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Theoretical thought sees itself compelled to redefine the forms, 
functions and structures of the city (economic, political, cultural, 
etc.) as well as the social needs inherent to urban society. Until now, 
only those individual needs, motivated by the so-called society of 
consumption (a bureaucratic society of managed consumption) have 
been prospected, and moreover manipulated rather than effectively 
known and recognized. Social needs have an anthropological 
foundation. Opposed and complimentary, they include the need for 
security and opening, the need for certainty and adventure, that 
of organization of work and of play, the needs for the predictable 
and the unpredictable, of similarity and difference, of isolation 
and encounter, exchange and 
investments, of independence (even 
solitude) and communication, of 
immediate and long-term prospects. 
The human being has the need to 
accumulate energies and to spend 
them, even waste them in play. He 
has a need to see, to hear, to touch, 
to taste and the need to gather 
these perceptions in a ‘world’. To 
these anthropological needs which 
are socially elaborated (that is, 
sometimes separated, sometimes 
joined together, here compressed 
and there hypertrophied), can be 

added specific needs which are not satisfied by those commercial and 
cultural infrastructures which are somewhat parsimoniously taken 
into account by planners. This refers to the need for creative activity, 
for the oeuvre (not only of products 
and consumable material goods), of the 
need for information, symbolism, the 
imaginary and play.   
Through these specified needs lives and 
survives a fundamental desire of which 
play, sexuality, physical activities such as 
sport, creative activity, art and knowledge 
are particular expressions and moments, 
which can more or less overcome the 
fragmentary division of tasks. Finally, the 
need of the city and urban life can only 
be freely expressed within a perspective 
which here attempts to become clearer 
and to open up the horizon. Would 

not specific urban needs be those of qualified places, places of 
simultaneity and encounters, places where exchange would not go 
through exchange value, commerce and profit? Would there not 

also be the need for a time for these 
encounters, these exchanges?
At present, an analytical science of the 
city, which is necessary, is only at the 
outline stage. At the beginning of their 
elaboration, concepts and theories 
can only move forward with urban 
reality in the making, with the praxis 
(social practice) of urban society. Now, 
not without effort, the ideologies and 
practices which blocked the horizon 
and which were only bottlenecks of 

knowledge and action, are being 
overcome.
The science of the city has the city 
as object. This science borrows 
its methods, approaches and 
concepts from the fragmentary 
sciences, but synthesis escapes it 
in two ways. Firstly, because this 

synthesis which would wish itself as total, starting from the analytic, 
can only be strategic systematization and programming. Secondly, 
because the object, the city, as consummate reality is falling apart. 
Knowledge holds in front of itsell the historic city already modified, 
to cut it up and put it together again from fragments. As social text, 
this historic city no longer has a coherent set of prescriptions, of 
use of time linked to symbols and to a style. This text is moving 
away. It takes the form of a document or an exhibition, or a museum. 
The city historically constructed is no longer lived and is no longer 
understood practically. It is only an object of cultural consumption 
for tourists, for a estheticism, avid for spectacles and the picturesque. 
Even for those who seek to understand it with warmth, it is gone. 
Yet, the urban remains in a state of dispersed and alienated actuality, 
as kernel and virtuality. What the eyes and analysis perceive on the 
ground can at best pass for the shadow of a future object in the light 
of a rising sun. It is impossible to envisage the reconstitution of the 
old city, only the construction of a new one on new foundations, 
on another scale and in other conditions, in another society. The 
prescription is: there cannot be a going back (towards the traditional 

city), nor a headlong flight, towards a 
colossal and shapeless agglomeration. In 
other words, for what concerns the city the 
object of science is not given. The past, the 
present, the possible cannot be separated. 
What is being studied is a virtual object, 
which thought studies, which calls for new 
approaches.

The career of the old classical humanism 
ended long ago and badly. It is dead. Its 
mummified and embalmed corpse weighs 
heavily and does not smell good. It occupies 
many spaces, public or otherwise, thus 
transforms into cultural cemeteries under the 

guise of the human: museums, universities, various publications, 
not to mention new towns and planning procedures. Trivialities 
and platitudes are wrapped up in this ‘human scale’, as they say, 
whereas what we should take charge of are the excesses and create 
‘something’ to the scale of the universe.

