium was thus exactly the 
element that distinguishes the foundation of a city 
from any other kind of settlement, for example, a 
military town (oppidum).

This is the reason for the administrative and governing 
bodies—the power as legitimated by the sacred—
to reside always inside the walls. The external 
surroundings may be under the political or military 
control of the city—but they are not the city because 
they have not been consecrated (i.e. they have not 
been included into the cosmos on the ground of a
sacred pact among the dead, the gods, and the living).

Remus performs the sacrilege par excellence when he 
trespasses the pomerium—the irruption of chaos into 
the realm of order. This causes the primordial ritual 
fratricide, a blood sacrifice for propitiating soul and 
life to the foundation, and for ratifying a pact with 
the invisible powers (Eliade, 1990, pp. 29–54; De 
Sanctis, 2014).

The role of the door is also relevant for obtaining the 
favor and the protection of the gods against chaos. 
The door represents a connection among the three 
kingdoms—the underworld, the created world, and 
the heavens. It mirrors the ritual pit that the founding 
patres used to dig inside the pomerium, the so-called 
mundus (Lefebvre, 1991, p. 243; Eliade, 1973, p. 
35; Magdelain, 1990), where they offered a clod of 
earth from their original motherland and the first 
fruits from the surroundings in sacrifice. The axis 
mundi traverses the mundus and connects the dead, 
the living, and the gods not unlike Jacob’s Ladder. 
The axis mundi is the center of the world and, at the 
same time, the point of connection to the ulterior 
worlds. Several archaic cultures represent the axis 
mundi through a ritual pole that may have different 
heights and that, among nomadic populations, 
may also follow—and sometimes lead with its 
leaning—the tribe’s wandering (Eliade, 1973, pp. 
26–36). Wherever the sacred pole has been staked, 
it there reconstitutes the center, the sacred path 
of connection, and the pact with the chthonic and 
the ultraphanic worlds. The cosmos actualizes its 
supremacy over deadly disorder by moving from 
such a center along the four cardinal points. Such 

among the incantations that attribute relationships, 
affinity, and connection to things. These are 
protean transformations of an archetypal qualitative 
inhomogeneity. A quality that changes its clothes just 
in order to re-establish itself over the homogenizing 
and petrifying spell made by a hidden and cruel 
magician who wants to steal the invisible multiplicity 
from the void, from the multiform extensions, and 
from the features of places.

Foundational rituals of cities hide an archaic structure 
that follows such an originarian and ineradicable 
truth. Urban foundation complies with the imperative 
need of finding a “center,” a collective identity that is 
formally distinguished from the “other”—the enemy, 
a wild beast, the hostile nature, or an evil spirit. It 
seeks a solution of continuity within the threatening 
and chaotic concatenation of the world. The resolve of 
settling over a territory implicates that one will plow, 
flatten, organize, and domesticate it according to one’s 
fundamental needs. In a word, that one will impose an 
order over it—like expressing a cosmogonic power 
and imitating the formal authority of the deity (Eliade, 
1973, pp. 19–46; Eliade, 1990, pp. 55–78).

The ancient Romans used to build the city walls over 
a border called pomerium (Smith, Wayte, & Marindin, 
1890; Lugli, 1935; Magdelain, 1990). This was a mark 
signaling a sacred territory, where the cosmogonic 
power had snatched a kingdom—a cosmos—
away from the primeval and incumbent chaos. The 
foundational ritual carried on and instantiated the 
original instant of creation performed by the gods. 
Following the unequivocal augur’s divination, a dual 
and parallel groove had been carved—primeval. That 
was the place where one must build the walls of the 
city. At the same time, it represented the impassable 
limit within which the invisible evil and ill spirits—the 
chaos’ powers—had been confined. The foundation 
and the consecration of the city reproduced the 
creation of the cosmos, and established a primacy 
and a control over a substantially dangerous alterity, 
where cosmos’ sovereignty shall not crack. One shall 
not trespass the pomerium. Stranger kings were not 
allowed in, and even inhabitants could only enter by 
passing through the walls’ doors that had been built 
over specific spots where the ritual row had been 
interrupted. It was forbidden to cultivate, to inhabit, 
and to build over the pomerium when the foundations 
of the city walls had not yet been erected. Such a 
strip of land was reserved for the gods’ protective 
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The Christian city, grown around the cathedral, keeps 
and even amplifies such a feature. The architectonical 
symbols of Romanesque ornamentation, the Gothic 
spires silhouetted against the sky, the symbolic 
representation of the axis mundi as a tower bell, and 
the ritual exorcistic nature of the rhythmic time-
counting by the city bells and their sound when liturgy 
or death open the door between the worlds—these are 
all witnesses to the existence of a founding pact—of 
an original exorcism.

The history of the city begins from this founding 
dialectic between practical functions, a cosmogonic 
pact, and beauty. The space shared by human beings 
and the Invisible separates places and symbols of 
power and functions, and thus transforms places 
into the corporeal extension of an imaginal space. 
Heights, extensions, voids, lights, shadows, squares, 
rhythms, and architectures express differently the way 
visible and invisible powers represent and reproduce 
themselves hierarchically in man’s imaginary. The 
latter is the microcosmic center and the individualized 
axis of the very same imaginal dialectics. Thus, 
the internal and external world share an analogical 
relationship and become theatres of the action for 
what is beyond themselves. The inhabited space must 
conform to the perfection of the sanctified creation, of 
the divine order. Beauty is not a mere decoration and 
an end in itself, but it rather enacts the representation 
of a power rooted in the ultraphanic realm that is in 
itself form, cosmogony, and magical action.

