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THIS REVISED EDITION is newly designed with more illustrations and an
updated Timeline and References. I have otherwise retained the original
text, allowing it to remain a document of its particular time and place,
and resisting the temptation to continue chronicling urban design the-
ory or to adjust or buttress my arguments.

I write this foreword to the new edition with a renewed sense of
optimism, albeit guarded. It is guarded because most of the sub-optimal
trends I describe in the book still abide. It is optimistic, however, because
a very dim ray of hope has begun to pierce the cloud cover, thanks to a
broadly based exploration of alternatives. 

The end of the period covered in this book, about 1990, marked a
threshold into a territory that, while vaguely familiar, has never been
occupied in quite the same way before. The predominant urban design
reflexes of the 1970s and 1980s, including historicism, regionalism,
theme-ing, and defensive urbanism, attempted to satisfy longings for
community and security on the one hand, and for intrigue and adventure
on the other, all of which were found sorely lacking in modern urban-
ism. Although postmodern urbanism offered certain correctives in this
regard, it failed to satisfy these persistent longings sufficiently, and in
many instances, deeply intensified them (see end of chapter 5). 

The failure of postmodern urbanism has led to a reconsideration of
design values, goals, and the means for achieving these goals. Instead of
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responding reactively to rapid change through escapist and distilling
strategies, there have been efforts to embrace, steward, or partner
(rather than control or manage) it.

More is not necessarily more we have come to realize, because the
bombardment of our senses produces a natural defense mechanism
which Georg Simmel described as the blasé  attitude in his classic 1902
article on urban life in Berlin. As urbanization has proceeded apace over
the last century, so has the extent to which we are “rendered indifferent
due to the abuse that we sustain” (the definition of blasé ) to the point
where change is occurring at the expense of our psyches, our environ-
ment, and our communities. The pursuant challenges posed to the sepa-
ration between body and soul, between people and nature, and amongst
peoples have led to a search for restoring connections. While the actual
goals of this search vary widely, the path followed can be characterized
more uniformly as one of slowness, simplicity, sincerity, and spirituality.

In a recent discussion about the impact of rapid change entitled
“Fast Forward,” Mark Kingwell contends that the “sensory overload of
speed leads necessarily to saturation, to senselessness.” Rather than erect
our defensive walls ever higher, however, Kingwell detects “an under-
ground of . . . resistance in the culture, a theme of sundial slowness set
against the overarching digital quickness of life” (44). Along with sun-
dial slowness is an effort to simplify our lives, manifest in what has been
dubbed the “simplicity movement” which crosses lines of ethnicity and
social class.i If the sixties witnessed the “We generation” emphasizing
peace and love, the seventies the “Me generation” emphasizing self-
awareness and self-actualization, the eighties the “Whee generation”
emphasizing materialism and escapism, then perhaps the nineties will be
remembered as the “Whoa generation” placing a self-imposed brake
upon the rapid changes which are wreaking havoc on our landscapes and
our well-being. 

Along with the appeals of slowness and simplicity, there has also
been a return to sincerity. A similar shift occurred in Europe around the
time of the French Revolution, when “a younger generation tired of the
artificiality of the older and sought to substitute an authenticity for the
artifice” (Nilsen).ii This pendulum swung back during the early part of
this century when a new younger generation tired of directness and Vic-
torian sentimentality. The result was modern forms of cultural expres-
sion that were self-referential (about their own processes of making) and
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explored multi-perspectival and defamiliarizing techniques. This was
followed by postmodern forms of cultural expression where irony
declined into mere cleverness and style overtook substance, prompting
the current return to sincerity.iii

Bereft by supreme skepticism, and in search of something to believe
in, we have also turned to angels, UFOs, paranormal phenomena, and
cyberspace. Finally, we have been reconsidering our wisdom traditions,
igniting an extraordinary resurgence in spirituality throughout the con-
temporary world.