This old humanism died during the World Wars, during the 
demographic growth which accompanied great massacres, and 
before the brutal demands of economic growth and competition 
and the pressure of poorly controlled techniques. It is not even an 
ideology, barely a theme for official speeches.

Recently there have been great cries of ‘God is dead, man too’ as if 
the death of classical humanism was that of man. These formulae 
spread in best-sellers, and taken in by a publicity not really 
responsible, are nothing new. Nietzschean meditation, a dark presage 
for Europe’s culture and civilization, gan a hundred years ago during 
the 1870-1 Franco-Prussian war. When Nietzsche announced the 
death of God and man, he did not leave a gaping hole, or fill this void 

with makeshift material, language or 
linguistics. He was also announcing the 
Superhuman which he thought was to 
come. He was overcoming the nihilism 
he was identifying. Authors transacting 
these theoretical and poetic treasures, 
but with a delay of a century, plunge 
us back into nihilism. Since Nietzsche, 
the dangers of the Superhuman have 
been cruelly evident. Moreover, this 
‘new man’ emerging-from industrial 
production and planning rationality 

has been more than disappointing. There is still another way, that of 
urban society and the human as oeuvre in this society which would 
be an oeuvre and not a product. There is also the simultaneous 
overcoming of the old ‘social animal’ and man of the ancient city, 
the urban animal, towards a polyvalent, polysensorial, urban man 
capable of complex and transparent relations with the world (the 
environment and himself). Or there is nihilism. If man is dead, for 
whom will we build? How will we build? It docs not matter that 
the city has or has not disappeared, that it must be thought anew, 
reconstructed on new foundations or overcome. It docs not matter 
whether terror reigns, that the atomic bomb is dropped or that Planet 
Earth explodes. What is important? Who thinks? Who acts? Who 
still speaks and for whom? If meaning and finality disappear and we 
cannot even declare them in a praxis, nothing matters. And if the 
capacities of the ‘human being’, technology, science, imagination 
and art, or their absence, are erected as autonomous powers, and that 
reflective thought is satisfied with this assessment, the absence of a 
‘subject’, what to reply? What to do?

Old humanism moves away and disappears. Nostalgia lessens and we 
turn back less and less often to see its shape lying across the road. 
It was the ideology of the liberal bourgeoisie, with its Greek and 
Latin quotes sprinkled with Judeo-Christianity, which bent over the 
people and human sufferings and which covered and supported the 
rhetoric of the dear consciences of noble feelings and of the sensitive 
souls. A dreadful cocktail, a mixture to make you sick. Only a few 
intellectuals (from the ‘Left’ – but are there still any intellectuals on 
the ‘Right’?) who are neither revolutionary nor openly reactionary, 
nor Dionysiacs or Apollonians, still have a taste for this sad potion.

We thus must make the effort to reach Out towards a new humanism, 
a new praxis, another man, that of urban society. We must avoid 
those myths which threaten this will, destroy those ideologies which 

“Social needs are constantly created over and over and over as a practice, opposed to something that is stasis.” (11:25)
—“He starts to allude to a concept of science that to me is fundamentally problematic … with the idea of a non-ideological science” (14:40)—“Is it non-ideological? Or is it that ideologies in the past were blocking this horizon?” (15:50)
“I am seeing the science of the city. And then the fragmentary sciences being architecture, planning, how we distribute space in the city. He looking at all of that and calling it an analytic science of the city, beginning to break it down, and then introduce a term of praxis or social practice that is some kind of alternative or could be different than that.” (17:15)

“Science of the city can only be approximate (virtual objects)… the systematic analysis of the city or problematization, which could be offered as a sort of empirical type of alternative to an attempt to create a scientific framework. One that proceeds on the basis of facts as opposed to conceptualizations. … [the city] escapes capacity to be rigorously analyzed.” (19:15)

1 “Which city did he confront at that time?” (22:30)
2 “Post war mega-structure city extensions...”
3 “I think he’s right. It can’t just be a strategic systemization because it was at that time very much starting to develop as an architectural structuralism, which ended up separating and analyzing everything in their structures.” 