The inhabited city must analogically conform to 
the city of God, because the divinity is at the same 
time a celestial root and a perfect model of human 
settlement’s perfectibility. Sensorial beauty is at the 
same time a reflection of, and an anagogical path 
towards, a suprasensory beauty. Antiquity and the 
Middle Ages—think of Plotinus or Augustine—used 
to consider beauty as permeated by such an analogical 
relationship among the sphere of the senses and 
the sphere of eternity, and by the idea that sensorial 
beauty had an anagogical function.

The bourgeoisie of cities copied and expressed in 
its own way the splendor of the sacred while slowly 
beginning to sever from the roots. It somehow kept—
at least during its first existence—reproducing and 
preserving the sensorial appearance of such a beauty. 
This is the splendor of the Communal and Renaissance 
ages (Marina, 2012). 

an axis is the tree Yggdrasil where Wotan sacrificed 
himself and whose roots sink into the Hell, and whose 
branches sustain the whole world (Snorri Sturlson, 
1975, pp. 65–66). According to the Upanishads, such 
a tree is called Ashvattha. Its roots are upwards in 
the Heavens while its branches reach out the earth 
(Coomaraswamy, 1987, pp. 323–353; Chevalier & 
Gheerbrant, 1986).

The foundation of a city is chosen by divination, 
astrological calculation, or after a numinous event. 
It assumes the quality of a center of the world—
omphalos—a discontinuous space opposed to the 
extra moenia (outside the walls) chaos. Such a lack of 
homogeneity of the chosen land defends from chaos 
and is ritually close to the heavenly host. It preserves 
the meaning of the relationship among creation and 
the uncreated, order and dissolution, virtuality and 
formality, and death and life.

The Vedic tradition analogously imposes the ritual 
construction of an altar to Agni to immediately 
follow the conquest of a territory. One considers the 
settlement achieved only after water, clay, and the 
altar-making ensure the settlement’s consecration to 
the god of fire and the divine presence, by mimicking 
the cosmogonic action (Eliade, 1973, pp. 24–25).

Such an economy of relationship with the invisible 
world—played again and again—shows patterns 
and laws that rule over common life; places that 
enforce a dynamical liaison intimately experienced 
as precarious but at the same time mandatory; 
ritual spaces, symbolic places, images of gates to 
the invisible where the rhythm of liturgical time is 
articulated; regenerative rituals that rejuvenate a 
sacred pact, and make it eternal within the collective 
consciousness. It is the dance of Kronos and Aion—
the profane time who devours its own children, and 
the cyclical time of divinity, which traces the horizon 
of seasons and life (Eliade, 1973, pp. 47–74).

The form of the city is the collective place of a 
common pact with the invisible world—and it 
naturally generates hierarchies, functional areas, 
places of aggregation, and centers of power where 
the horizon of sacredness unfolds a shared imaginal 
narration. Such a narration becomes constantly 
renovated in rituals and cyclically deepened. This is  
the soil where the cultural and social expressions of 
such a pact sink their roots. 
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The sacrifice is to the invisible. Thus, the city builds 
its own features by subtraction, and consecrates its 
more radical meaning—its beating hearth—to the 
absence. City is the best place for silence. The space 
of absence is where the sense of illusion of the world 
is built—the meaning of the sensorial, multiple, 
and material appearance of things. The alternating 
rhythm of reality’s appearance and absence takes 
room there. The interior space of individuals, and the 
imaginary of the community, sit in such an alluring, 
dynamical interpenetration. 

Nevertheless the urban bourgeoisie—flourishing 
thanks to the agricultural overproduction and 
evolution of techniques—is not long in noticing the 
natural limit of the epiphany of the Absent and its 
uselessness for the homogenizing paradigm of profit.

Despite its power, the Ulterior becomes obviously 
superfluous to reality, where capitalistic utilitarianism
finds a better and more reassuring habitat. The 
space of absence, with its mythologems, is rather 
an obstacle or a relic that reproduces complex 
behaviors of resistance against the full deployment of 
reality. These determine unruly laws that clash with 
utilitarianism and reduction into the obvious. The 
birth of intra moenia urban markets is contemporary 
of and consubstantial to the political triumph of the 
bourgeoisie in the city’s space, the clocks on bell 
towers and churches, and the victory of chronological 
time and actuality over what is beyond.

While erasing the invisible by stuffing places of 
absence with reality, and chasing the shadows of 
alleys with artificial lights, the triumphing bourgeois 
city loses the roots of beauty. Beauty is supremely 
useless. It can live only in the space of the Ulterior 
where reality is subtracted, in the area of what is not 
distinct nor actually present. There exists a direct 
connection between reality flattened to the material 
value of use and exchange, and for the gods to 
disappear and beauty to desert the world. Beauty 
becomes a barely tolerated residue of the absent 
subtraction of reality—a museum in its place.

The Enlightenment lavishes a mythical anguish to its 
children. It is a primeval fear for what is indistinct, 
unknown; it is the mind’s inarticulate scream of terror 
in front of the numinous unruliness, which does 
not surrender to simplifications. The programmatic 
erasure of differences and the systematic destruction 

of shadows, elements of subtraction, and spaces where 
the absence lives—melt and calm down such a fear. 
The program for dominating reality and getting rid of 
what is not yet actual nor reduced to a mere thing calls 
necessarily for breaking the mimesis and severing 
one from world’s bodiness. The self-mutilation ritual 
fecundates the exorcism of silence, the distancing of 
the void.

The urban paradigm gives room to compulsive 
motion, light, actuality, and reification. It obeys the 
episteme of Enlightenment and of the bourgeoisie. It 
glorifies a perfectly illuminated reality that is meant 
to be the unique and the uniquely perfected one—at 
least in its theoretical program. The threshold, once 
a symbolic place of entrance and thus incontestable 
witness of the elsewhere’s epiphany—now a spot for 
lighted advertise, opening hours’ notice, and a watch-
your-step sign. The crossroad, once an intersection 
of worlds and a disquieting site for witchcraft spells, 
long and hardly reclaimed by the holy presence of 
votive chapels and sacred images—stuffed of road 
signs and ad boards, shot and broadcasted by traffic 
cameras continuously. Reality must fill everything.