This shift is apparent in the emerging metaphors for the city and
culture (the subject of chapter 8). In retrospect, the postmodern metaphor
of collage is a catch-all grab bag suggesting inclusivity and perhaps a cer-
tain unpredictable beauty, but also an element of hazard, confusion, dis-
juncture, and lack of sense. The other predominant metaphor for the city
and culture during the same period—that of the text—allows for an infi-
nite number of perspectives or “readings” of urban and cultural experi-
ences. It may be understood as an effort to impose an order on apparent
chaos, or alternatively, as an occupational hazard of scholars for whom
the text is their stock in trade. The collage and text metaphors, which
supplanted the predominant modern metaphor of the machine (begin-
ning in the late nineteenth century), are now in turn being supplanted
by other metaphors, indicative of current understandings of the city and
culture.

Like the collage and text, these emerging metaphors also suggest an
inclusivity. But this time, it is no longer for the sake of inclusivity itself.
Rather, there is attention paid towards whole-ness, a more calculated
beauty, a smoothness, a lightness (lack of heaviness), and a strong sense
of connectedness. In this spirit, these emerging metaphors are also more
than metaphors, carrying literal and place-derived meanings as well. 

The most overarching of the current metaphors is ecology. In the
words of Sim Van der Ryn and Stuart Cowan, “It is time to stop design-
ing in the image of the machine and start designing in a way that hon-
ors the complexity of life itself . . . we must mirror nature’s deep inter-
connections in our own epistemology of design” (1996).iv Likewise, ecol-
ogy has become a model for understanding culture, as anthropologists
and cultural theorists are increasingly regarding culture as a part of
nature rather than in opposition to it. Cultural theorist Catherine Roach,
for example, argues “against the idea that nature and culture are dualis-
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tic and opposing concepts,” suggesting that this idea is “environmentally
unsound and [needs] to be biodegraded, or rendered less harmful to the
environment” (1996, 53). While these understandings of connected-ness
have many precedents, there is something qualitatively different this
time around in the emphasis on change as a constant and on the recon-
figuration of space and time due to digitalization.

Other prevalent metaphors for city and culture are the border and the
edge. Current buzz-phrases among anthropologists, cultural theorists,
architects, and urban planners include border cultures, borderlands, edge
conditions, edge cities, and cities on the edge. In one respect, this fascina-
tion with borders and edges (which might be regarded as more jagged
than borders or as tears through borders) is a response to the dissolution
of traditional limits and lines of demarcation due to rapid urbanization
and globalizaton. Previously clear boundaries between countries, between
center and periphery, between city and countryside, and between “us” and
“them” have grown increasingly murky. Rather than being the locus of
activity and innovation, the traditional center (central city versus out-
skirts, as well as First World versus rest of the world) has imploded or
dissolved to produce multicentrality or a lack of centers. 

As a result, we are all, in some sense, now living on the border or on
the edge. These borders or edges may be geographically situated
between neighborhoods divided by ethnicity, social class, or physical bar-
riers; between functionally distinct zones; between city, suburb, and
countryside; or between built form and the natural landscape. They may
also be the conceptual membranes that separate academic disciplines,
professions, theory from practice, and designers from their constituents.
It is along these borders and edges that our greatest dilemmas reside as
well as our greatest opportunities for resolving them. It has grown
increasingly clear that our future depends on the ways in which we
negotiate the challenges posed by this condition.

Among architects and planners, a great deal of attention is being
paid towards the border and the edge in both their literal and figurative
manifestations. Theory and practice focus increasingly on places that are
betwixt and between, places that are perceived as somehow liminal in
space and/or time. This is apparent in the fascination with spaces con-
sidered interstitial, “terrains vagues,” “no man’s lands,” or “ghost wards”
(Schwarzer 1998). It is also apparent in the concern for designing along
national borders and between ecologically-differentiated areas such as

Postmodern Urbanism4



along waterfronts and coastlines and for preserving or creating edges
between city and countryside (e.g., Daniel Libeskind’s 1987 City Edge
project for Berlin, Steven Holl’s 1991 proposal for creating edges on
urban peripheries in an effort to counter sprawl, the Banlieues 1989 pro-
ject in France). The notion that the talents and energies of architects
and urban planners should contribute to mending seams, not tearing
them asunder, to healing the world, not to salting its wounds, has grown
much more widespread in acceptance.

