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               Introduction            

   F or most of us cities seem so familiar an environment, yet they are also 

mysterious. So much escapes our attention; so much remains hidden – 

appearances deceive. The city we thinkers think we know is obviously not a 

perception shared by all its inhabitants. Notwithstanding exceptions, most 

people do not look up from their sightline of concern. The architecture and 

planning of the city is invisible in its visible presence and its problems are 

found easy to ignore by the unaffected. For the most part the synthetic 

metabolism of the city is taken for granted and as such remains unconsidered 

and so out of sight and hearing. Meanwhile people just go about their business 

knowing what they functionally need to know. Geo- culturally and existentially 

the city is not one thing. The proper name misleads, thus cities like Berlin, 

New York, Mumbai, Lagos, Cairo, London, Sydney and above all Tokyo 

projected as singularity of place, are misnomers. The place is always more 

than what the name can signify. It is evident that at the extreme nobody can 

actually know a city of tens of million of people. Urbanization has in actuality 

overtaken the city and now subsumes it. Yet the ‘city’, while an empty signifi er, 

retains an economic and sign value. 

 What is taken to be the normality of the city does not defi ne a condition of 

stability. The reverse is true: continual change is required to maintain the status 

quo. Interconnected economic growth, building development, technological 

progress, retail expansion and consumerism, all converge to create conditions 

of turmoil which  enframes  the contradictory aspiration of ‘the masses’ from the 

richest to the poorest. In so doing these aspirations become ‘set in place’ and 

thereafter produce the conditions of the broken in all its manifest forms, from 

the squalid and unsightly to the excessive so often concealed in the beautiful. 

 Architecture, urban design and planning, all now show themselves to be 

unable to adequately deal with the ‘normal’ city and the critical complexity of 

the urban. Certainly the age of the European city as the design paradigm 

of modernity is dead. The largest cities in the world will belong to Asia and 

Africa, as will the epicentre of the unfolding disaster of the city (nineteen of 

the most at- risk cities in the world exposed to sea level rises are in Asia). 

1
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 . . . 

 The city is a ruin – some are seen as ruins, some are full of elegant buildings, 

then again many are not. Dealing with what already exists requires remaking 

this ruin. But in the context of remaking the city, guided by its intellectual 

project of new thinking, there is a seeking out of the broken of normality. In 

this setting, metrofi tting will be revealed as predicated upon an ethos grounded 

in an order and spirit of conviviality in difference. It can but start modestly, 

learning from a liberation of ideas and knowledge enabling an unlearning and 

relearning in a situated context. 

 What the intellectual exercise of remaking cities means in this context is, 

in large part, just learning what there is to learn (especially in relation to the 

ontologically directive forces of the nature and conditions of exchange of 

matter and the psycho- social cultures of the city). 

 The health of cities, environments and people is indivisible. This relation 

seems an obvious foundation for design, enfolding as it does the directive 

actions of the life of the body, the city and all elements of the total environment. 

This relation in many ways is captured by the notion of ‘vital nourishment’ 

(meaning ‘to feed one’s life’), a common term within ancient Chinese thought.  1   

But reason directing the form and operation of cities, while striving to secure 

them as functional, seems unable to recognize the obvious. Rather, reason is 

employed to serve non- reasonable ends. Again the intellectual (epistemological) 

project of remaking cities needs to come to the fore.  2   

 The imperative of the remaking of cities is, of course, indivisible from 

securing the future of human habitation on this, our planet. The challenge and 

urgency of doing this is absolutely huge but not widely recognized in any 

substantial way. But what are the implications of these remarks? What is 

actually to be remade, and how can it be done? Engaging these questions will 

overarch all that follows, but with the qualifi cation that the answers presented 

will not be purely instrumental. 

 Contextually, the concern with remaking cities cannot be divided from 

understanding the agency of a cluster of convergent future- shaping climatic, 

environmental, geopolitical, demographic and economic forces as they 

relationally interconnect and impact on multiple levels. In acknowledging 

these forces one immediately fi nds oneself unavoidably immersed in a 

      1  Theorized by Zhuangzi (370–286  BCE ) – see François Jullien (2007),   Vital Nourishment: Departing 
from Happiness   (trans. Arthur Goldhammer), New York: Zone Books, p. 9.   
    2  The language of the city is riven with organic metaphors in signifi cant part due to urban sociology 
constructing a view of the city as an organism. This thinking embodied a contradiction – the 
reduction (to a discipline) of an expanded fi eld of complexity where the biological metaphor, while 
exposing complexity and equally obstructed its recognition.   
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situation of escalating complexity. Metrofi tting is put forward here as a way to 

start to bring this complexity together with a response to the imperative of 

remaking cities conceptually and practically. As such, it strives to register a 

way forward to advance dealing with a challenge as great as, or greater than, 

any our species has ever faced. Even trying to fi nd where to begin is a very 

substantial ambition. It cannot but start with an effort to think the assumed 

and the unthought. Thereafter small steps can be taken and modest change 

enacted to vitally nourish larger ambitions. What is already beginning to be 

recognized is that such critical action will come out of responding to the 

conditions of crisis and abandonment.  3    

   Remaking: the project of metrofi tting  

 The question of remaking of cities needs to begin by reconsidering the 

very idea of the city as used to name plural and mutating modalities of 

environmental, economic and political life and forms of socio- cultural mass 

habitation. Cities have been, and clearly are, both conditions and forces of 

transformation. Not only does the category of a place as a city enfold a 

great deal of difference of form, scale and function but emergent global 

circumstances mean that the idea of  what a city is , or could be, needs to be 

open to reconsideration. Is a city with a population the size of a medium- sized 

nation really a city? Is it appropriate to name a refugee camp of a half a million 

people as a city? What does a vast informal sector of a megacity have in 

common with a refugee camp? These are a few questions drawn from the 

urban status quo. 

 As is well understood, the built form of cities has always been responsive 

to the geographic climatic variables of heat, cold, wind and weather patterns. 

Modern cities, of course, have employed engineering to modify such 

determinants. But the scales of the emergent and expected changes of 

the global climate will often now go beyond the economic and practical 

capability of an applied ‘techno- fi x’. As we shall see, enormous numbers of 

coastal cities, towns and villages will be lost in the coming decades and 

centuries to sea level rises. Likewise, many urban environments will fi nd 

themselves climatically misplaced because their built form will no longer be 

able to cope with the extreme climate in which they fi nd themselves. Added 

to this situation are problems of rapid urbanization, population pressures 

and myriad types of infrastructural and social dysfunction. Effectively what 

    3  An example of this thinking is provided by Nabeel Hamdi (2004),   Small Change  , London: 
Routledge.   
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is starting to be identifi ed is that by degree, and in varied ways, more and 

more cities will become ‘broken’. Brokenness, as a precondition of disaster, is 

not necessarily an obvious condition reducible to built fabric or infrastructure 

in visible need of repair. It can be equally evident in a failing operational 

metabolism, social ecology, system of governance and inability to manage 

a crisis of structural unsustainability. All of these ‘areas of failure’ will be 

(re)thought and explored at length later, but for the moment they arrive to 

register that ‘metrofi tting’, in the face of coming circumstances, has to gain 

the ability to embrace the repair of all the relationally interdependent elements 

of the city.  

   Repair and metrofi tting  

 The most basic characterization of metrofi tting is taking the concept of 

retrofi tting (as applied to an existing structure, manufactured object or system) 

beyond its instrumental remit and up to an urban scale. Its fundamental 

premise is that there is an overwhelming priority to deal with cities, this 

as they currently exist in every respect. This priority does not exclude ‘the 

new’ – it simply puts it in its appropriate structural place. 

 Metrofi tting aspires to engage everything within the life of the city, and 

whatever can be exposed to be ‘at risk’, broken or in ‘in danger’. The aim is to 

begin to think about a process of repair that does not just mend and reinstate 

what things originally were but futurally redirects them to be able to deal or 

adapt to emergent conditions. As such, it begs to be viewed as becoming part 

of the everyday life of the state, non- governmental organizations, industry, the 

commercial sector and ‘the people’, and therefore integral to culture and 

economy. Thus metrofi tting is not put forward as a project simply brought to a 

city but rather as an ongoing process of its directional change, be it that of the 

old cities of Europe and the rest of the world or the new and fast expanding 

new cities of Africa, Asia and Latin America (many of which are increasingly 

split between the formal and informal). 

 It should already be clear that the approach to writing about the city will not 

fall within normal genres that treat it as if it were a discrete object knowable 

through familiar theories of knowledge coming from architecture, urban design, 

urban geography, urban sociology, anthropology, environmental studies and so 

on. This is not to say that insights from these disciplines are rejected but rather 

that another more relational perceptual frame is needed – one that does not 

take the city as a given, and as framed by extant and dominant discourses, 

including those of utopianism and dystopia. 