The representation of reality, as a body of information, 
reproduces itself endlessly and reduces the existence 
to the same level of information and virtuality. The 
result—Baudrillard had explained it before the advent 
of social media and smartphones—is hyperreality, 
i.e. the trending and total absorption of the subject 
into such a representation. Representation has 
become a pervasive and all-encompassing machine. 
(Baudrillard, 1996; 2000).

Such as a lie grows common sense in the village by 
word of mouth, so the ad nauseam reproduction of 
the simulacrum fills up and fits every void, transforms 
itself into a substance, subsumes the reality, and 
brings it to a higher level by giving it a power of 
pervasiveness which has no precedent. 

No room anymore for absence and silence, because 
there is no more room for the illusion of the world, 
the undecided, the non-actual, the indistinct, and the 
potential. Further, the time-space limited condition 
of body has become anachronistic compared to the 
instantaneous fluxes of information. The search for 
meaning and the symbolic space of silence are not 
anymore urging anybody, because there is no more 
meaning to look for when reality exists for its own sake 
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my perception every moment without me asking 
for it is way too oversized for any subject’s and 
body’s capability. Thus, the subject subsumes its 
own existence into an encoded and strongly numbed 
reactivity, and achieves its happy migration into the 
world of the virtual.

It is through the instantaneity of information that the 
subject moves into the world of hyperreality, as he 
finds himself free from the acknowledgment of the 
further and of the delusional chains of space and 
time. His life becomes a mere reaction that expresses 
itself primitively (i.e. “like”; “unlike”; emoticons). 
The existence is thus ready to unfold into the real 
as more real than the real—the reality of the endless
multiplied interface.

The virtual therefore enforces the Enlightenment’s 
program—meant to set the world free from the 
destabilizing presence of qualities—in a way that the 
Frankfurt School could not foresee (Horkheimer & 
Adorno, 1997).

Overall, this is urban space. 

Of course, the proliferation of bodily prostheses that 
reinforce our intoxication from hyperreality, like 
smartphones, smartwatches, the Internet of things, 
and the cyborgization of bodies, brings in a paradigm 
of virtual space that may in perspective get totally rid 
of the urban space such as of any other space—and 
of the very concept of space. Augmented and virtual 
realities are programmatically independent from any 
need of specific environment. They are rather centered 
on the prosthesization of bodies.

Nevertheless, urban space is the perfect laboratory of 
the virtual. Its network of interfaces and connection 
allows the urban to be room to the diffusion of 
the most fashionable technology and to carry on 
the most effective and complete experiments of 
prosthesization. Urban space has gradually enforced 
the theatre of life’s acceleration, the saturation of 
senses through the crowds’ roar, and the progressive, 
constant bundling of unrequested and overdetermined 
information fluxes. The tawdry neon and advertising 
cityscape, the obsessive spill of elevator music, and 
the omnipresence of TV screens in public places 
keep existing as fossils. Urban space has initiated the 
compelling need for speed, the excess of information, 
the disaggregation of the social fabric’s continuity

and multiplies itself as information in every instant. 
There no longer exists a simulacrum beyond what one 
can search for in an illusion of reality. This is because 
the innumerable repetitions of the representation are 
subsuming every existential space. The world has 
no more semblance, because reality is reproduced 
endlessly and in high definition. Instantaneousness, 
and the perfection of such a reproduction plot against 
the very possibility of an absence. Each empty place 
is occupied. Alleys and penumbra are banned, and 
what is hidden and secret is considered with suspect. 
It is the same logic of military control over social 
frictions and masses’ deviances that produce wide, 
squared and parallel avenues, glass curtain buildings, 
and smart surveillance cameras.

Augmented reality (AR) is the opposite of subtraction. 
It expresses the meaning of hyperreality and of its 
transcendence. The AR draws a hypertrophy of 
information over reality and makes it overflowing, 
reassuringly baroque, indifferent, and disposable. 
The AR sets things free from semblance and void 
and from the uncertainty that may have derived from 
them. Drunk of light and overflowing reality, things 
become similar and equivalent to each other and 
interchangeable—all of a sudden tolerable, harmless, 
and easy to dismiss. The AR allows us to file the world 
with less pain, while telling us everything about it.

The process of endless reproduction and repetition of 
reality started whispering its forgetfulness spell since 
the dawn of its powerful deployment. The previous 
configuration of reality quickly leaves no more trace. 
Who remembers life before Wi-Fi and diffused 
interconnection? How many people can forget their 
smartphone at home and really go along without a 
subtle feeling of insecurity, isolation, mutilation, and 
anguish?

The propagation of information and its iterative 
proliferation through instantaneous communication 
and real-time broadcasting divinizes the subjectivity 
of the individual because it makes him transcend 
time and space. By subsuming the subjectivity into 
the non-place of hyperreality, it alienates the human 
being from the memory of the primordial and mythical 
anguish in the most efficient way. The individual 
in fact is therefore forced into a mere reactive and 
non-problematic lifestyle, with no memory of 
absence, and totally devoted to velocity. The amount 
and continuous flux of information that invades
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(zoning and gentrification), and, on a deeper layer, the 
atomization of the individual and its severance from 
every connecting background, including collective 
memory and narrative.

In fact, cities are still resisting against a final mutation. 
Such a residual resistance may show up as a free 
social space, a garden, or a local coffee shop. The 
consolation offered by these places is as reassuring 
as fake, though, because they are just oddments—it 
is easy to bring them back to the fold. The artistic 
and architectonic heritage of the past and the beauty 
carved in the stones of many historical centers could 
likewise propitiate the survival of what is beyond and 
of shadows. For instance, the alleys of Naples could 
hold out islands of such a stubborn transcendental 
resistance to light. Yet, these are just residual 
actualities. The expulsion of popular classes, urban 
proletariat, and sub-proletariat from the historical 
centers, resulted in the transformation of urban 
cores into touristic boutiques. There is no space for 
darkness and demons in such uniformed and faked 
places anymore.