Related to this interest in borders and edges is the obsession with
the “fold” (via Gilles Deleuze) amongst the contemporary Eisenman
School. “Unlike the space of classical vision,” Peter Eisenman contends,
“the idea of folded space denies framing in favor of a temporal modula-
tion” (Eisenman 1992). Given “the exhaustion of collage as the prevail-
ing paradigm of architectural heterogeneity,” architectural theorist
Jeffrey Kipnis suggests that “folding holds out the possibility of gener-
ating field organizations that negotiate between the infinite homogene-
ity of the grid and the hierarchical heterogeneity of finite geometric
patterns” (Kipnis). In cooking, Greg Lynn explains, a “folded mixture is
neither homogenous, like whipped cream, nor fragmented, like chopped
nuts, but smooth and heterogeneous.” Likewise, he sees “pliant systems”
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in architecture as an opportunity to “neither repress the complex rela-
tions of differences with fixed points of resolution nor arrest them in
contradictions, but sustain them through flexible, unpredicted, local con-
nections,” practices which are “capable of bending rather than breaking”
(Lynn). Charles Jencks (1995) describes this process as “enfolding,” con-
necting that which is different by smooth transitions to reach a recon-
ciliation, not a resolution.

In anthropology and cultural studies, the border has become signifi-
cant as a place (again geographic as well as conceptual) where people
engage in defining and re-defining themselves and others. As global
flows have accelerated, there has been a perceived need to negotiate one’s
identity, on a virtually continual basis, and perhaps in a chameleon-like
fashion, with different identities surfacing depending on the circum-
stances. While posing a potential threat to individual and group iden-
tity, this condition also presents an opportunity for less prescriptive
groupings. The anthropologist Renato Rosaldo speaks of “border cross-
ings” as the “sites of creative cultural production” where interconnec-
tions take place (Rosaldo 1989, 208). Anthropologist Anna Lowenhaupt
Tsing in The Diamond Queen tells of the shaman with whom she studied
in the Meratus Mountains of Indonesia who taught her that survival is
“creative living on the edge” (Tsing, 37). In this study, she refutes the
traditional division of the world into centers and peripheries, instead
seeing “heterogeneity and transcultural dialogue in even the most out-
of-the-way places” (Tsing, 10). Borrowing from cultural theorist Gloria
Anzaldú a (Borderlands/La Frontera: The New Mestiza), Tsing proposes
the analytic and geographic zone of the “borderlands,” which are “the
critical spaces created as contrasting discourses of dominance touch and
compete in a contested hierarchy” (Tsing, 21, 225). 

Part of the appeal of ecology and of borders and edges is their ability to
adapt creatively to change, their inherent flexibility. As these new
metaphors suggest, the celebration of diversity persists but no longer
for its own sake. Rather, there is an emphasis on what happens when
diverse regions, peoples, styles, technologies, and so forth, collide or
merge. And on what should happen. The timidity characterizing much
postmodern commentary is being gradually eclipsed by bolder personal
positions and polemics which recognize that excessive striving for even-
handedness and thoroughness ultimately allows the market to hold sway.
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While the emphasis of ecology on whole-ness and of the border and
edge on sectioning may appear contradictory at first glance, a closer
look reveals their complementarity, perhaps even symbiosis. After cen-
turies of increasingly dividing labor; cataloguing things and knowledge;
segregating the landscape according to function as well as social class,
age, and ethnicity; objectifying nature and people and fetishizing objects;
we are now witnessing concerted efforts to de-alienate by bringing it all
back together, albeit in a new way. This translates into valuing interde-
pendence over independence and challenging other interrelated
dualisms which characterize the western philosophical tradition such as
mind/body, reason/emotion, spirit/flesh, masculine/feminine and, of
course, culture/nature.v The question is no longer whether to grow or
to apply new technologies but how best to accomplish these. Some of the
manifold ways in which this re-integration is apparent are a shift back
from monoculture to polyculture and from functional zoning to mixed
use; massive restructurings of the labor force (initiated from above as
well as below); re-envisioning the purpose and structure of museums,
schools, libraries, and zoos; increased participation in local politics, in
urban development, and in what we consume from food, to goods, adver-
tising, and information; and in new collaborations among professions
and between professions and academia.