 To this end, a concern with metrofi tting will be woven into a crosscutting 

collection of narratives viewing it from multiple viewpoints. This approach will 
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be made clear in Chapter 1, thereafter as a designing event (Chapter 2), in 

relation to what a city is (Chapter 3), as a city in time (Chapter 4), dealing with 

urban imperative in the face of change (Chapter 5), an object of imagination 

(Chapter 6), as a fi gure of the unfamiliar futures (Chapter 7), as a projection of 

projected post- sustainability knowledge (Chapter 8). At this juncture a number 

of key concerns with metrofi tting will be consolidated by Chapter 9 and used 

to inform the remaining chapters. The focus of Chapter 10 will be on ‘ habitus ’, 

visibility, learning and unlearning. The concept of metrofi tting will then be 

further advanced (Chapter 11), as will ontological design (Chapter 12); 

city fi ctions will then be discussed (Chapter 13), followed by the nature of 

dwelling (Chapter 14). Questions on urban habitation and metrofi tting will 

be readdressed in Chapter 15. The two fi nal chapters are contrasting case 

studies – the fi rst being of Cincinnati ( USA ), the second of New Cairo (Egypt).  

   Environmental impacts  

 No matter our race, gender or nationality, or if we live inside or outside the 

city, we are all increasingly exposed to environmental impacts, including those 

created by the combined forms of human intervention in the ‘natural 

environments’. 

 We humans in our anthropocentric miasma are an animal now out of 

control. There is no check to our material excess, our acquisitiveness is 

unbounded, and we are in deep crisis. But this is not how ‘we’ see ourselves. 

So much deemed as environmentally critical is in fact attributable to the 

understated fl aws in our being. From the very beginning of our making a 

world- within-the- world for our selves (the constructed world of the human 

epoch – the anthropocene  4  ), a corresponding process of world unmaking 

commenced. It is only now in this age of the evident and coming disasters 

that this propensity is slowly becoming recognized. Without question what 

has amplifi ed out impacts has been our sheer numbers. It is sobering to 

consider that it took some 160,000 years for our species to reach a population 

of one billion, only for it to double in a century. Thirty- fi ve years later the 

number of three billion was reached, to get to four billion only took seventeen 

years, and four leaped to seven billion in just twelve years. By 2050 the 

projected global population will be eight billion (these fi gures are in line with 

the ‘ UN  Secretary General’s Report on Population and Food in 2012’). There is 

still a debate about whether the global population will stabilize at ten or eleven 

    4  As the human is a plurality, the anthropocene is constituted by, and itself constitutes, difference 
in the world- within-the- world.   



REMAKING CITIES6

billion by 2100 or not. Of course a major war, global famine, mass pandemic 

or another kind of disaster could ‘correct’ this fi gure. 

 Raw population numbers are, however, only one element of the equation. 

The other is the multiplier coming from continually expanding global 

‘consumption’ (people of the ‘rich world’ now consume over twenty times 

more per capita than they did a century ago). Moreover, the expectation is that 

by the end of this century eighty per cent of the world’s population will exist 

within ‘modern consumer culture’. Put mildly, the current situation is not 

sustainable; the prospect is pure catastrophe. For instance, the demand for 

food is expected to double by 2050, but global warming is going to dramatically 

reduce agricultural output, this especially because the availability of fresh 

water will fall. At the same time the cost of food is expected to rise signifi cantly.  5   

Such problems are not discrete. As is now clear from recent history in Asia, 

the Middle East and Africa, a lack of food and water acts to trigger confl ict. 

Likewise, sea level rises also negatively impact on food production. Many of 

the world’s richest and most productive soils are in delta regions, but they are 

equally placed most at risk from coastal fl ooding.  6   The projection now is three 

to four metres globally occurring over the next 200 years plus.  7   The actual 

number of towns and villages that will be lost will obviously be huge and the 

cost of such impacts is beyond current calculation.  8   

    5  Asia is the driest continent on the planet but has the fastest growing demand for water – for food, 
industrial production and domestic use. Brahma Chellaney (2012),   From Arms Racing to Dam 
Racing  , Washington,  DC : Transatlantic Academy, Section 1. Additionally, 70 per cent of all irrigated 
land in the world is in Asia, p. 3.   
    6  Recent  NASA  data has shown that the meltdown of the glacial system of the West Antarctic is 
now unstoppable and this means a much worse global prospect of sea level rises than the one 
metre rise projected by the end of this century. Suzanne Goldenberg (2014), ‘Western Antarctic Ice 
Sheet Collapse has Already Begun, Scientists Warn’,   The Guardian  , 12 May [ https://www.
theguardian.com/environment/2014/may/12/western- antarctic-ice- sheet-collapse- has-already- 
begun-scientists- warn ]. This is the fastest rate of sea ice melting (67 gigatonnes per year) ever 
recorded. Sea level rises are also now being linked to increased deep- sea ocean temperatures. 
Recent research is also showing these events are also changing the planet’s gravity.   
    7  This process is already underway and eventually the coastline of every nation on the planet will 
be redefi ned with a subsequent loss of huge numbers of coastal cities, towns and villages. 
Moreover, residents of Pacifi c Islands, including Fiji, Kirabati, Tuvalu, Vanuatu, and the Marshall, 
Cook, Solomon and Maldives Islands are already being relocated. In 2007, the  OECD  ranked the 
top twenty most exposed cities to coastal fl ooding in the world. Fifteen of them were in Asia, 
headed by Kolkata (Calcutta) – with a population in 2014 of 4.5 million – three in Africa and two in 
the  USA .  OECD  Report (2007),   Ranking of the World’s Cities Most Exposed to Coastal Flooding 
Today and in the Future  , Newark,  CA :  RMS .   
    8  To take just one example: Miami was listed number nine in global cities at risk. As a city in the 
wealthiest of nations, it has the highest exposure to the loss of assets – which is currently $416.29 
billion and projected to rise to $3,513.04 billion. The situation between now and when the report 
was issued in 2007 is clearly worse.   
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 All these problems fold into each other and layer onto the geopolitics of 

international security (security analysts regard climate change as a major 

potential source of global or regional confl ict). Added to this view, some of the 

proposed solutions to climate change such as geo- engineering look as 

dangerous as the problem they are proposed to solve.  9   

 The kind of information that science presents on climate change, which 

mostly appears in academic journals, is obviously important; however, it is not 

given suffi cient media or public attention. But even if this situation was 

corrected it would not give an adequate picture of the problem. For to properly 

understand the consequences of a changing climate equally requires a cultural 

perspective, and this gets almost no attention. 

 Consider this: from the very beginning, the development of our species 

was massively infl uenced by climate. In fact, we only survived as a species by 

our ability to adapt to a changing climate. As nomads we moved as the climate 

changed, especially in periods of dramatic heating or cooling, and in the search 

for food. Thus climate was a major determinant of our migration patterns. Our 

bodies adapted to different climatic conditions, as is evident in our various 

skin colours. Climate infl uenced our forms of shelter, the clothes we wore, 

the food we ate, our systems of belief and the character of rituals. What was 

true in the past may well be true in the future, so unless we change suffi ciently 

to respond to changing circumstances many of us will die. By implication 

cities have to change. Not only are they now part of the problem but, as Paul 

Virilio has pointed out, the modern city is a ‘catastrophe’.  10   As such it is viewed 

as a machine of ‘progress’ driving the ever- faster destruction of natural 

resources, the resilience of communities and the negation of time.  

   Contexts: time, space, image  

 The city is never seen as itself. It always arrives mediated by the image and 

the imaginary that goes ahead of it and frames it contextually. No matter its 

past or its fate, we only ever see it now, and whatever we do see is but a 

fragment and emplaced by idea – perceptually, the city exists via the idea. 

 As Paul Virilio recognized in his  Speed and Politics,  fi rst published in France 

in 1977, history is defeated as time and space are compressed. All forms of 

recording ‘now’ are not really  now , for redundancy travels towards us from 

the future at an ever- greater speed (via accelerating technological propulsion). 

But ‘at the same time’, change constantly overtakes the image, so what is 

    9  Tony Fry (2012),   Becoming Human by Design,   London: Berg.   
    10  Paul Virilio (2005),   City of Panic,   Oxford: Berg, p. 90.   
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seen now is always of the past seen in the present. So contextualized, we all 

live in what Walter Benjamin called the ‘now- time’ of the decentred seeing. 

What is seen is an image of the convergence of past, present and future.  11   

‘Now’ is thus that moment that captures all that travels in time. 

 Life lived in the ‘now- time’ constructs a mode of perception that traps us in 

an image that mediates the power of time in space.  12   In this way space and 

image were, as Benjamin realized, a force, an action, and energy. In other 

words, ‘we’ just see ‘space- image’ as if we were de- positioned from what we 

appear to see. Consequently our seeing is (in)formed by a ‘reality’ that screens 

the real in which we act. If this is correct, we simply do not ‘see’ the city but 

rather view it through the animatory energy of formed images that prefi gure 

what we think we see and name ‘city’ – hence what is seen is through the 

screen of images. The image actually exists between us, and everything we 

see, but as a refl ection not a projection, for the image is lodged in our mind – 

and as Plato fi rst made clear, we see with our mind not with our eyes (as purely 

optical instruments, our eyes relay unprocessed information to our brain/mind). 

 The energy of the image cannot be divided from the power of technology. 

In continually increasing its instrumental presence in the world, it has 

constantly commanded the means and content by which ‘the world’ is viewed. 

Technology, as it gathers constructed space, time, distance, mind, memory, 

image and culture, takes something that seems to be so natural – seeing – 

and totally denaturalizes it. 

 If issues of climate change impacts, environmental transformations and 

related losses of biodiversity are brought to the city, the problem of image 

should become evident, but we simply do not see the problem, and more 

specifi cally what is broken and in need of repair. In part this is because the 

cultural production of that imagery enabling us to see climatic and other 

transformative forces of the city does not exist. Yes there are images of 

climate events, but they exist to constitute an image of discernible change 

from the historically familiar. 