The obsessive dream of the smart city towards 
which every decision maker in the world is striving 
nowadays, is in fact, nothing but the goal of the formal 
achievement of the city as the input-output equipment 
of hyperreality (Caperna & Serafini, 2014). The 
smart city would be the stage for individuals to fully 
experience hyperreality—a communicative interface, 
the place of interconnection, of AR, of real-time, and 
of the virtual, where the instantaneous transcendence 
of time and space makes bodies eternal. There, bodies 
could fully enjoy the simulacrum of an overflowing 
and perfect reality. The city would thus turn into 
full achievement of an artificial environment, 
laboratory of anthropological mutation. It is the 
kingdom of smombies, the neologism coined by 
joining the words smartphone and zombie, referring 
to the wandering metropolitan crowds compulsively 
isolated and immersed in their phones’ activity. That 
is the new human paradigm:  a hyperreal, atomized, 
unrooted individual endlessly escaping the edge 
of dematerialization.

I am a rat born and grown in the guts of a two million 
inhabitants’ metropolis. Summoning me to talk about 
rurality is like welcoming the devil into the procession. 
The risk is a focal imbalance over the city, the 
teratogenic and immense organism that breathes into 

my skin. The rural is deeply far from me, something 
that my memory cannot connect with in any smell or 
sound. Thus, the rural I think of may well turn into 
a hyperreal simulacrum of itself, and get reduced to 
an image of one-dimensional information. The risk, 
again, is that the contraposition between the rural and 
the urban turns into a conflictual representation where 
bodies are anyway unified and reduced to faithful 
receptors of the same hyperreality. On the other 
hand, my memory is irredeemably tied to the stocks 
of alleys’ darkness, and to the crooked and rough 
beauties of nocturnal architectures under the sun, 
and to the smelling voids of shadowy spaces behind 
the mystery of deserted crossroads, where legions of 
saints and hosts of devils keep resisting depredation.

I can just try to redefine the rural from my condition 
as the place of a possible resistance—a viable path 
of creative secession from the absolute realization 
and the deadly overflow of reality. One cannot label 
this forcibly spaceless definition as a more or less 
communitarian or ecologist housing delocalization, 
or a daily life rarefaction. The prosthesization and 
the gradual erasure of the void, even from short-
term memory, is at stake here. This means that the 
dialectic against the AR-like city is not anymore 
about physical spaces, but about dematerializing 
bodies loaded with overflowing hyperreality. It is 
not anymore a matter of socio-economics, housing, 
and development models. What is beyond is taken 
away from Nothingness; the illusion is swept away 
by the serial reproduction of an all-encompassing and 
hypertrophic reality.

The rural can face the urban’s hyperreality because 
of its void and its preservation of absence. The rural 
is aware of its own indefiniteness, and it is a zealous 
guardian of silence. Voids and shadows seem to take 
consistency and expand, and claim their share of the 
world in certain half-abandoned Italian hill villages 
at sunset. They touch your body, and lead you 
somewhere else far away.

In my opinion, the rural does exist at the extreme 
periphery of the ideological place of the urban. 
Rather than a spatial and social connective fabric 
featured after residual, traditional models; rather 
than countryside, reassuring returns, and social, 
collective oppositions to urban culture—the rural is 
fed by rediscoveries of what is beyond and of winking 
courtships to the absence, there where darkness is 
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still copious. It grazes by recovering the memory of 
semblance, the allusions to what does not exist, and 
the tribute to the illusion of void. The rural is an opus 
of transmutation of sight, of flourishing memory, 
of bodification of time. It aims at recovering the 
vision and, why not, the kinship of devils hidden in
the shadow.
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Cells
Sinan Logie and Melek Aksoy. n.d. (but 2014). İstanbul Bahçeleri—Istanbul Gardens. Istanbul:  The Graduate 
School of Architecture, Planning and Preservation, Columbia University—Studio-X Istanbul. 

Review by Stefano Serafini
International Society of Biourbanism, Italy

JBU #1&2/15  95

Architects know better than any other that a book is 
not a book nowadays. Their use of such an ancient 
tool of knowledge has always been eclectic, usually 
skimming the written content in search of aesthetic 
inspiration and brilliant quotes, and focusing rather on 
images and external features. The age of the Internet, 
with its scattered and accelerated way of reading 
through hypertexts, and the multimedia explosion of 
visual sources, has enhanced such an attitude. Thus, 
a book is a hypertext, an icon, a dataset, a decorative 
object, and—especially when architects are also 
authors—a work of art that sometimes even turns into 
a political message.

The work of Sinan Logie and Melek Aksoy on the 
gardens of Istanbul is all of this—but it is also a 
book, a pure book. This may sound inconsistent as 
the written text occupies just 10 out of the 60 pages of 
this succinct bilingual volume devoted to the results 
of a 2013 Istanbulite studio by the École Nationale 
Supérieure d’Architecture de Versailles. Yet, it is a 
dense and very exact text. It works as an insightful 
introduction to the concept of the marvel of Islamic 
architecture, and gently connects it with the actual, 
concerning development of Istanbul (Morvan & 
Logie, 2014; Çorakbaş, Aksoy, & Ricci, 2014). It is 
therefore worth an attentive reading.

Beauty, beautification. These are key concepts for a 
wonderful megalopolis that risks shrinking into its 
own dreams of modernity, and of a consequently 
sterile form of aesthetics. “Ottoman society was an 
Islamic Society. Islam insisted on the requisite for 
man to beautify his surroundings as a central tenet 
of its belief to beautify the world. For the Ottomans, 
there was a desire for the city to be the place where 
beauty should be lived and experienced” (Cansever, 
2013, p. 135).