The politics of universalism (or abstract rights) has yielded to a poli-
tics of difference or recognition (Charles Taylor cited by Jencks 1993, 10),
whereby decision-making depends on context rather than on modernist
binary logic. Mary Catherine Bateson describes this sensibility saying,
“Instead of concentration on a transcendent ideal, sustained attention to
diversity and interdependence may offer a different clarity of vision, one
that is sensitive to ecological complexity, to the multiple rather than the
singular” (Bateson 1990). In the design world specifically, this holistic
approach has been described as “designing without boundaries” (Benzel
1997). The widely hailed Carnegie Foundation report on architectural
education (Mitgang and Boyer 1996, see Appendix B) supports such an
approach, calling for more interdisciplinary courses as well as a much
improved relationship between the schools and the profession.

As these shifts have been underway, so were parallel developments
in cosmology, astronomy, and physics that suggest new ways of conceiv-
ing centrality, order, and chaos. The desire for paradigms (or “meta-nar-
ratives”) which express a whole-ness is perhaps epitomized by the
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contemporary search for a “theory of everything,” a coherent cosmol-
ogy, among scientists. In an effort to reconcile relativity theory with
quantum physics, for instance, physicist Lee Smolin has proposed that
our universe is part of an endless chain of self-reproducing universes
that make their own laws, evolving as natural species evolve, according
to processes of natural selection. This theory of “cosmological natural
selection” proposes that there are laws but these are forever changing
within certain parameters. Like chaos theory and complexity science, it
suggests that beneath the apparent irregularity lies an order that is reg-
ular, unyielding, and complex. 

Interestingly, this idea of self-organizing change through feedback
is not new, but has only recently gained widespread acceptance, thanks
to computer technologies that are capable of graphically portraying this
process along with the emergent sensibility described above. With the
assistance of computers, we can now represent fractals (geometry of the
irregular), waves, folds, undulations, twists, warps, and more, providing
a hyper-rational means of representing the “higher level order” that has
long been integral to the worldviews of Buddhism, Taoism, and the
Romantics, as well as to cosmologies proposed by Albert Einstein (quan-
tum mechanics, 1905), Arthur Koestler (the holonic), Alfred North
Whitehead, and others. After centuries of technological innovations
serving as prosthetic devices which have combated the natural environ-
ment while alienating us from it, we have reached a point where our
technology is corroborating and elaborating upon the holistic world-
views, a process which may itself illustrate the proposition that our uni-
verse is self-organizing on ever higher levels.

The crisis that scientists have been trying to resolve corresponds to
the crisis in urban design in the concerted efforts to reconcile constant
change and diversification on the one hand with some sense of order and
predictability on the other. In architecture and urban planning, this
debate has been articulated as critical regionalism, alternative or appro-
priate modernities, and ecological and sustainable design.vi Intimations
of this shift are widespread and variously articulated. 

Architect Steven Holl contends that “paradigm shifts comparable to
those of the beginning of the twentieth century seem imminent” because
of the electronic connection of “all places and cultures in a continuous
time-place fusion” and the simultaneous “uprising of local cultures and
expression of place.” In these new paradigms, he says, “all material heaviness
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seems to disappear.” Holl maintains, “Working with doubt allows an
acceptance of the impermanence of technological change while opening
up to metaphysical particularities of place.” Such an architecture would
fuse “the worlds of flow and difference” through hybridization which
“would be a general consequence in seeking a new unity of dissociated
elements in architecture.” Holl calls for hybrid building programs, hybrid
construction techniques, and hybrid detail explorations. He asserts: “A
new architecture must be formed that is simultaneously aligned with
transcultural continuity and with the poetic expression of individual sit-
uations and communities. Expanding toward an ultra-modern world of
flow while condensed into a box of shadows on a particular site, this
architecture attempts William Blake’s, ‘to see the universe in a grain of
sand.’ The poetic illumination of unique qualities, individual culture and
individual spirit reciprocally connects the transcultural, transhistorical
present” (http://www.walrus.com/~sha/loca_foc.htm).