 Cairo, Lagos, Caracas and Delhi are representative of many cities at the 

end of the space- time we learnt to see. The images of them available to us do 

not capture the extent of this state of dissolution. The fi xed, the fl uid and the 

immaterial are now in fl ux: a breaking down of their urban matrix is underway. 

So while striated (divided and controlled) space remains, spaces of informality 

become smooth, thus walls move and fall, structures dissolve, borders 

become mutable, borderlands form and thus zones of hybrid knowledge and 

‘epistemological disobedience’ start to proliferate. The city appears, and is 

    11  Kia Lindroos (1998),   Now-Time/Image-Space  , University of Jyväskylä: SoPhi, p. 248.   
    12  Ibid., pp. 247–256.   
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visited, ‘out- of-place’. One wonders where one can go, where one has been 

and what is fated. Certainly, the ontological designing of the experience of 

such cities becomes, like the cities themselves, increasingly disjointed. The 

notion carried by modernity that the modern city brings a modern subject into 

being has now long gone. The subjects of the ‘cities of now’ are of a time- 

space spanning an abandoned past to a beleaguered future. Nothing holds 

‘things’ in place and the very notion of ruin changes appearances. 

 The systems of exchange that the city accommodates (as a nodal point of 

the global economy) become ever more plural. This context once taken to be 

coherent now confuses. The  telos  of ‘stages of capital’ has no longer any 

credibility and has been replaced by a far more relational picture of variable 

levels of formal and informal exchange in which all stages co- exist and arrive 

together digitally disrupted, as the informal into the formal fuse. However, 

overarching all the ways the entire history of economy arrives in the now, 

there are two insurmountable facts of contemporary urban economic life. 

 Fact one is that perpetual economic growth in a fi nite system of planetary 

resources is no more feasible than is perpetual motion. Fact two is that the 

discredited notion of imposing limits to growth is now not only credible but 

actually essential.  13   Notwithstanding being denigrated at the time of publication, 

and then more recently by reactionary environmentalist Bjorn Lomborg, current 

 UN  data show that contemporary fi gures almost match those created by the 

Limits to Growth study on the future of the planet conducted on behalf of the 

Club of Rome by Donnella Meadows, Dennis Meadows and Jorgen Randers in 

1972. Whereas they suggested 2010 would be the tipping point into disaster, 

recent data project it to be between 2015 and 2030. These fi ndings echo those 

reported by Earthinsight published by  NASA ’s Goddard Space Center study in 

March 2014. The common message linking the Meadows’ to the present data 

is very clear: there is a prospect of industrial civilization collapsing in the coming 

decades due to unsustainable resource exploitation.  14   

 As technological development continually happens at a faster rate (as part 

of the hegemony of speed), critical perspectives continually get left behind, 

    13  Here one can cite research by Graham Turner and Cathy Alexander presented in   The Guardian   in 
2014 (‘ Limits to Growth  was Right. New Research Shows We’re Nearing Collapse’,  The Guardian , 
2 September [ http://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2014/sep/02/limits- to-growth- was-
right- new-research- shows-were- nearing-collapse ]) showing that the argument of Meadows  et al. , 
put forward in their 1972 book  The Limits to Growth  (Donella Meadows, Dennis Meadows, Jorgen 
Randers and William W. Behrens,  III  (1972),  The Limits to Growth , New York: Universe Books), was 
actually correct.   
    14  Nafeez Ahmed, (2014), ‘Nasa- funded Study: Industrial Civilisation Headed for “Irreversible 
Collapse”?’,   The Guardian  , 14 March [ https://www.theguardian.com/environment/earth- insight/
2014/mar/14/nasa- civilisation-irreversible- collapse-study- scientists ].   
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stranded and forgotten. Time to refl ect is simply erased. The philosophy of 

technology is a good example: it just cannot keep up with the pace of change. 

More generally, the more ‘the masses’ become immersed in the technosphere, 

the less they think about it. It has become an absolute ‘second nature’. Yet its 

ontological designing is having massive cognitive, memory and perceptual 

consequences deeply affecting mind, imagination and consciousness: a 

situation we have hardly begun to comprehend. These changes are acted out 

in the home, school, university, during leisure time and at the workplace – 

they are thus intrinsic to the city and its future. 

  De facto , technological dependence has become the default position of 

contemporary ‘advanced’ society. What this effectively means is a growing 

condition of vulnerability to the very dangers outlined. It matters not if we are 

discussing the ontological designing of hegemonic technology for the individual, 

community or city, as designing every level it is ‘a holding in place’ that fosters 

compliance and negates adaptability. What is not recognized is the ‘we’ are 

not (just) users of technology but are components within the operational 

fi eld of the technosphere and its designing. As such, ‘we’ are constantly, 

unknowingly and increasingly located, mapped, monitored, measured, imaged, 

profi led, categorized and deployed as we all go about our daily life. This being 

done under the guise that technology will make our life better, safer, more 

pleasurable, more social and so on. But slowly an unsettling realization is 

arriving. Our life, our claim to an independent self- consciousness is being 

etched away. To be outside the reach of technology so characterized is to be 

abandoned. Such inclusion or abandonment is not incidental to the fate of the 

city but a structural feature of its future as a designing event. 

 There is no conspiracy, just system and compliance in the saddle. Certainly 

we are not waiting for some kind of Philip K. Dick, Arthur C. Clarke, William 

Gibson or now Ray Kurzweil science fi ction or fact nightmare to overwhelm 

us. Whatever the danger is, it is already here, but is just not seen as such. 

Without any supporting evidence, faith is widely posited in a techno- fi x 

solution to the problems of the planet.  15   Effectively what is being exposed is 

an act of technological nemesis. The adoption of a complete faith in technology 

not only is a failure to grasp that it is deeply implicated in extending the 

problems but also that problems have been created and are arriving for which 

there are no solutions. 

 Experientially, cities are domains of complexity, control, disorder, structure 

and breakdown, according to who and where you are. To be in the city is to be 

in this context of difference. The question to ask is thus: do we know this, do 

we see it, and so do we have a perspective?  

    15  Fry,   Becoming Human by Design,   pp. 75–106.   
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   Perspectives  

 Increasingly, the future of humanity is indivisible from the form and future of 

the city. So contextualized, an adopted point of view will always be a product 

of a perspectival ideological difference. What this means is that knowledge of 

the city, or lack of it, is becoming, or has become, a political issue for educators 

and communicators at all levels and in numerous media. By implication, while 

there are naive views of the city none are neutral, for what is actually observed 

is always refracted through the image and a theory of knowledge. 

 A positivistic view of the city objectifi es it as structure (built fabric) and 

system (from its infrastructure to intersecting fl ows of people, materials, 

goods, capital, data, etc.). A constructivist perspective presumes the city is 

determined by competing and co- existing temporalities wherein matter and 

meaning are not necessarily connected to each other. This perspective 

accommodates a contestation of values within cities (not least between 

utopian and dystopic dispositions). Phenomenologically, how the city is seen 

and understood cannot be divided from how it is framed and experienced by 

a placement of difference (as, for example, posited by a geopolitical or geo- 

climatic destiny or the afterlife of the colonial matrix). 

 Existentially, the city can be claimed as a locus of belonging (’this is my city: 

I am a part of what it is, and it is part of what I am’). But conversely, it can be 

no more than a transitory and nomadic experience and treated as expediency 

dictates. Between these poles is a variability of investment in place. 

 Now once architecture is brought to presence, the city as such disappears – 

here is the essence of post- urbanism where the signature building is all and 

everything else can look after itself. Much architectural discourse repudiates 

this, but nobody is listening: it’s just architecture talking to itself. Architecture 

always draws a line between creation and destruction, but mostly unknowingly. 

It celebrates creation – its own – and ignores what it destroys. The indulgent ego 

believes its creation justifi es what it destroys, but it almost never does. Consider 

these words by two crusaders for the revitalization of architectural creativity: 

  Architecture’s presence proves creative productivity and the refashioning 

of an indeterminate nature towards purpose.  16    

 These words do not come from a moment in the high point of the modern 

movement but have the smell of fresh printer’s ink and an investment in 

    16  Stephen Cairns and Jane M, Jacobs (2014),   Buildings Must Die: A Perverse View of Architecture  , 
Cambridge,  MA :  MIT  Press, p. 52. The ecology of architecture they explore in this book veers 
between interesting insights and an overwhelming culturalist impulse to reinstate the architect as 
a creative hero within an uncritical and inappropriate Eurocentric paradigm.   
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conspicuous erudition. The ambiguity of architecture allows us to say in reply 

to their claim: ‘Architecture’s presence proves an unjustifi ed destruction of 

ecologically determinate natural resources that continues unabated in the 

name of a misplaced creative practice’. The point to re- emphasize is that 

creation and destruction (which making makes unavoidable) are indivisible. 

Once this is fully understood, an ethical practice becomes recognized as 

‘destruction justifi ed by its created end’. 