Change, transformation, and multiple points of view 
at once. These compose the essence of the world

according to an Islamic sight, including the art of 
building—such a vision that led Turgut Cansever 
(1921–2009) to want a wooden, redesignable city 
rather than a stone one that imposes itself on new 
generations—seems to fit extraordinarily well 
with the electronic liquidity of our time. The West, 
conversely, envisions the world as a static whole 
with a physical center, and considers the city to be 
an immovable ideal built to be grasped from one and 
only one perspective, forever.

Gardens. Everyone knows about the paradisiac 
symbolism of the garden in Persia and in the Islamic 
culture, including, of course, the Ottoman synthesis 
(MacDougall, Ettinghausen, 1976). Insertions of 
paradise into the fluid city that is built from the 
rooftop to the ground represent the extreme moments 
of connection—after, but often near the mosques—
to the divine grace. The first letter composing the 
name of God is symbolized by the slender, ubiquitous 
verticality of cypresses in the beautiful Ottoman 
cemeteries, such as in leisure and representative urban 
gardens. The authors remind us that the 21-year-
old Mehmet II, the first qaysar-ı Rum, “ordered the 
plantation of 12,000 cypresses along the Golden 
Horn shipyards” after the conquest of Constantinople 
in 1453—thus sealing the end of the millenarian 
Byzantine Empire with an endless urban repetition of 
the symbol of eternity.

The heart of the Prophet’s Mosque in Medina is 
a void area—small but very important—between 
Muhammad’s tomb and his pulpit. It is called the 
“Garden of Paradise,” according to the words of 
the hadith:  “Between my house and my pulpit lays 
a garden from the gardens of Paradise.” Ismailism 
interprets such words as an exoteric explanation of the 
due relation between rational philosophy, dogmatic 
religion, and gnosis, where garden stands for the 
gnostic truth where the initiated is born to a new life 
(Corbin, 1991, p. 90).
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Beauty, change, fluidity, and knowledge are the 
pearls neatly presented in the bare and considerably 
enigmatic work of Logie and Aksoy, through 22 India 
ink style drawings by Pauline Dupont Lhotelain, 
Camille Rupin, and Zeineb Sellami. These designs 
of interstitial spaces are meant to allow the city 
to “breathe.” How? By offering people quick and 
unexpected exits from the urban machine—points 
for touching the old and untamed spirit of Istanbul. 
The dimensions of these gardens are often minuscule, 
the feeling of intimacy being the quality that really 
matters in the face of a huge cityscape. They are 
openings to another dimension—not a religious one 
(there are plenty of mosques in Istanbul), but rather 
something more fundamental and which we would 
define as a place of biological connection towards 
the lymph of life. Is there spirituality in such places? 
Yes, indeed—it is whispering. The small gardens of 
Istanbul descend from the Yedikule Historic Vegetable 
Gardens, the Topkapı Palace, the cemeteries where 
people remember the dead and celebrate life, and even 
the concreted Gezi Park. They are cells strategically 
reconnecting the eternal and eternally young life, 
which flows into the ugly and blind urban machine 
that never changes and knows nothing.
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Forensic Architecture:  From the Ixil Triangle
Forensic Architecture. (2011–2015). Guatemala:  Operación Sofía. London:  Goldsmiths, University of London, 
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Review by Rossana Del Zio
Criminologist and Forensic Analyst
Specialist in Organized Crime Analysis with Expertise in Geospatial Analysis, Italy

One can consider the Guatemalan territory of the Ixil 
Triangle a relevant part of the economic and social 
fabric of the globalization of crime organizations, both 
in South America and worldwide. The genocide that 
hit the country witnesses this. Justice is still in search 
of the ones responsible for such an incontestably 
execrable crime—30,000 desaparecidos, 627 
massacres, and 400 lost villages. The fact that most of 
the victims died after machete slashes sheds a terrible 
doubt:  had someone forced the peasants to kill their 
own brothers and sisters? A precise direction, driven 
by the strongest economic interests, hides the truth 
since the beginning. The “directors” take advantage 
of predation and enslavement in order to feed illegal 
trafficking and private stakes within public functions.

We are talking of a “criminocracy” in a wide sense, 
similar to others that are in force in South America, 
where criminal organizations grew in power within 
the institutions of the country to the point of being 
able to provide and guarantee their own impunity 
over the last decades. This is the context of the 
indigenous Maya struggle. The Maya represent 40% 
of the Guatemalan population. Marked as an inferior 
race, they are considered “public enemies” as long as 
they try to organize themselves politically and express 
their identity in the country.

The campaign against the Ixil Maya is based on the 
idea that the indigenous were sympathizers of the 
Marxist guerrilla Unitad Revolucionaria Nacional 
Guatemalteca (URNG)—the most important 
opposition guerrilla. Atrocities against the indigenous 
brought the forced eviction of 30,000 people from their 
native land. The goal of exclusion was—and indeed 
still is—to expel them from economic production 
and weaken them. Predation of villages, violence, 
enslavement, and a military regime allowed the rise 
and the enrichment of an elite that took advantage of 
the destruction of the land and its resources.