Corollary to this search is that expressed by architect Tom Hahn as
“finding the higher order in the simple.” Believing “that there are no
ugly materials, just ugly ways of using them,” Hahn values “an aesthet-
ics based on the discovery of inherent elegance,” or an “architecture of
the mundane” that does not rely on the pretense of arbitrary formalism,
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but rather seeks to “make the most with the least” (Hahn lecture, ASU

1998). Architects Deborah Berke and Steven Harris, as well as architec-
tural theorist Margaret Crawford, have proposed an “architecture of the
everyday” (inspired by the work of Henri Lefebvre and the Situationists
from the 1950s to the 1970s) which Berke describes as “blunt, direct, and
unselfconscious. It celebrates the potential for inventiveness within the
ordinary and is thereby genuinely ‘of its moment.’ It may be influenced
by market trends, but it resists being defined or consumed by them”
(Berke, 226). Harris maintains that an architecture of the everyday
objects to the “focus on authorship and the obsession with the display of
heroic formal dexterity in both the fabrication of the architectural object
and the representation of the architectural project”; it resists the com-
modification/consumption paradigm by focussing on “the quotidian, the
repetitive, and the relentlessly ordinary” (Harris, 3).

While simplicity is sought, it is not the pared down “form follows
function” of modernism. From less is more, the goal might now be
described as “more from less,”vii after scenic detours through “less is a
bore” and “more is more.” The difference is in the inspiration (not pla-
tonic forms and geometry, but nature, the vernacular, the mundane, the
“everyday”) and the goal (not universality or nostalgia or theme-ing, but
a critical regionalism or appropriate modernity). The resultant product
is therefore also different, not a generic machine for living, nor an escape
from the present into the past or from reality into fiction or virtual real-
ity, nor a surrender to market forces. Rather, it is a place that sustains
the environment including the people who use it. From the modern
“form follows function” to the postmodern “form follows fiction, fear,
finesse, and finance,” perhaps now form does not follow. Neither does it
lead. It walks hand in hand.

Rather than respond to specific problems with piecemeal solutions
that only exacerbate the problems or push them elsewhere (reactive
solutions), the emphasis on holism and seeing or forging connections at
a higher and more complex level is leading to some more proactive
responses. As our connections to the environment and other people
grow increasingly tenuous—a condition commonly described as the
breakdown in community and the family as well as the ecological cri-
sis—efforts to re-think urban design have been seeking to resurrect such
connections or to provide spaces which allow them to take root and
thrive. Some examples include the emphasis on bioregions, the convening
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of world congresses to protect the environment (ecological crisis can be
incentive for peace), the growth in metropolitan governments on a
regional scale, increased consideration of culture in discussions about
contextualism and (critical) regionalism, initiatives for “smart growth”
and the creation of quality public spaces and transit systems, urban infill
projects, the revitalization of housing projects, the building of transit-
oriented developments, and the exponential growth of neighborhood
associations and community gardens along with the important establish-
ment of community land trusts.

Perhaps we have reached a place where the question of whether to
continue or abandon the modern project (the subject of chapter 6) has
become moot. Our hyper-rational embrace of computer technologies
along with the simultaneous revalorization of simplicity, slowness, sin-
cerity, and spirituality may be conspiring to eradicate the either/or
proposition. This is because now we are doing both simultaneously, each
providing feedback for and adjusting the other accordingly. We know we
will never return to a pre-industrial integration, but the possibility of
integration at another level now appears within our reach. With contin-
ued vision, diligence, and a bit of luck, we may adjust the way urban
design is taught, theorized, and practiced so that what is still just a glim-
mer of possibility may expand into a veritable sunburst.

Nan Ellin
Tempe, Arizona
1998
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