 Destruction, like creation, takes many forms, including the destruction of 

cities in the process of their recreation. As Justin McGuirk’s book  Radical 

Cities  shows, Latin America is replete with such examples. They all exist 

within the ‘dialectic of Sustainment’ as it defi nes the inseparable relation that 

exists between creation and destruction.  17   This relation is identifi able 

contextually at every scale as contradiction. At the micro level, it is evident in 

the clearing of ‘slums’ to build modern structures that themselves become a 

new kind of slum. The massive Tlatelolco (hyper-Le Corbusier like) development 

opened in Mexico City in 1964 is a tragic example. In 1968 it was the site at 

which the Mexican military machine- gunned hundreds of student protestors 

gathered in the square a few days before the Olympic Games opened in 

the city. People massed from positions between the apartment blocks. The 

second tragedy of the development arrived as an earthquake in 1985. One 

block fell, others were demolished due to the scale of damage they suffered. 

By the 1990s the still vast area had become a ‘no go zone’. 

 At the largest scale the double movement of the dialectic of Sustainment 

defi nes the character of so many Latin American cities.  18   Obviously it is not 

just confi ned to one geographic location. It can also, for example, be seen in 

China where a percentage of the population is getting wealthier and gaining 

international recognition while a whole other segment is in decline, becoming 

marginalized, living in the most basic of housing and forgotten. Meanwhile 

vast areas of cities, and some cities themselves, stand empty. Of course 

these people, and where they live, do not appear in the media because ‘. . . 

the mainstream media and cultural production are [ sic ] controlled by the 

state’.  19   

 Idealism constantly turns to nothing. For instance, on one side we read the 

idealist aspirations of  A City for All: The Future of Human Settlement in Latin 

America and the Caribbean , produced by the Latin American and Caribbean 

Commission on Human Settlement Report (Habitat  II , 1996), which claimed 

    17  Justin McGuirk (2014),   Radical Cities  , London: Verso.   
    18  Ibid, pp. 1–8.   
    19  Li Zhang (2010), ‘Postsocialist Urban Dystopia?’, in Gyan Prakash (ed.),   Noir Urbanisms: Dystopic 
Images of the Modern City  , Princeton,  NJ : Princeton University Press, pp. 127–149.   
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that people had a ‘right to the city’ and this could be delivered by ‘structural 

planning’, creative fi nancial management, and the bridging of the formal and 

informal sections of cities. But in reality what has actually happened a decade 

and a half later is otherwise, as is clear from research papers like ‘The 

Fragmented City: Changing Patterns in Latin American Cities’ by Axel Borsdorf 

and Rodrigo Hidalgo. 

 What Borsdorf and Hidalgo report is that a rapid modernization process has 

taken place driven by foreign investment.  20   This resulting in the creation of 

urban services owned by international companies providing high- quality 

standards of housing to middle- and upper- class customers. Additionally, this 

investment has supported imported lifestyles, leisure activities, privately 

owned motorways, industrial parks, shopping malls, entertainment centres, 

hotel chains and gated community developments. Meanwhile the state failed 

to intervene and completely neglected the public sphere, including public 

transport. This prompted the growth in car culture for those who could afford 

it and even more spatial fragmentation. In many instances rural migration 

went into reverse, the poor were forced out of the city by development or into 

informal settlements, which dramatically grew on the margins of cities. So in 

contrast to ‘a city for all’, what arrived was more corruption and increased 

inequity. 

 Ever loath to shy away from contradiction, the  UN  Human Settlement 

Program ( UN  Habitat) asserted urbanization to be a positive process 

notwithstanding the trauma, violence and environmental degradation it 

created. One wonders who benefi ted, besides those who profi ted from 

development projects. 

 It is projected that by 2050, ninety per cent of Latin America will be 

urbanized. What this means for cities of the region is that they will double or 

triple in size. This is a frightening prospect when it is recognized that Latin 

American cities are some of the most unequal and violent places in the world 

(forty of the top fi fty most violent cities in the world are in Latin America). 

Does not this situation make  UN  talk of high- rise building as the path to the 

management of urban areas, and to sustainable development in Latin 

American cities seem farcical?  21   

 While Latin America is becoming one of the most urbanized continents on 

Earth it, together with Sub-Saharan Africa, has the largest and fastest growing 

    20  Axel Borsdorf and Rodrigo Hidalgo (2009), ‘The Fragmented City: Changing Patterns in Latin 
American Cities’,   The Urban Reinventors Online Journal  , Issue 3/09, pp. 1–18 [ http://urbanreinventors.
net/3/borsdorfhidalgo/borsdorfhidalgo- urbanreinventors.pdf ].   
    21  Paulo A. Paranagua (2012), ‘Latin America Struggle to Cope with Record Urban Growth’,   Guardian 
Weekly  , 11 September [ https://www.theguardian.com/world/2012/sep/11/latin- america-urbanisation- 
city-growth ], pp. 4–5.   
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informal sector in the world. In some cities some sixty per cent and more of 

all housing can be informal (and thus outside the structure of urban 

management), as is the urban economy. For example, in Bogota over half the 

workforce is informal.  22   

 As is becoming increasingly apparent, and as philosophy has told us in so 

many ways, language prefi gures perspective: we see with language because 

it acts as the concrete medium of thought. ‘New urbanism’ and its attempted 

radical remaking as ‘entropic planning’ is a cogent example. 

 In cities of wealth and social stability, ‘new urbanism’ is a planning idealism 

grounded in an antiseptic nostalgia and values that reduces the notion of 

community to a series of tropes of domestic architecture and planned 

neighbourhoods with walkable grids. It treats the city as an assemblage of 

isolates. In cities of inequity and instability new urbanism gives way to gated 

communities. In both these cases, and beyond a claim of style, new urbanism 

is neither new nor urban (in actuality these communities are nostalgia in form, 

disarticulated from the urban). 

 Entropic planning (besides doing violence to the concept of entropy  23  ) is 

another kind of nostalgia and idealism that takes the ‘chaos’ of the medieval 

city, the Greek village and the Brazil favela as a design template. What it fails 

to recognize is that the order of the seeming visual disorder of such places is 

actually a product of a kinship structure layered onto a particular topography. 

Such places are reproduced by a ‘look- alike’ imposed architecture. The 

idealistic determinism of ‘new urbanism’ is misplaced. Perhaps the urban in- 

fi ll version is a little more defensible, but then how can any claim to difference 

from other innovatory in- fi ll actions be realistically made? 

 Almost every contemporary approach to planning now claims to contribute 

towards making cities more sustainable. The way they do this is by bringing an 

‘add- on’ series of instrumental practices and technologies to the planning and 

architecture agenda: urban consolidation,  24   infrastructure localization, renewable 

energy and energy effi ciency technologies, all to assist in the reduction of 

greenhouse gas emissions, the use of recycled and low environmental impact 

materials in building construction; water recycling, urban food production – 

these are some of the more familiar and favoured examples. Now all these 

    22  Robert Albro (2014), ‘ The “Informal City” and Latin America’s Urban Future ’, 17 April [ https://
aulablog.net/2014/04/17/the- informal-city- and-latin- americas-urban- future/ ].   
    23  While based on the second law of thermodynamics, entropy has been developed and applied to 
many areas of scientifi c enquiry. At the same time it has become more widely applied to an 
understanding of the behaviour of systems in general, as they move organizationally from order to 
disorder wherein their energy becomes confi ned within the system and thus unusable. It is in this 
context that entropy becomes a metaphor of chaos.   
    24  Urban consolidation while bringing some benefi ts also increases the risk of extreme weather 
events and pandemics.   
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actions are worth doing and are claimed to be fundamental to ‘. . . achieving 

progress towards sustainability’ as an ‘economy that concentrates on well- 

being’.  25   The claim is also widely made that changing behaviour and lifestyle is 

key to ‘achieving a sustainable environment’. The limitation of the perceptual 

reach of such thinking is substantial. 

 First of all, creating the conditions that will sustain human being depends 

upon overcoming our anthropocentric centre of gravity and demands ‘we fi nd 

ways to become other than we are’. Next, sustainable development presumes 

sustainability can arrive by sustaining the status quo via moderate reform. Not 

only does this thinking fold back into upholding ‘business as usual’ but exposes 

a fundamental failure to understand that the unsustainable is itself grounded 

in the anthropocentric essence of human being. As this it requires to be 

brought to presence and redirected towards a structure of responsibility. The 

illogic of the hegemonic economy has no comprehension of functioning within 

conditions that are fi nitudinally delimited. Moreover, the dynamic of global 

population growth, and consumerist expansion, all totally outstrip advocated 

actions of ‘gestural sustainability’. 

 To create the Sustainment of all that needs to be sustained requires the 

commencement of processes of relational cooperation that transgress 

those divisions of knowledge (like architecture and planning) that decouple 

action from the complexity that is foundational to working to advance the 

Sustainment, this as it is intellectually underpinned, culturally understood, 

well- communicated, enacted in practical projects, and directed at the negation 

of pure destruction (like ecocide, global confl ict and poverty, ethnocide, and 

‘hyper- consumerism’). 

 In sum: a created rigour of the thinking and practice of the project of the 

Sustainment needs to arrive, is slowly arriving, so as to displace the debased 

and hollowed- out language of ‘sustainability’. 

 Just as current perspectives on destruction are massively circumscribed 

and as such not grasped at all adequately by almost all proponents of 

sustainability, so equally is creativity mostly unthought. This assertion is very 

evident in design and architectural education and practice. Creativity is 

dominantly assigned as something that a subject is endowed with, is evident 

and exercised in their practice, yet, as said, such action mostly is oblivious to 

its resultant destructive consequences. 