This is the paper accompaniment to the discussion that happened on 12.01.2012. The city and the political is a class taking place at The Public School Berlin

papers

T H E  C I T Y  &  T H E  P O L I T I C A L  ( P A P E R S )  ~  O P E N  T H E O R Y  &  D E B A T E  O N  S P A T I A L  P O L I T I C S  ~  1 2 T H  J A N U A R Y  2 0 1 2

#1



hinder this project and those strategies which divert this trajectory. 
Urban life has yet to begin. What we are doing now is to complete 
an inventory of the remains of a millenarian society where the 
countryside dominated the city, and whose ideas, values, taboos 
and prescriptions were largely agrarian, with rural and ‘natural’ 
dominant features. A few sporadic cities hardly emerged from a 
rustic ocean. Rural society was (still is), a society of scarcity and 
penury, of want accepted or rejected, of prohibitions managing 
and regulating privations. It was also the society of the Fête, of 
festivities. But that aspect, the best, has been lost and instead of 
myths and limitations, this is what must be revitalized! A decisive 
remark: for the crisis of the traditional city accompanies the world 
crisis of agrarian civilization, which is also traditional. It is up to 

us to resolve this double crisis, especially by creating with 
the new city, a new life in the city. Revolutionary societies (among 
which the USSR ten or fifteen years after the October Revolution), 
intimated the development of society based on industry. But they 
only intimated.

The use of ‘we’ in the sentences above has only the impact of 
a metaphor to mean those concerned. The architect, the planner, 
the sociologist, the economist, the philosopher or the politician 
cannot out of nothingness create new forms and relations. More 
precisely, the architect is no more a miracle-worker than the 
sociologist. Neither can create social relations, although under 

certain favourable conditions they help trends to be formulated (to 
take shape). Only social life (praxis) in its global capacity possesses 
such powers - or does not possess them. The people mentioned above 
can individually or in teams clear the way; they can also propose, try 
out and prepare forms. And also (and especially), through a maieutic 
nurtured by science, assess acquired experience, provide a lesson 
from failure and give birth to the possible.

At the point we have arrived there is an urgent need to change 
intellectual approaches and cools. It would be indispensable to take 
up ideas and approaches from elsewhere and which are still not very 
familiar.

This is an abridged version of the original found in 
Writings on Cities (Blackwell Publishing, 2006) 147–159.

“I don’t ever get that he’s ever talking about physical space. To me it’s this idea of how space is used. And how people interact within a space and how space effects people. Yet I don’t think he’s ever talking about anything physical...”

“To me, this is a direct relation to Plato’s cave. The shadow is not the thing itself. What he is trying to talk about is the over all idea of what the city could be and analyzing that.  I don’t understood from any of this that he is talking about a place.” (25:50)

“The architects — trying to create cities, society — they can do three things: prepare, try out, and prepare forms. That’s all. Nothing more. Really the space build around us is built by the people living it. … As an architect, we can practice something, discuss it. It’s not becoming reality and it’s not the way to create a city.” (42:40)—’What to do?’ would be the question for an architect. (43: 45)

—There doesn’t have to be a new society. But it is more about the process. (45:00)

“I think here he is developing an immanent theory of the city … is one of the process of the city in becoming.” (29:00)

“What planning practices is he criticizing? He isn’t being specific about it. … How do the great massacres relate to planning practices?” (30:00)

“Transduction seems to be an intermediary strategy he wants to imply. Having recognized the inability to realize a big project. It’s about how can you devise a tool that can somehow shift the landscape to give you the conceptual basis to allow you to make pragmatic proposals, without at the same time compromising yourself by embracing the existing ideological frameworks which would seem to subsume practices.” (50:30)“I think he wants to talk about the inhabitation of the city, not of building of the city. If you inhabit something you also change things. He conceives of the entire city transformation as something that happens in do it yourself — not being planned — space.” (59:00) Over certain time-spaces you inhabit the city and you 
transform it by inhabiting it.” (59:40)

A: “Shouldn’t the architect’s practice be oriented by the 
society around?” 
B: “The architects don’t think that way.” (1:04:45)