Land grabbing and drug trafficking are the two most 
relevant causes of the population’s absolute poverty 
today. Along with the genocide during the civil war, 
these phenomena caused a huge quantity of deaths 
by hunger, attempted escapes from the country 
(around 400 people die in the desert every year), and 
retaliations against those who do not bow to the system. 
Guatemala has a sophisticated criminal network that 
benefits from its geographical position. The strategical 
centrality of the country, in fact, facilitates criminals 
to work together with groups from Mexico, Colombia, 
and other Central American countries. Guatemala 
is the perfect passageway for most of the Cartels’ 
heroin production, first among them the Sinaloa 
Cartel led by “El Chapo.” The landscape is made of 
mountains, and of vast, scarcely populated areas. This 
makes it easier to store trafficked objects, to produce 
narcotics, and to manage worldwide illegal import 
and export. Unfortunately, members of the police, 
intelligence, and former members of the army co-run 
the network. They manage the crops of marijuana and 
opium, the transportation of illegal drugs, such as 
money laundering, extortions, kidnapping, trafficking 
of humans, weapons, protected animals, illegal 
adoptions, and other criminal businesses.

“Transportistas” is the label given to the great 
families that supervise the territory and the drug 
trafficking of the Cartels. They keep trespassing the 
nonexistent borders of a land where it is impossible 
to trace a line between one country and another—
where those who must control keep one eye closed 
and pretend not to know that this is already the 
land of Guatemala. The great families mix with the 
traditionally dressed peasants that use the machete to 
push through the forest. Are not they the accomplices 
of an endless genocide? The victims of the fight 
between the cartel of Sinaloa and that of Zeta have 
been countless since 2013—the year in which Ríos 
Montt escaped the justice for a legal technicality. 
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The economic hegemony over the drug market pays 
the price of a growing number of dead. If we look 
at the territory of the Ixil Triangle and beyond, we 
notice the connection between the attacks against the 
rural communities, the land grabbing, the pollution of 
rivers, and even the change of their stream for building 
mines, hydroelectric power plants, and much more. 
All of this has brought the country to the bottom of 
the development rankings. Foreign investors’ theft of 
lands makes poverty grow too, as agriculture is led 
towards biofuel or export at the expense of coffee and 
corn crops. The government is overtly an accomplice 
of such a process that adds to the imposed condition of 
land expropriation—a cause of structural poverty—
and to the effect of climatic adversities, such as 
drought and storms that disrupt crops.

This testifies not only to the ongoing genocide at large 
with a growing number of murders per year (about 
46 homicides per hundred thousand inhabitants), 
but also to a significant architectural change. 
To better understand this type of phenomenon, 
multidisciplinary forensics, specifically forensic 
architecture, anthropological criminology, and 
forensic anthropology are useful for reconstructing 
not only the crime scenes, but also for studying the 
territory and its connections with the past in order to 
provide a prospective analysis of its development.

This interpretation proposes to analyze the urban 
transformation according to the intentions of power. 
For example, the concentration of buildings in one 
area has allowed the military regime to control the 
enslaved peasants, and at the same time, to strip 
the feudal lords off their land and houses scattered 
in the territory. Forensic architecture, particularly 
thanks to programs of Geospatial analysis, gives an 
overview (maps) and a representation of what was 
lost (reconstructions) in a target area by overlapping 
layers that result from collected data. This helps 
to show changes that occurred after new political 
and economic needs rise in the country, or after a 
major natural event. Such a reconstruction stands 
as a witness to the history drenched in political and 
economic powers where “soil and bodies preserve 
memory.” If well interpreted, this soil and body can 
tell us exactly what has happened. We must be able to 
catch the signs of change without forgetting that they 
lay in the motion of the event.
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Flowing Voids
Tatjana Capuder Vidmar. (2013). Mesto in reka:  študija reurbanizacije severnega dela mesta Ljubljane. 
[The city and the river:  study on the reurbanization of the northern part of the city of Ljubljana]. Ljubljana:  
Biotehniška fakulteta, Oddelek za krajinsko arhitekturo. ISBN:  978-961-683310-3.

Review by Stefano Serafini
International Society of Biourbanism, Italy

Architect and artist, Tatjana Capuder Vidmar, teaches 
urban design in the Department of Landscape Design, 
Biotechnical Faculty, at the University of Ljubljana. 
Her book Mesto in reka (The city and the river) is 
the fruit of a three-year research performed with the 
incoming Bologna Master’s students of the Urban 
Design course at the Department of Landscape 
Architecture—that has possibly meant a huge and 
exciting task for the author.

The work aims at understanding the feasibility of 
a development plan in the city of Ljubljana that is 
alternative to the current one. The actual model, 
in fact, sees the city growing by both densification 
and spread along the main road axes, approximately 
in a star shape. On the contrary, the author refers to 
the 1947 proposal by the disciple of Jože Plečnik 
and father of the urban plan of Ljubljana and Nova 
Gorica:  the architect Edvard Ravnikar (1907–1993) 
(Potočnik, 2015, p. 183). The latter suggested the city 
to grow towards the north, along the river Sava. Such 
a new part of the city would have been connected 
with the old one by three main corridors, running 
through a green, rural belt, which spanned for about 
4 kilometers.

Based on Ravnikar’s hypothesis, the work of the 
author and of her students focused on individuating 
features keen to life into such a buffer space between 
the historical center of Ljubljana and the Sava river—
and translating them into design. They especially 
cared for walkability, absence of obstacles, beautiful 
views, and what Kevin Lynch called “nodes” (Lynch, 
1960). The idea was to establish pathways of “vital 
urban and suburban nodes which are nodes of small 
urban and suburban districts with mixed uses and are 
in a walkable distance of 500m to 800m from each 
other” (p. 6). Such nodes should be “correlated and 
connected to each other so that there are no physical 
or mental barriers in the way between them” (p. 6).

As an academic architect and an artist, professor 
Capuder includes architecture and even urban design 
under the category of art. She means art as “composed 
of technical expertise and a message” (back cover), 
and asks herself firsthand about “the message” 
that design should carry on. She thinks that such a 
message lies where one would least expect, i.e. in 
voids, in relationships, or inside raw matter, possibly 
inspired by Christopher Alexander. The latter in fact 
has devoted several pages to explaining the relevance 
of the properties, among others, of the void, non-
separateness, and roughness for making a place alive 
(Alexander, 2002, pp. 210–217; 222–225; 230–235).