 Nothing now exposes a limited and vacuous understanding of ‘creative’ 

more than its confl ation with class. The ‘creative class’ names something that 

is almost nothing. It has been employed in such broad and uncritical ways as 

    25  Mike Jenks and Nicola Dempsey (2005),   Future Forms and Designs for Sustainable Cities  , 
Oxford: Architecture Press, p. 25.   
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to now sweep up almost all ‘white collar’ workers while overlooking the 

creative activities of most ‘blue collar’ workers. More than this, such a thinking 

of creativity fails to comprehend the creative spirit of liberated imagination, 

including those of indigenous cultures. It equally ignores the destructive force 

of modernity, and its latter- day regimes of management as they erase that 

human potentially which so much creativity rests upon. Neither does late 

modernity recognize how the cultures of compliance of modern education are 

so destructive of those modes of deviance which creative insight so often 

depends upon. 

 ‘Creativity’ has now been become inducted into the language and mind- set 

of Eurocentric neo- conservatives and their spurious metrics. While the doyens 

of the ‘creative class’ promote themselves as innovators and transformers of 

cities, what they actually do is feed the destructive economy that contributes 

to the advancement of structural unsustainability.  26    

   Change and a return to metrofi tting  

 If, as is the case, humanity has to adaptively change in order to survive, then 

there have to be ontologically designing environments that prompt and support 

this process (for such change cannot come from an appeal to transformations 

of the consciousness of ‘the masses’). Contrary to their current unsustainable 

propensity, there is no question that cities are the most infl uential of these 

potential designing environments. 

 But given what of the urban already exists, what exactly can change? Is it 

actually possible to change cities, and more generally the nature of human 

settlement? Can we, in all our differences, change if cities change? Is there a 

real understanding of what cities are and what they could become? Is there a 

future in prospect wherein there will be almost no form of human settlement 

but cities? How can we think these questions? The traversing of them, as they 

take various forms and arrive in various contexts, defi nes the direction of our 

journey through the outlined issues of concern and towards thinking and 

acting otherwise. 

 The agenda of metrofi tting now starts to acquire a little more shape. As 

such, it has to explore the indeterminacy of the city, its fragmentation, its 

porous edges, its creative and destructive metabolism, the risks to which it 

is exposed, what has to be learnt, what thinking has to be abandoned, what is 

broken, what can be repaired, and by whom, the politics of change, and the 

    26  See, for example, Richard Florida (2002),   The Rise of the Creative Class  , New York: Basic Books, 
and Charles Landry (2000),   The Creative City  , London: Comedia/Earthscan.     
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imperative of acting in time (the medium and in a recognition of the urgency 

of the plight of the human condition of unsustainability). Problems proliferate: 

even if solutions are identifi ed is intervention possible, and if so where and 

how (this in recognition that the record of architects, planners, designers, 

developers and politicians to date is mostly appalling)? Can other ways of 

enabling affi rmative change be found? But then what solutions already exist, 

and can they be replicated and communicated? 

 As should now be absolutely clear, this journey is one of enquiry and thus it 

refuses the promise of a ‘how-to book of answers’. There are now bookshop 

shelves full of books telling would- be change agents how to create sustainable 

buildings, communities, villages, cities, products, businesses, agriculture and 

so on, yet en masse they have hardly made a dent in the problem. This book 

starts in another place. Rather than avoiding the complexity of the transformation 

of ‘the human’ (of human settlement) and then of settlement, it embraces 

such complexity. Unless ‘we’ change nothing will change, but as indicated 

unless the socio- cultural and politico- material environments in which we are 

formed change, ‘we’ will not change. Here, then, is a classic and unavoidable 

double- bind problem that this book will live with. In sum: the knowledge of 

what we are is not on the outside of the broken and often destructive world 

of human creation. Whatever we will or may become can only but come out 

of this world. This observation is not incidental to metrofi tting but rather its 

essence. As suggested, the remaking of cities, as action and outcome, is a 

means of our own remaking.  
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               PART ONE 

 Contexts of Change 
 The Limits of How We 

See Cities Today        

  Informed by an understanding of the city as an increasingly plural object of 

incoherence – which all regimes and discourses of the city attempt to order 

by, for instance, the law, mapping, auditing, documenting and imaging – our 

starting point will strive to expose the value of a kaleidoscopic way of viewing 

the city. The mirrors of the kaleidoscope reproduce disorder as pattern to 

create an illusion of order. The city so managed likewise brings a lot of 

fragments into view, but any sense they form and hold an ordered whole is 

illusory. Patterns are projected onto disorder to construct symmetrical and 

non- symmetrical forms as a totality. The idea does its work and the assembly 

arrives with difference fl attened. 

 What follows provides a variety of contexts and perspectives directed at 

assisting the grasping of the complexity of cities. Immediately one has to 

acknowledge that the true complexity exceeds all representational ambitions. 

In fact one does not know, and cannot quantify, the sum of fragments that 

constitute the difference that is the city. 

 The familiar reduction of the city to a pattern language by planning theory 

is a misplaced ordering. Such order does not hold. The forces driving 

urbanization, the nature of deepening unsustainability, and geopolitical fl ux 

continuously shatter the mirrors supporting the illusion. The only constant is 

continuous change. To walk the city so understood is to constantly digress.  

19



20



  N o matter how established the city seems as built fabric, infrastructure, 

population, culture and economy, as the world changes so too does it. 

The human-formed structure and life of the city always exist in this continual 

worldly fl ux. Likewise, a full picture of the city never appears. It can only arrive 

as fragments and impressions that can never be prised away from a seeing 

subject who looks and constructs his or her own images. By implication, 

different subjects of varied cultures, backgrounds, occupations, classes, 

genders do not see the city, their city, uniformly.  

   Seeing the city  

 Michel Foucault made clear in the Preface to his  The Order of Things , with 

reference to a fi ctitious taxonomy of animals presented by Jorge Luis Borges, 

just how infl uential the seemingly logical, but actually illogical, constructed 

systems of classifi cation are. Here are Borges’s words as cited by Foucault:  1   

  . . .‘certain Chinese encyclopedia’ in which it is written that ‘animals are 

divided into: (a) belonging to the Emperor, (b) embalmed, (c) tame, (d) 

sucking pigs, (e) sirens, (f) fabulous, (g) stray dogs, (h) included in the 

present classifi cation, (i) frenzied, (j) innumerable, (k) drawn with a very fi ne 

camelhair brush, (l) et cetera, (m) having just broken the water pitcher, (n) 

that from a long way off look like fl ies’.  

 Borges mocks just how arbitrary acts of classifi cation are. What now can 

guide the listing of the ways of seeing the city that can categorize its elements 

with any claim to an adequacy of representation? Certainly there will be no 

reference to things coloured, parks, trees and streetscapes, monuments, 

public art, urban bird life, lamp posts, waste bins, fountains and ponds, crime, 

   1 

 Cities now            

      1  Michel Foucault (1994 [1966]),   The Order of Things  , New York, Vintage Books, p. xv.   
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public transport, paving materials, etc., etc. But what will be presented are 

ways of seeing the city that assist the explication of a narrative of metrofi tting 

in terms of what it should, could or might engage as a transformative practice, 

politics and urban heuristics. As will now be realized, such listing cannot be 

claimed as defi nitive. It has no particular place to start or fi nish and so is only 

indicative: so to begin. 

 The romanticization of the city of European modernity, with its supposed 

vitality and promise of a brave future, captivated the avant- garde. But illusion did 

not survive the death of idealism rendered by the First World War. The visualization 

of the city as an object of desire has never had much in common with its overall 

reality. Yet the city as attractor, which again is never more than just an imagined 

fragment of the whole, lingers on. People continue to migrate to the city with a 

sense of excitement, but not with the spirit that emanated from the fi rst age of 

mass urbanization. As the 1951 Roy Hawkins song (made famous by B.B. King) 

says, ‘The Thrill is Gone’. The city as idea is not what it once was: the dynamic of 

the modern has been displaced by the magnetic force of money. Nonetheless a 

residual hope of the city delivering a better life remains. 

 Those who professionally image the city – urban designers, urban 

geographers, planners, cartographers, transport engineers, urban sociologists 

and so on – can never provide an adequate picture. The delimitations of 

disciplinary perspectives obstruct the construction of a comprehensive image. 

While delivering a complete picture is impossible, creating a sense of scale 

and complexity of the city depends upon exposing an awareness of absence. 

The viewer in knowing the picture is incomplete knows there is more to see. 

So with all this in mind, ‘here is the city’. 

 One is usually presented with the city as formally constituted structures, 

both material and institutional, that have been sanctioned by the rule of law. 

But increasingly alongside this city, especially in those poorer countries that 

are rapidly urbanizing, is the growth of the informal city. In a signifi cant number 

of cities, the informal is overtaking the formal in scale and population. The 

formal, in exploiting the informal as a source of cheap labour and services, 

feeds its growth. Thus the informal becomes hybrid borderland wherein the 

illegal and legal fuse to constitute something neither command. At the same 

time, the informal instils fear, for it is outside the reach and rule of urban 

management (and in many cases the rule of law). 

 Obviously urban hybridization takes on many forms, and has done so for 

eons. In the city of privilege this takes on familiar material forms: retrofi tted, 

the sheds of a railway works become a school of music or home to a cluster 

of new technology business incubators; a once commercial docklands 

becomes a marina and mooring for twenty- fi rst-century houseboats; a section 

of a struggling industrial estate becomes the city’s sex worker centre and 

then, within a few years, nightclubs, cafes and bars move in as welding shops, 
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steel fabricators, auto- parts suppliers and plastic extruding factories move out. 

In a not so privileged city, an empty offi ce block, factory or cluster of abandoned 

railway carriages on the edge of the informal area gets taken over by homeless 

people. So many designations of space that seem so fi xed, rational and 

ordered transpire to be fl uid. The industrial, domestic, commercial, the 

impoverished, blighted, abandoned, the luxurious, desirable and chic: none 

are assured to hold their use and ground in time. 

 The city has always been a draw for people seeking work, wealth, pleasure, 

the exotic, the erotic, anonymity, friendship, hope, shelter, drugs, fame. In this 

respect, accident and opportunity confl ate. Even if created for a specifi c 

purpose, a city never holds to its initially posited destiny – its projected future 

becomes corrupted in the fl ow of endless change. The deployment of the 

organic metaphor to describe the life of the city is equally misplaced. There is 

too much of it that is toxic, mutant and unnatural. It does not function or cohere 

as an organism. Its life and death are not within a regenerative process but 

rather are a consequence of good or bad fortune, an economic opportunity or 

travesty, creative endeavour or violence. Capital decides what is nascent or 

terminal, to be fed or starved. Technology walks the line between life and death. 

Dominantly, it is not the good that die young but the poor and the malnourished. 

 As an environment, the city partly makes its own climate. As such it forms 

a climatic zone to which its waste heat, radiated heat from thermal mass, 

exhausted pollutants, wastewater, sewage, constructed windscapes and 

planted vegetation all contribute. 

 As already indicated, the city is an un- viewable object: what you see from 

the street is the street; seeing it from the air or space reduces it to an 

abstraction. A map and plans are other kinds of abstraction. Paintings, fi lm and 

photography deliver fragments and impressions. Memory gets left behind. 

The only thing that stands in for the complete image of the city is it as idea. 

 The space of the city is existentially encountered as place (of the body, the 

senses and the intellect), as Henri Lefebvre made clear. It is a confl ation of: 

the product of spatial practices, including those that actively construct it 

socially and occupy it culturally; the agency of the representation of space 

which orders it as plan, sign, code and imaged objectifi ed relations; and 

representational spaces in which coded and non- coded elements of the 

symbolic order of the city are made to appear.  2   All such spaces as they 

constitute the city, again as Lefebvre recognized, are inscriptions in time (as it 

is understood as plural).  3   

    2  Henri Lefebvre (1991 [1974]),   The Production of Space   (trans. Donald Nicholson-Smith), London: 
Blackwell, pp. 33–39.   
    3  Henri Lefebvre (1996),   Writing on Cities   (trans. and ed. Eleonore Kofman and Elizabeth Lebas), 
London: Blackwell, pp. 16–17.   
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 As a habitat the city is obviously a complex ecology in which we co- exist in 

the company of many life forms from the large and visible to the microscopically 

unseen. The city as habitat goes mostly unseen, it is ignored, and ‘the 

environment’ is talked of as if somewhere else. Likewise, the city as metabolic 

process is equally overlooked. As is the city as a sewer, as rot and decay, as a 

harbinger of disease, and as a machine of destruction – this is all kept out of 

mind and placed beyond the gaze. Dominantly the reach of the metabolically 

visible only goes as far as viewing goods in the shops, food on the shelves of 

supermarkets, the content of the waste bin, the garbage truck and the 

excrement in the toilet bowl. The speed at which everything passes through 

the metabolic machine of destruction that is intrinsic to the city, as fed and 

managed by an industry, mostly takes place in the domain of the invisible. 

Concerns reside elsewhere expressed, depending on class, in table talk are of 

reality  TV , the price of bread, the quality of the wine, the time it took for the 

pizza delivery to arrive or of the latest and most fashionable restaurant to visit. 

Meanwhile fast foodies speed things along with a constant stream of food 

waste, discarded plastic eating utensils, empty cans and packaging. 

 The city is of course image, sign and semiosphere. We (all of us who live in 

cities) are all part of it as image: we are the imaged, image- makers, readers 

and writers of the city as text. Each of us knows a little of the city as a story 

(every such story is a travel story  4  ), but few of us know ‘the real story’ of the 

city. What is seen populates memory, wherein map and experience merge and 

in so doing create a sense and relation to place. In the positive and negative 

ways in which it is experienced, and thereafter coded, the city is created as 

narrative and memory. It follows that as experience changes, so does place. 

We may live in the same city but we don’t know it as the same place. 

 The city is equally seen in time: it is an assemblage of visually discernible 

matter of different moments. Know it or not, what is seen is constantly being 

read in time – the cityscape is thus also always a timescape. 

 Yet the city is also more than time and place: it is also (a compound) event, 

as such it is theatre. It is watched, although most of what is staged is banal, 

but drama is always awaited, expected, hoped for and, from time to time, 

happens. The theatre, of course, is not silent: all the stages of the cityscape 

are also soundscapes. The city is heard, occasionally attentively but mostly 

not. There is recoil from the way it assaults by sound, but then again its sound 

is also enjoyed. 

 The city is also a socio- political landscape where ethnicity and class are 

territorial determinates, and together with gender and religion, are generative 

of its cultures and the variability and viability of its communities. The socio- 

    4  Michel de Certeau (1988),   The Practice of Everyday Life   (trans. Steven Rendall), Berkeley,  CA : 
University of California Press.   
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political relations of the city are indivisible from how issues of inequity and 

poverty, social justice, crime and ‘race’, housing and homelessness, the state 

of the local environment and public health, as well as the economy and 

employment are all seen, and by whom. What all of these relations express is 

that while the population of the city may live in the same urban conurbation, 

existentially they do not live in the same socio- political place. The reality of this 

difference is equally territorially inscribed. Depending, be they the rich or the 

poor, the powerful or the marginalized, there are various parts of the city that 

these people never visit. By implication, most people do not stray far from 

their socio- economic and cultural enclaves. The sacred and the profane, capital 

and lack of it, fear and panic all lay a semiotic veil over the city that while not 

completely visible is continually read. 

 Much of what has been touched on in this partial and impressionist 

characterization of the complexity of the city will be picked up and over in far 

more detail as our narrative moves on. But at this stage there are two important 

ways to see the city that beg registration. The fi rst is seeing the city as 

technology. Here in such a city (of relative affl uence) is found a trench map 

where power, water, gas, waste and fi bre optic cable travel a wandering 

journey. Then there are the even more invisible multiple- frequency 

telecommunication signals travelling through its skies. Of course, between 

that which is below ground and in the sky there is the vast road, rail and air 

transport infrastructure along with street lighting, the technology of traffi c 

management, the infrastructure of emergency services and now the 

omnipotent technologies of the police, and national security surveillance. 

Every one of these technologies constitutes its own picture of the city within 

which ‘we’ continually appear as nodal points as users, travellers, suspects, 

victims, bystanders, customers. Yet in the city where poverty dominates, 

where infrastructure dysfunction constitutes a massive structure of limitation, 

transcending such negative conditions of life is a daily struggle for survival.  

   The fate of cities: seeing dangers  

 Urban life is only a mark of a recent episode in the history of human earthly 

habitation. Put in the perspective of the history of our species: we,  Homo 

sapiens , came into being some 160,000 years ago and for most of this time 

were nomadic, whereas human settlement commenced approximately 

10,000 years ago and the fi rst city, Uruk, was created a mere 7,000 years ago.  5   

During the entirety of this period, the fate of cities has never been assured. 

    5  Çatalhöyük – a very large Neolithic and Chalcolithic proto- city settlement in southern Anatolia 
(Turkey) – is around the same age as Uruk but not of the same urban status.   
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 Although cities of the past have been exposed to, and sometimes been 

destroyed by, the ravages of war and nature, they have never confronted the 

level of uncertainty about their future that now exists as a result of the 

combination of massive population pressures, environmental impacts (not least 

from climate change), insecure food security, and geopolitical reconfi guration in 

an age of ever-accelerating technological change, including its unprecedented 

destructive power. We humans have never been so many and destroyed so 

much. So framed, and in recognition of the placement and construction of many 

cities in inappropriate geological or climatic locations, there is now a slow 

realization that many cities around the world are at ever-increasing risk. 

 Three stark consequences arrive out of these observations: some cities 

will be abandoned in whole or in part, some will be transformed (hence 

metrofi tting), and new modes of earthly habitation and city forms will have to 

arrive.  

   Danger and uncertain futures  

 There are immediate discernible dangers that can be instantly identifi ed and 

acted upon when they are encountered: ice on the road, fallen power lines, an 

aeroplane with engine problems, a home invader and so on. But then there 

are dangers that are known but prompt no action because they seem abstract 

and seem not to pose any immediate threat. Even when they are viewed and 

felt as threatening they do not galvanize action, as they are deemed by most 

people to be beyond the reach of the individual. Dividing these two situations 

is just the difference between knowledge grounded in direct experience 

versus knowledge mediated by ‘experts’, often scientifi c. The latter is also not 

given due attention because it so often looks to be in the distant future and 

thus not pressing. As Friedrich Nietzsche recognized, human beings are 

‘chronophobic’ – we fear time, only have a very limited ability to think in time 

(unless we learn to do so), and live with an illusion of permanence.  6   So framed, 

the city is seen as rock- like, as something solid. But in time rocks weather 

away, crack from tectonic movement and turn to sand. A seeming appearance 

of normality can also negate a willingness to think and act futurally. 