Capuder stresses the relevance of mixed use in the 
new city, yet she does not explain how such an 
interconnection of functions, and urban and suburban 
nodes could be effectively designed. She only refers 
to Ravnikar’s idea of allowing a local food self-
sufficiency based on the agricultural character of 
the area—a concept that comes from Le Corbusier’s 
influence on Ravnikar, but also from the traditional 
presence of green urban voids inside Ljubljana, 
namely the Tivoli Park, and the most fascinating 
historical Krakovo gardens (Vadnal et al., 2010).

Capuder also notices the importance of protecting 
the drinking water springs, and the danger of 
compromising them, thus proposing the establishment 
of a natural park along the river’s banks.

I found two very interesting elements in Mesto in reka. 
The first one is the use of a methodology that relies 
on human feeling as the prime criterion for making 
changes to a place, after Alexander (Alexander et al., 
1975). The author uses artistic expressions (painting, 
sculpture, et cetera) as a way of giving voice to such 
feelings, and she claims that “through feelings the 
problems of the space and its potential were more 
clearly understood” (p. 30). I would appreciate a
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future publication by the author that would expand 
upon this subject and discuss in depth the results 
of her experimentation, considering the scale of an 
urban project and the difficulty of dealing with it from 
a “cellular” and on-the-ground perspective.

The other valuable point is the idea that nodes, 
activities, and textures “communicate” through an 
almost physical connection, which may recall—as 
the author suggests—the intersecting waves produced 
by raindrops over a pond. Such “pulses” seem to 
give ground to a practice of biourban acupuncture 
that echoes from one point to another in the urban 
organism (Singer & Fein, 2014). Capuder writes that 
the meeting of two different textures, one urban and 
the other rural, “produces spatial nodes wherever the 
tension between the two textures is most intensive” 
(p. 45). The inversely proportional gradients of 
rurality and urbanity that one can notice by moving 
from the city center towards the river produces 
different degrees of coexistence and potential nodes. 
It is there where Capuder individuates room for the 
establishment of mixed uses. Such a notation deserves 
both a methodological and a content deepening.

More disputable is the very concept of urban sprawl 
through the countryside, inspired by Le Corbusier, and 
similar to other bucolic utopias turned disconnecting 
dystopias like, for example, the overhanging ‘Aero-
City’ by Khidekel (Monotti Graziadei, 2016). Yes, the 
author refers to “a fractal model,” but fractality, as a 
characteristic of natural and biophilic environments, 
is not enough for redeeming the inevitable destruction 
of a bioma by reclusing it into the logic of modern 
urbanization—motorways (despite walkable paths), 
waste land, and the “valorization” of rural areas as 
leisure and touristic commodities. Capital is the 
only filling when the pre-existing social structures 
have disappeared, and this is the danger that most 
designers forget when following their dreams of 
building beautiful places. Nevertheless, one should 
understand that Mesto in reka represents the output of 
an academic exercise from a faculty that is expected  
to produce urban planners.
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On the Future of the Italian Comuni
Walter Tortorella (Ed.). (2012). Lo Stato dei Comuni. Venezia:  Marsilio.

Review by Walter Barberis
President, Associazione Smart Planning, Italy

The first decade of the third millennium has brought 
to light “the global economic crisis” as the failure of 
an economic model based on unsustainable financial 
assets—in other words, its inadequacy in long-
term implementation.

According to the authors of Lo Stato dei Comuni (The 
Status of Municipalities) it is quite clear that cities are 
one of the most important engines of world economy, 
and the economic global crisis can be overcome 
only in the framework of strong and well-managed 
cities. From this point of view, cities and their 
administrative units are key actors in the economic, 
social, and territorial development. Municipalities 
(comuni) are the minimum administrative units of 
Italy. They embody the cities’ administrative structure 
and represent the main point of reference for citizens.

The book analyzes a history spanning from 1861—
the establishment of the Kingdom of Italy—until 
recent times. Both the number and characteristics of 
municipalities have changed over 150 years, following 
the historical events that occurred in the country. 
Today, 8,092 municipalities administrate roughly 
300,000 sq. km. of Italy’s territory. Significantly, the 
so-called “small municipalities” (counting less than 
5,000 inhabitants) have never ranked below 70% of 
the total towns, despite a depopulating trend in favor 
of major cities since the 1950s.

An open and inclusive society is the ideal that 
inspires small municipalities, in particular. Local 
administrators and stakeholders are more than ever 
committed to keeping people’s welfare through 
enforcement of non-emergency measures, as well as 
with mid and long-term policies. Some authors have 
asserted, that in order to meet the current societal needs 
of increasing the quality of services, open and up-to-
date information, and political rights, municipalities 
require, first of all, to be recognized for their crucial 
role in planning and implementing local welfare and 
development policies.

The work traces the connection between the actual 
citizen services system and the concept of federalism, 
where the role of central administration has been 
frequently overestimated. Among others, Valeria 
Andreani brings us to look at federalism as an 
opportunity for joint decision-making power, local 
management guidelines and procedures, community 
participation, citizenship consensus, and the 
entrepreneurial system.  

At its core, the book emphasizes the distorting role 
of finance capital and of conspicuous public debt 
upon the local economy. Walter Tortorella, director 
of Centro Documentazione dei Comuni Italiani and 
the Department of Land Economy at the Institute 
for Local Finance and Economy, stresses how this 
is bringing the whole municipality system towards 
the edge of a dangerous unsustainability. Further, the 
lack of effective economic development and national 
policies, combined with shrinking public finance, are 
a call to action for drafting a new systemic national 
design that includes tightening tax interventions. 
For example, the absence of a national development 
framework has fostered an unbalanced distribution 
of infrastructures along the country. Regions such as 
Marche and Triveneto are highly competitive on a 
global level thanks to their development models. They 
have been able to overcome the infrastructure gap 
and keep strategic positions in the world market. This 
leads the author to deepen the understanding of what 
“kind of infrastructure for what kind of development” 
we need, and on the other hand, of “how to improve 
the operational efficiency of existing infrastructure.”