 Yet future threatening dangers are now increasingly unsettling ever more 

people. But which of these dangers loom the largest? Some would say, for 

example, climate change, global confl ict, a nuclear disaster or a pandemic. But 

such answers immediately beg qualifi cation. First, these dangers, and most 

others, do not exist independently from each other. They are in fact relationally 

    6  On chronophobia and permanence, see Bernd Magnus (1978),   Nietzsche’s Existential Imperative,   
Bloomington,  IN : Indiana University Press, pp. 190–195.   
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connected. Climate change, for instance, can mean large numbers of people 

crossing borders illegally looking for food and water (because their sources of 

both have failed) and being met with violence. Likewise, such displaced 

people living in poor sanitary conditions may become exposed to vector- borne 

diseases carried by insects, rats and bats whose numbers increase dramatically 

due to an increased food supply coming from warmer conditions. 

 For many millions of people, the kinds of dangers just considered are not 

lodged in the future: they are already here and having a dramatic impact on 

their lives. For instance, this situation is true for those people living in the delta 

region of Bangladesh who are dealing with the impact of sea level rise. They 

have few options: the nation’s border with India is fenced and patrolled by 

Indian troops; if they migrate to the hills they are met with hostility; and having 

nowhere to go, some fl ee as boat people. In such contexts, researchers are 

questioning the contribution played by climate change in the rise, spread and 

fatal consequences of Ebola in West Africa, and the relation of increased 

temperatures to rising levels of confl ict in East Africa. Then there are the 

millions of people made refugees by confl ict in Syria, Afghanistan and Iraq 

where violence, the destruction of cities and natural resources, massive 

environmental damage, together with a lack of food and water, all combine to 

force people to leave their homeland. 

 The phenomenal manifestation of such dangers and disasters is hard to 

comprehend, as are the effi cacious forms of practical response. Harder to 

grasp though is how to deal intellectually and psychologically with the 

prospective dangers. The most threatening to humanity, if long term, is at 

the start of the planet’s sixth major extinction event  7   – this prompted by the 

impact of human unsustainable actions upon biodiversity. Again this is not a 

‘stand alone’ problem but part of the defuturing and relational character of 

structural unsustainability. One wonders why these dangers go by with so 

little questioning. Does the dominant way they are defi ned instrumentally 

feed the assumption they can be solved by technology? Is it because some 

seem to be distant that it is assumed that people of the future will have the 

knowledge to deal with them? One area, however, where there is growing 

debate is how existing and emergent worldly circumstances are actually 

changing not just the environments of our existence but also the very essence 

of what we are as beings.  8   

 In the light of these remarks, consider this: between 1936 and 1938 in a 

dangerous moment in the career of Martin Heidegger, and the beginning of 

one of the most dangerous moments of the twentieth century, he wrote his 

    7  Elizabeth Kolbert (2014),   The Sixth Extinction: An Unnatural History  , New York: Henry Holt.   
    8  See, for example, Stefan Herbrechter (2013),   Posthumanism: A Critical Analysis  , London: 
Bloomsbury.   
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 Beiträge zur Philosophie (von Ereignis) , and while viewed as his most 

important work after  Sein und Zeit  ( Being and Time ), it was not published until 

1989 (the centennial of his birth); the English translation,  Contributions to 

Philosophy (From Enowning) , appeared in 1999. The following text is taken 

from this work as a means to refl ect upon how ‘making’ (and also remaking) 

can be viewed against the backdrop of the kind of dangers that now need to 

be understood: 

  Everything ‘is made’ and ‘can be made’ if one only musters the ‘will’ for it. 

But this ‘will’ is precisely what has already placed and in advance reduced 

what might be possible and above all necessary – this is already mistaken 

ahead of time and left outside any questioning. For this will, which makes 

everything, has already subscribed to machination, the interpretation of 

beings as re- presentable and re- presented.  9    

 Two qualifi cations frame what Heidegger says here and direct how we should 

read it: the fi rst is that humanity exists in ‘ the epoch of the total lack of 

questioning ’, and second ‘everything has already subscribed to machination’ 

(a condition of everything becoming instrumentalized).  10   

 What Heidegger is saying, and what it means in relation to the making of 

the disaster of extinction (for us), is that philosophy took a turn with Plato that 

continued throughout Western metaphysics that was based on a productivist 

mode of thought (the world as structure able to be remodelled by human 

beings). Thus what this knowledge sought to disclose was instrumental 

thought as enabling (world) making in its most extended sense (the making of 

ideas, science, technology and form) as a directed reign of knowledge in 

absolute dominance. This thinking is ‘machination’ at its extreme, and it has 

been present from the very birth of the modern Western mind. Questioning 

hereafter thus became almost completely bonded to ‘how to make’ and was 

thus viewed by Heidegger as the end of questioning at its most fundamental 

level – which is the level at which the question of why is paramount. 

 So in saying ‘Everything “is made” and “can be made” if one only musters 

the “will” for it’, Heidegger is effectively stating the potential of human beings. 

But he then goes on to point out that this ‘will’ is precisely what has already 

been emplaced and so, in advance, reduces what might be possible and above 

all is necessary. In saying this, the instrumentalism of machination is exposed 

as integral to a will that delimits what could be made. As such, it constituted a 

    9  Martin Heidegger (1999),   Contributions to Philosophy (From Enowning)   (trans. Parvis Emad and 
Kenneth Maly), Bloomington,  IN : Indiana University Press, p. 76.   
    10  On ‘machination’ I am indebted to the insight of Brad Elliot Stone (2003), ‘What is Machination?’ 
Chapter Two of PhD dissertation,   Dominions and Domains  , University of Memphis, Memphis,  TN .   
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mistake that travelled out into the future, which excluded and ‘banned’, that 

fundamental questioning of ‘why make’ that would have enabled a questioning 

and opened the possibility of another and essentially necessary making. 

 The result of this (still continuing) trajectory of construction is an actual 

deformation of making. As a consequence, what appears to be made is in fact 

an unmaking: a breaking of the world of essential dependence by the making 

of an antithetical world within it (making weapons of mass destruction is a 

crude illustration of the point). Thus a future is made that effectively defutures. 

 The discourse of sustainability, and all that is offered under its aegis, has 

yet to learn this. At present it still remains lodged in the very instrumentalism 

of unmaking and so folds back into the foundation of the problems it presents 

itself as working to resolve. Architecture is deeply embedded in this situation. 

What it creates always travels towards decay and eventual death – often after 

only a short duration of time; and infrequently over a long time. It is also a 

destroyer: every building leaves a trail of destruction in its wake. The trail can 

be small, but often it is not. One of the greatest material crimes here is the 

vast expenditure of non- renewable natural resources and the accumulation of 

a vast amount of embodied energy in structures that capital has destined to 

have a short life. 

 The danger of the unmaking of the world of our dependence by the world 

of our construction, with the city as its paramount attainment, goes mostly 

unseen. What is visible is the fast disaster. This can be seen in specifi c disaster 

events that happen very quickly, such as extreme weather events resulting in 

high numbers of human casualties. The destruction of rainforests, the melting 

of sea ice because of global warming, sea level rises, the salination of wetlands 

and the loss of biodiversity, all lack obvious visual markers for most people. 

But then beyond these dangers there is the possibility of going past a tipping 

point that triggers a fast and total collapse of the entire global system, 

including the industrial system. As the Earthinsight report of  NASA ’s Goddard 

Space Center study cited in its introduction: ‘there is a clear prospect of a 

collapse in coming decades of industrial civilization due to unsustainable 

resource exploitation’.  11   Some reports have gone so far as to say this could 

happen within the next two decades. 

 Slow disasters feed the fast disasters – problems coming from the 

generation of power by the burning of fossil fuel being an obvious example. 

What is not so readily recognized is the staged process of slow disasters. 

Cities like Jakarta in the newly industrializing nation of Indonesia tell this story. 

 Greater Jakarta has a growing population heading towards 30 million. As a 

delta city it is at the confl uence of thirteen rivers. It gets major and regular 

    11  Nafeez, ‘ Nasa- funded Study ’.   
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fl oods. These have been made worse from the run- off created by the clearing 

of the hills behind the city. Besides being at risk from sea level rises, the 

destruction of the mangroves, which once lined the foreshore, has increased 

the impact of storm surges. Jakarta is a slow disaster in process. Actions 

taken in its ‘development’ have layered risk upon risk. People already often die 

due to the extreme weather events it experiences. Slowly over the coming 

century, and beyond, the sea will claim the city. Meanwhile, a major cyclonic 

event or an earthquake could pre- empt this slower demise. Little stands 

between the city and its fate. The sea wall ‘protecting’ the city makes the 

point. It has been allowed to fall into disrepair. This inaction went alongside 

other short- sighted measures, like the clearing of the hillsides for development, 

which set up a potential for other urban ecological, social and economic 

disasters together with a systems  breakdown .  12   If these events happen, and 

are severe, then there is the possibility of a total urban  collapse . Thereafter 

there would be a partial or total  abandonment  of the city (rapid or staged). So 

is Jakarta doomed? Perhaps. The more rampant the development, the more 

the informal sector of the city is ignored, the more consumption continues 

unchecked, the more the danger grows. 

 The world is full of such fated cities in denial of their fate. These cities are 

terminal. They are likely to die before water drowns them. In many cases that 

death will come as soon as the value of property disintegrates – on this, Miami 

could well be one place to watch. 

 Obviously, there will be attempts to rescue some of these cities. If enough 

money is spent, some time for some cities will be bought – but the likelihood 

is that most attempts will fail. Very signifi cant abandonments of parts of cities, 

or entire cities, will happen. At the same time, new kinds of conglomerate 

cities will form, especially within megaregions, thereby creating what effectively 

will be new city- states. Other new city forms will also arrive. But the imperative 

to save and revitalize huge numbers of existing cities will be of enormous 

importance. Here is where metrofi tting will have its day. At this point it is 

important to again re- emphasize that metrofi tting is not just about simply 

repairing what already exists. Rather, it goes to actually transforming the city 

via remaking it in mind and matter. So such change is not just about repair and 

the structure and scale of the fabric of the city, its functional operation and 

economy. It is also about the reconstruction of the social and cultural nature of 

the city and its psychological landscape, its environment of work and 

semiological presence (its life as a sign).  13   

    12  The loss of plants and trees and the introduction of hard landscape dramatically increases the 
volume of water from storm run- off fl owing into the city.   
    13  One that comes to mind is the now famous Torre David tower block in Caracas. Although they 
had no electrical power, many of the 3,000 homeless people who moved in walked hundreds and 
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 As will increasingly become clear, forms of remaking within metrofi tting, 

whatever their practical expression, are always to be political, social and 

cultural. More than this, whatever is being remade equally implies the 

remaking of time (especially as the time- space of the city as event). If 

metrofi tting is to gain any traction, it requires to be seen within such general, 

as well as in more specifi c, contexts. 

 The notion of ‘the end times’, the future as apocalyptic, the coming of 

zombies, has become intrinsic to popular culture: it is the stuff of movies, 

television, video games, novels, popular music and as such has spawned sub- 

cultures. Ecological disasters – actual and expected – are now one of the staples 

of the media, movies and novels. Environmental problems are now elemental to 

education from grade one to post- doctoral. In the contextual ambiguity of this 

milieu there is the huge gap between dystopic projections and the presentation 

of instrumentalized problems to be met with pragmatic solutions. This situation 

can be characterized as the schism between the depths of the unsustainable 

and the superfi ciality of ‘sustainability’ (as mostly an instrumental form of 

responsive action). Besides the ‘logic’ of sustainability underpinning the 

sustaining of the unsustainable, the economy of industrial civilization and thus 

the dominant politico- social status quo,  fails to comprehend that unsustainability 

is essentially grounded in us , in our very being (our ontology). We humans, as 

makers of a world- within-the world, were destined to create the unsustainable, 

but modernity supercharged this propensity. Yet the cause of  the problem  – our 

ontology – is almost totally overlooked. When placed alongside the still growing 

global symptoms of unsustainability (not least global hyper- consumerism 

mobilized as to power continual economic growth), almost all proposed actions 

claimed to be sustainable are token. 

 This is not to say that water treatment plants, renewable energy systems, 

‘green buildings’ and so on should not be created, or that they do not improve 

specifi c conditions. But they do not overcome the fundamental problem (us), 

rather they function within ‘the logic of the mind’ that is the problem. Within 

this logic, a great deal of what is presented as a problem assumes the need 

to create a solution. Whereas so much of what threatens is beyond our means 

hundreds of stairs of this almost fi fty-storey block on a daily basis. What was created in the end 
was a vertical village coming out of the abandonment of a building that was conceived to be quite 
otherwise. With some certainty one can say that there will be many more buildings like Torre David 
in the future. Such structures invite innovation: like from the recovery of ancient and medieval 
mechanics to transport materials and maybe people up the vertical face of the building. Here is a 
technology of ropes, chains, pulleys, weights, human- powered winches, slings, counter- weights, 
hoists, jibs – much of this technology has modern forms (especially from sailing and climbing). 
Combined with a huge amount of available labour power, a new imaginary could be created. The 
point to be emphasized about such thinking is that it is not offered and claimed as a solution but 
rather as a starting point. See McGuirk,   Radical Cities  . The sad postscript is that in 2014 the city 
removed the people and the building was demolished.   
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to solve. For example, no matter what we now do, sea levels will continue to 

rise for centuries and the impact of the loss of biodiversity to date is not going 

to be reversed. Moreover, nobody has any idea what the intermediate impacts 

of these problems will be. Will key links in food chains be broken? Will some 

species of animals or insects arrive in plague proportions? Will huge pandemics 

be triggered? Who knows? 

 Certainly the call for human beings to reduce their destructive impact upon 

their world of dependence has to be made far more effectively than it has 

been to date (otherwise a possible ecological ‘corrective’ collapse will occur 

and large numbers of Earth’s species will not survive). 

 In the face of the deepening condition of unsustainability and the impossibility 

of solving many unstoppable defuturing processes, our species’ ‘survival will 

largely depend upon the degree to which it can adapt. Adaptation is the essence 

of metrofi tting the city as an environment of material, socio- political, economic 

and cultural human existence. Again it cannot be reduced to purely instrumental 

action to sustain the status quo if it is to have any effi cacy.  

   City of fear  

 Cities have always carried some connotation of fear, be it legitimate and 

grounded or perceived (both of which are directive of action). Here is the fear 

of dark places, the mob, criminal gangs and the deranged, but now something 

has changed. 

 In 1951, Ernst Jünger remarked that ‘fear is symptomatic of our times’  14   – 

his context: the shadow cast by both the inhumanity of the Holocaust and the 

atomic bombing of Japan. During the Cold War this fear was amplifi ed by the 

omnipresent threat of global nuclear annihilation. Now, in the present age of 

absolutely insecure futures, fear has become a deeply embedded and 

unsettling structural element of the human psyche. In some respects, the 

more informed one becomes the more there is to fear. This situation suggests 

a new psychology is in formation – one relative to the proximity to danger. 

 Against the backdrop of the acknowledged massive challenges to humanity, 

with the myriad dangers that travel with it, it is clear that fear itself has become 

instrumentalized. And this masks what needs to be the guiding concern in our 

facing fundamental dangers of our time. For instance, ‘the fear of the everyday’ 

now translates to ‘health and safety at work’ and especially to laws dealing 

with any exposure of the young to the dangers of drugs, pornography and 

paedophiles. The measure of this fear is that parents are becoming ever more 

    14  Ernst Jünger (2013 [1951]),   The Forest Passage   (trans. Thomas Friese), New York: Telos Publishing, 
p. 27.   
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protective. Hereafter, homes become a zone of protection, the street a place 

of danger and fear a feedstock of neuroses. Then there is race, street and gun 

violence, and the rise of the city as a dominant site of confl ict, including 

proliferating asymmetrical warfare. It’s easy to dismiss such observations in 

the living room of a house in North Shore Sydney, a comfortable apartment in 

downtown Oslo, a townhouse in Singapore, or on a quiet street in Oxford, but 

not so easy if you live in informal Caracas, on the South Side of Chicago, in 

shell- scarred Ramallah or in the ruin of Homs. 

 As Urick Beck has sought to make clear for many years through his 

numerous publications, we all now live in a ‘risk society’.  15   From crossing a 

bridge after a fl ood, to major investment decisions and the dangers posed by 

taking students on a fi eld trip, everything in highly developed nations has 

become subject to a risk assessment. Meanwhile, for ‘the rest’ danger and 

fear is something else: it may be marked by a handgun in your car’s glove box, 

life in a gated community or a bulldozer coming down your street towards 

your informally constructed shack, a visit to a hospital with almost no money 

to pay for treatment, or a bomb on a bus. 

 Having said all this, and having paid heed to Jünger’s comment, what is 

actually being described is not new. Rather, it is the current manifestation of 

what Friedrich Nietzsche called nihilism.  16   Subsequent events have vindicated 

his conclusion that what modernity did was to render subjects helpless before 

the forces to which they were exposed. Neither wars, nor revolutions, nor 

least of all capitalism have slowed the dynamics of destruction of the world of 

human dependence enacted by the world of human creation (with the city at 

its epicentre). 

 Nihilism is the underpinning character of unsettlement – this in both its 

conscious form (concern for the self as inseparable from concern for the 

future) and its unconscious form (the lack of care for the self or the future 

accompanied by the negation of time by hedonism). The nihilistic life is one 

where aversive action can be taken to improve one’s immediate conditions, 

but without any sense that anything can be done about underlying causes. 

Such action is fatalistic and a resignation to helplessness so often covered 

over by the pursuit of pleasure and distraction. Dominantly this life is lived in 

‘the city of panic’ as characterized by Paul Virilio.  17   

 Global and local fear converges on the ‘city of panic’. The apparent speed of 

action taken to reach any destination, any goal, is in some sense an attempted 

    15  See, for example, Ulrich Beck (1999),   World Risk Society  , Cambridge: Polity Press.   
    16  On nihilism, see Friedrich Nietzsche (1968 [1901]),   Will to Power   (trans. Walter Kaufmann and R. 
J. Hollingwood), New York: Vantage Books, pp. 9–82; and Tony Fry (2012), ‘Nietzsche on Nihilism’, 
in   Becoming Human by Design  , London: Berg, pp. 25–32.   
    17  Virilio,   City of Panic  .     