To conclude, from a general point of view, the 
book tackles the main social, economic, legal, and 
institutional changes that municipalities have to 
enforce in order to promote sustainable economic 
growth, better citizen participation to political life, 
and a wiser federal reform. It focuses on the new 
challenges that municipalities will face in a context 
where territorial boundaries are more and more hazy.





Global urbanization is raising squatters at the actual 
pace of 70 million people per year. The United Nations 
is envisioning 3 billion people coming from the 
countryside of the world to live in slums, favelas, and 
other so-called marginal places by 2050 (Neuwirth, 
2006, p. xiii). Such impressive numbers call for a 
wake up. One, in fact, cannot dismiss more than one-
third of the entire human population as “marginal.” 
Likewise, we cannot be but unrealistic when we keep 
considering our soundly concreted urban domain as 
“core” and its cracks as “interstices.” Vacant lots, 
underpasses, ruins, and urban voids are much more 
than subjects of an aesthetic and para-sociological 
urbanistic sight yearning for ephemerality (i.e. urbex, 
decay porn). The indefinite, the quasi-urban, and the 
edges are rather the channels and the staying power 
places of a major change that has already turned urban 
civilization upside down. 

Such “strange places,” as Solà-Morales has called 
them, represent the opposite of the walls that Europe, 
the United States, Israel, and Saudi Arabia have 
been building to regulate the movement of refugees, 
immigrants, and the dispossessed (while oscillating 
among the two lies of welcoming and keeping away—
one does not welcome nor keep away a commodity).

Strange places are much stronger than the cruel 
theatre of the walls because they are supported by the 
strength of reality, by the stream of a history that we 
disguisedly believe was abolished. They do not (try 
to) control the permeability of borders—they are the 
places of permeability to an uncontrolled bios, home to 
social relations and anthropologies incompatible and 
invisible to the sight of capital and its exterminating 
deportation of the imaginary.

The transurbance of Francesco Careri (pp. 107–113) 
enters in contact with such a porosity of the urban 
fullness, and finds Zonzo (the wandering of the 
flâneur), which is an honest yet ambiguous character.

Zonzo understands the contradiction of the urban 
logic, but keeps walking on the edge without crossing 
it. It is—of course—a transcendental hint that there is 
no exit from the urban. In the long run, though, riding 
the border i.e. for “having a place of one’s own...of 
creating one’s own void without having to put up with 
other people’s” (Martegani, 2003, as quoted on p. 10) 
even comes to sound like another product on the shelf 
of Reality Supermarket.

However, cities do not simply incorporate voids, 
wastelands, and the non-urban. Rather, cities 
are the residual, post-industrial interstices of an 
occurring global process of ruralization of the urban 
(Casagrande, 2011; Bissen, 2014) that the urban insists 
seeing as a non-place from its own placefulness. In 
other words, we, the urban—uprooted, desensitized, 
and dematerialized on the edge of self-destruction—
are the other side.

Thus, the work of Mariani and Barron shows that the 
extent of urban totalitarianism—the omnipresence 
of “reality”—has reached out to the last inches of its 
reign, to every once forgotten space. The authors refer 
to Solà-Morales as the first researcher who focused 
on the subject of terrain vague, and he observed that 
these spaces “exist outside the city’s effective circuits 
and productive structures” (Solà-Morales, 1995, p. 
120). An observation is also the file of a record, the 
freezing flash of the academic photographic machine 
marking the evidence of the death of its object. Not 
by chance, Solà-Morales’ work has been reproduced 
as-is by Mariani and Barron 20 years later, when 
the “productive structures” have already completely 
become ghosts.

In such a sense, the words of Tim Edensor quoted by 
Barron (p. 9) sound sinister like a bad omen, or a radar 
scan before the drone strike:  “hidden within ruins 
are forgotten forms of collectivity and solidarity, lost 
skills, ways of behaving and feeling, traces of arcane 

Walked From the Other Side
Manuela Mariani and Patrick Barron (Eds.). (2014). Terrain Vague:  Interstices at the Edge of the Pale. 
London—New York:  Routledge. ISBN:  978-0-415-82767-6; 978-0-415-82768-3; 978-0-203-52217-2.

Review by Stefano Serafini
International Society of Biourbanism, Italy
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language, and neglected historical and contemporary 
forms of social enterprise.”

Even more chilling is Jennifer Scappettone’s 
contribution entitled, “Garbage Arcadia:  Digging for 
Choruses in Fresh Kills” (pp. 138–152). It focuses 
on a subject that seems coming out of the coffin of 
Jean Baudrillard. Fresh Kills Landfill, stuffed by the 
debris of the Great Spectacle of 9/11, with such a 
fantastic (“morbid,” p. 140) name, is a hyper-dump. 
The hyper-dump of New York, the hyper-city par 
excellence. Scappettone has a vivid talent for the right 
quotes that pinpoint her writing like dots of light. The 
sense of tragedy that A. C. Bradley sees in becoming 
aware “of the worth of that which is wasted” (p. 149) 
fits, however, with the loss of an entire existence—
of the whole Universe—rather than with the image 
of Occupy movements policed out of cities, as the 
author seems to indicate (p. 150–151).

From the hypothesis of “a rural side,” after an initial 
fascination, the feeling one has when reading Terrain 
Vague is estrangement. It comes with the doubt that 
no critical thought about the city—no matter how 
acute and well read—can be really effective if it keeps 
moving within the horizon of an urban epistemology 
(Bissen, 2016; Serafini, 2011).
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